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ABSTRACT 

JAMES RANDOLF INGRAM 

MONEY STORIES OF SUCCESSFUL LONG-TERM 
MARRIED COUPLES 

AUGUST 2010 

This qualitative study explored the money stories of successful long-term married 

couples. These stories provide a rich and in-depth description of experiences from those 

couples who have lived with and co-managed money issues over the long-term. Marriage 

and Family Therapists as well as other couples can benefit from the themes, strategies, 

and characteristics developed in these money stories. The theoretical foundation for this 

study was family systems theory. 

The orientation of this study is phenomenological in approach and interpretation. 

Twenty couples married a minimum of 25 years were recruited locally and asked to tell 

their money story. They were conjointly interviewed. An assumption of this study was 

that long-term married couples have in many ways succeeded in the co-management of 

money issues. 

The researcher conducted conjoint interviews with 20 couples asking them to tell 

their money story. The interviews were an open narrative between spouses. The 

researcher used a semi-structured interview protocol, asking eight questions designed to 

encourage an exploration of the couple's experience with money. The interviews were 
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audio-recorded, transcribed and analyzed for the essence of each couple's story. The two 

primary themes culled from the participants' money stories were, the process of struggle, 

and a commitment to faith. In the analysis of data, the participants' stories were 

categorized into one of three groups, dependent upon the stories and degree of struggle, 

changes made during the couple's marriage, and the overall sense of financial peace 

reported by the couple. 

An important aspect of qualitative study is the researcher impact. The 

researcher's voice is presented. Conclusions based on the findings are processed. Stated 

are implications to be considered by marriage and family therapists, other helping 

professionals, and other couples. Finally, recommendations are made for consideration 

of long-term marriages and money in future research. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Long Riders' Guild is an international association of equestrian explorers. Its 

membership is comprised of men and women from around the world who have ridden 

more than 1000 continuous miles on a single equestrian journey. The association's goal 

is to demonstrate how an individual and his or her horse can undertake a life-changing 

journey as well as to inspire and amuse by sharing the adventurer's stories. The Guild's 

website, www.thelongridersguild.com, is a compilation of the riders' stories, their 

history, legends, and knowledge. Their hope is to provide a legacy for other adventurers, 

inspiring them with stories of their journeys as well as knowledge gained from making 

such a journey. 

Being a Long Rider is about more than accumulating miles. It is about the 

commitment to the undertaking of a life changing journey that not only explores 

untraveled parts of the world but also of one's soul. One of the guilds founders claims on 

their website: "we believe the only valid definition of a Long Rider should be courage in 

the face of danger, resolve in the presence of hardship, and continual compassion for our 

horses". Not only have Guild members completed a continuous I 000 mile equestrian 

journey, they commit to the horse's welfare above their own and an obligation to share 

their personal stories. As stated on the Guild's website: being a Long Rider is not about 
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winning a ribbon in the ring. It is about making a lasting mark in your own life. 

(www.thelongridersguild.com) 

The Long Riders' stories of travel are filled with history, adventure, passion, 

success, and failures. Like the Long Riders, the life shared by the long-term married 

couple is filled with the same. The young man and woman choosing to marry do so with 

promises and hopes of forever. Till death do they part, they say. The long-term married 

couples are those who have persevered, making the journey others wish to make. It could 

be said that they, too, are on a life changing journey, one that has required courage, 

resolve, and compassion. They have stories to tell--stories filled with history, adventure, 

passion, success, and of failure. There is something to hear. They are the Long Riders. 

Statement of the Problem 

Every couple choosing to live together find themselves constructing their personal 

money meanings, expectations, and participating roles. It is commonly known that 

money and the co-management of money is one of the primary issues of negotiation for 

married couples (Amato & Rogers, 1997; Shapiro, 2007). This can be seen in the fact 

that family financial issues are one of the major areas of conflict leading many couples to 

seek professional help. Couples may seek help in identifying their money differences and 

in dealing with the development of their financial strategies from a marriage and family 

therapist, financial counselor, or religious leader. Money is loaded with meanings and 

married couples are faced with the challenge of negotiating the perceived differences 

created by the influences of family of origin, culture, experience, and a number of other 
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factors (Madanes, 1994). As Shapiro (2007) reports, money is an inanimate object to 

which couples attach a variety of emotions such as competence, fear, security, and status. 

When a young man and woman choose the path of marriage, some would say they 

have little insight into the various life transitions and relationship challenges that lie 

ahead. Numerous problems can arise as a result of living together long-term. If the 

couple seeks pre-marital therapy they will generally hear the counsel to address the issue 

of family finances. Questions will be asked such as: what does money mean to you, how 

did your family of origin deal with money, have you prepared a budget, will both be 

working, who pays the bills, and what is your money personality? They will be counseled 

about the importance of communicating openly, setting limits, defining roles, and 

problem solving. Maybe they will be encouraged to learn self-management strategies 

when dealing with each others' differences. 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the money stories of successful long

term heterosexual married couples. Twenty couples married a minimum of 25 years were 

asked to tell their money stories. Like the Long Rider, couples married long-term have 

experienced a journey sharing a significant piece of life by negotiating and constructing 

solutions throughout a myriad of obstacles. It is assumed they have developed various 

and unique problem solving strategies, characteristics, and relationship strengths that 

have helped them along the way. They have a story of achieving a level of balance in the 

dynamics of their struggles for individuality and connectedness. 
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Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

Research Question 1. What themes are most prevalent in the money stories of 

couples married to each other for a minimum of 25 years? 

Research Question 2. To what strategies do these couples attribute their money 

stories? 

Research Question 3. To what characteristics do these couples attribute their 

money stories? 

Research Question 4. To which of those characteristics do these couples attribute 

their marital longevity? 

Research Question 5. To which of those strategies do these couples attribute their 

marital longevity? 

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made in this study: 

1. That couples married for a long period of time have found ways to deal with 

money issues. 

2. That the participants are willing to openly talk about their money story with 

the researcher. 

3. That the participants are willing to be interviewed together. 

4. That the participants are willing to share their insights. 
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Delimitations 

The following delimitations provide the structure for this research: 

1. Only heterosexual and currently married couples were asked to participate. 

2. Couples were married to each other a minimum of 25 years. 

3. Couples had raised at least one child together. 

4. Only dual-earner couples were interviewed. 

5. Of the 25 plus years, both spouses were employed at least 10 years. 

6. Each couple was willing to be interviewed conjointly. 

7. The couple identified themselves as having a successful marriage. 

First, this study has focused on long-term heterosexual married couples. Homosexual, 

common law and cohabitating relationships were not considered for this research. 

Second, this study focused on couples who were married and had remained married to 

one another for a minimum of 25 years. Third, the participant couples had the experience 

of parenting. Fourth, both partners considered themselves as contributors to their family 

finances. Being married long-term, parenting, and having dual careers offered an insight 

into the phenomenon of marriage and the couple's money stories. Couples agreed to a 

conjoint interview. This allowed the researcher to experience the couple as a unit while 

observing and recording observed relationship dynamics. It also provided the couple 

with a forum for open and honest story telling about an intimate part of their lives 

together. 
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Definitions 

The following definitions were used in this study: 

1. Long-term marriage: Any state licensed heterosexual marriage continuing a 

minimum of 25 years. 

2. Money stories: A couple's account of the historical development and 

relationship with their money. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study examined the money stories of long term married couples. The 

conceptual framework of family systems theory has provided the foundation for meaning 

and understanding the money stories oflong-term married couples. The researcher's 

focus was on the processes and couple dynamics developed over the long term nature of 

their relationship. The fact that the couple has remained married in excess of 25 years is 

an indication of their success, strength and resilience. While much of the historical 

studies on marriages and families are problem focused, researchers over the past thirty 

years have increasingly shifted to a strengths-based perspective (Defrain & Asay, 2007). 

Scholars began focusing more on what is working rather than an exploration of the cause 

and explanation of problems. Family systems theory had a significant impact on the 

understanding and explanation of family functioning since the late 1950s, and even 

before in some circles. The focus was on the processes occurring within the system. The 

whole was considered larger than the sum of its parts. The family as a system is much 

more than the sum of the individuals comprising the unit. Change in one part of the 

family system affects the whole in itself. The concept of convergent properties applies, 
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in which various properties or characteristics emerge only with the combination of the 

elements interacting within the identified system. The concept of equifinality implies 

there are many different means to an end, or solution. The question of "what" rather than 

"why" becomes more important. The thing to be observed is the pattern of interaction, or 

process, instead of the history of insight (Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993 ). Pathology is 

de-emphasized and relationship resources are emphasized as a leverage to change. 

Another systems concept considered is that of boundaries. All systems have 

components or subsystems defined by boundaries. The boundaries of the family system 

are determined by "the rules defining who participates and how" (Minuchin, 1974, p. 53). 

How the boundaries are defined determines the differentiation and development of 

structures (Simon, Stierlin, & Wynne, 1985). It is specifically these boundaries that 

define the system as a whole and the component subsystems. A rigid boundary will be 

more restrictive to the flow of information and communication. Diffuse boundaries will 

have little to no restriction. 

Systems theory utilizes the concept of cybernetics, developed by Norbert Wiener 

in 1948. It is based on the belief that functions of control, information exchange, 

regulation, and information processing follow the same principles whether machine, man, 

or social structure (Bateson, 1972). Bateson reported all systems seek stability and have 

a natural process assisting in the maintenance of equilibrium. The concept of self

governance through feedback allows the system to regulate and modify itself in 

relationship to itself and other systems. Feedback could be positive or negative. 

Negative feedback is information that brings a system back to its original state after it has 
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been challenged to change. Positive feedback is information that increases a system's 

unsteady state and works to bring about ultimate changes in the system itself. The family 

is a systemic unit that governs itself through positive and negative feedback. 

A healthy family system is considered to have well defined boundaries that are 

flexible and not rigid. There is an interdependence between subsystems that reap benefits 

at both the micro- and macro- levels. A hierarchical system is in place, allowing for the 

appropriate levels of power and authority influencing stability with a changing 

environment. Feedback loops, both positive and negative, assist in the flow of 

information, again maintaining stability or bringing about a second order change 

(Bateson, 1972). 

The phenomenological research method was used to capture the rich meanings 

and essence of the long-term married couple's money story. The researcher employed 

purposive and snowball sampling in recruiting 20 participant couples. Informative flyers 

recruiting participants were placed in the lobby of the researcher's counseling office. 

Church leaders of a local church were also informed of the study and qualifications of the 

participants needed. Participants were interviewed as a couple. All interviews were 

audio recorded and later transcribed for data analysis. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore the money stories of successful long

term married couples. Currently there are a minimal number of studies on long-term 

marriages and even fewer considering long-term marriages and money. The findings 

from this study of money stories provide a rich and in-depth description of their 
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experiences in living with and co-managing some of their issues with money. The results 

provide themes of operation, strategies of success, and possibly solutions from which 

other couples and therapists can learn. A significant goal of this study was to produce 

insight into how couples married long-term have managed to negotiate an area of their 

lives considered by most to be one of the most difficult--that is money. 

9 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The reciprocal dynamic between marriage and money is a phenomenon that many 

would like a greater understanding of. The couple in the long-term marriage adapts to 

changes in their family and finances. They each have individual and conjoint 

perspectives and meanings for money. They also possess varying characteristics and 

degrees of strengths. Schwartz and Kaslow (1997) emphasize the importance of 

understanding the forces that hold a marriage together during a time when reported 

divorce rates have been increasing around the world. What do these couples have that so 

many others want or wish they had? 

Many couples have every intention and believe they have what it takes to make a 

long lasting marriage, only to disappointingly discover as they progress through life 

together, they really do not. 

The couples participating in this study of marriage and money have been married 

to one another for a minimum of 25 years. They have had families, educated themselves, 

built homes, made and lost wealth, fought, loved, persevered, tolerated, grown apart, 

grown together and adapted to at least 25 years of changes in relationships, situations and 

contexts. 

The assumption is made that couples spending 25 years together share a cluster of 

characteristics and attributes that have enabled them to sustain their relationship while 
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persevering the inevitable problems of coordinating life over the long-term (Kaslow & 

Robison, 1996). A study of marriages doing well can help others find solutions. Defrain 

(1999) and Defrain and Asay (2007) have studied the elements of strong families around 

the world. They conclude that the strengths can become the foundation for continued 

growth and positive change in a family and society. Embedded within the inevitable 

problems of coordinating life is the significant issue of money. The couples who make 

the long journey together have a story to tell. They have a money story from which we 

can learn. 

The research in the field of marriage and family in recent years has focused less 

on what is broken and more on the couple's strengths and strategies of success. 

Considering all the research done on marriages, truly little has been reported on long

term relationships and even less on the combination of long-term marriage and money. 

First a literature review of the research reported on long-term marriage will be presented. 

Then the studies done on marriage and money will be reviewed. 

Long-Term Marriages 

Prior to the 1990s there were very few studies of long-term marriages. Much of 

the research focused either on marital satisfaction or the quality and characteristics of the 

relationship. It also focused on what was wrong and not working in the relationship. 

Prior to the 1970s the definition of a long-term marriage in most research was less than 

25 years (Weishaus & Field, 1988). Fields (1983) studied couples married 18 to 30 years 

and Sporakowski and Hughston (1978) focused on those married over 50 years. Both of 

these studies found high levels of satisfaction in these longer-term relationships along 
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with congruent perceptions of each other. Weishaus and Field's (1988) study focused on 

marriages lasting a minimum of 50 years and found marital satisfaction experienced as 

either curvilinear or stable/positive patterns. While few in number, there has been a 

continual increase in the number of studies focused on the positive aspects, success, and 

adaptability of the long-term marriage. 

Weishaus and Field (1988) researched and identified six types oflong-term 

marriage satisfaction patterns as stable/positive, stable/neutral, stable/negative, 

curvilinear, continuous decline, and continuous increase. They found no continuous 

decline patterns in their sample. While the focus on long-term marriages has increased, 

much of the research continues to focus on younger marriages with unhealthy or troubled 

relationships rather than healthy marriages remaining together for the long-term. 

(Gottman, 1993; Kaslow & Robison, 1996). 

Lauer and Lauer (1986) studied 351 couples who were married a minimum of 15 

years identifying self-reported reasons for marital success. The top seven reasons given 

for their success were as follows: 

1. The couple had a friendship. 

2. The couple shared a decision of commitment: to each other and to the 

mamage. 

3. The couple's goals and values were shared and not threatened by differences. 

An individual and conjoint effort to maintain balance in their separateness and 

togetherness was necessary for long-term satisfaction. 
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4. There was a shared view of positive qualities in each other, such as caring, 

giving, integrity, and humor. 

5. The couple shared a belief in and permission to filter out certain information. 

For example, in the couple's interaction, it was considered prudent to let some things go 

rather than letting everything be an issue. 

6. Each partner had a basic belief that the relationship would not always be 

evenly balanced. 

7. The couple shares a commitment to the priority of the couple's interest over 

the individual's interest. There was a shared sense that being in the relationship as a 

couple enriches them as individuals. 

Swensen and Trahaug (1985) studied the element of commitment in the long-term 

marital relationship for Norwegian couples. They studied the changes in commitment 

over the life of the marriage to the expression oflove and marital problems. The author's 

assumption was that people marry and remain so because they make some sort of 

commitment. That commitment might be to the institution of marriage itself or to the 

person to whom one is married. The authors classified a marriage based on the 

underpinnings of commitment to the institution as instrumental. They conclude couples 

marry and remain so due to the consideration of the shared benefits and how they 

outweigh being single. On the other hand, an intrinsic motivated marriage is considered 

to be one where the partners marry and remain so because of the commitment to the other 

person as a unique individual. Swensen and Trahaug found long-term married couples 

develop reciprocity of commitment to one another while also experiencing some decline 
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in their commitment to each other as a person. But, they also report those couples who 

have an intrinsic based commitment, experience significantly fewer marriage problems 

than instrumental-based couples and they experience an increase in love expressed to 

each other. 

Gottman (1993) found less conflict and more pleasure in older marriages than that 

reported for middle-aged marriages. In fact, Gottman concluded that in older marriages 

there is reduced potential for conflict and a greater potential for pleasure in a number of 

areas. One area is the role of children. What was once a significant source of conflict 

can shift to a source of pleasure for the older couple. Lauer, Lauer and Kerr (1990) 

considered factors important to stable and satisfying long-term marriages and couples 

married in excess of 45 years reported the following: 

1. Being married to someone they liked as a person and who they enjoyed being 

with. 

2. Commitment to the spouse and marriage. 

3. A sense of humor. 

4. Consensus on various matters such as aims and goals in life, friends, and 

decision making. 

Men and women responded similarly regarding the critical variables of success in their 

long-term marriage. They also reported similar benefits being shared intimacy, a general 

sense of happiness, and a stronger physical and mental health. 

Kaslow and Robison (1996) reported the results of their research on 57 couples 

married long-term and responding to questionnaires. The eleven ingredients and 
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percentage of respondents identified as essential for marital satisfaction and currently 

existing in the marriage are as follows: 

1. Love (82%) 

2. Mutual trust (81 %) 

3. Mutual respect (77%) 

4. Mutual support (68%) 

5. Corresponding religious beliefs ( 65%) 

6. Loyalty and fidelity (59%) 

7. Mutual give and take (56%) 

8. Similar philosophy oflife (56%) 

9. Enjoyment of shared fun and humor (52%) 

10. Shared interests (51 %) 

11. Shared interests in their children (50%) 

Kaslow and Hammerschmidt (1992) focused on 20 couples married 25-46 years and 

concluded with the following list of eight essential ingredients for long-term satisfying 

marriages. 

1. Trust in each other, which include fidelity, integrity, and feeling safe. 

2. Good problem-solving and coping skills. 

3. Permanent commitment to the marriage. 

4. Open, honest, good communication. 

5. Enjoy spending time together, have fun together, have good senses of humor

yet appreciate some spaces in togetherness for separate activities. 
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6. Shared value system, interests, and activities. 

7. Consideration, mutual appreciation, and reciprocity-easy give and take. 

8. Deep and abiding love for one another enriched by being dear friends and 

lovers; continue to find one another attractive, appealing, desirable, and interesting. 

The subjects in Kaslow and Robison's (1996) study also responded to a question 

regarding what qualities they would identify as being most desirable, for 

improvement in their own marriage. While a number of respondents considered their 

marriage being perfect or needing nothing else, the remainder responded with the 

following list as desirable qualities: 

1. Financial and economic security (27%) 

2. Mutual sexual fulfillment (22%) 

3. Expression of affection (20%) 

4. Openness, honesty, candor (18%) 

5. Frequent exchange of ideas (18%) 

6. Consensus about sexual behavior (18%) 

7. Good problem solving ability (18%) 

8. Sensitivity and consideration for the needs of spouse (17%) 

9. Good listening ( 17%) 

10. Doing interesting things together (17%) 

The quality most desired by the majority of couples was financial and economic security. 

This would seem appropriate given the stage of life these long-term married couples 
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expenence. They have been married 25 plus years, the majority has launched their 

children and they are looking at pre-retirement preparation. 

Robinson and Blanton (1993) sampled 15 couples married a minimum of 30 years 

asking for their perceptions of the qualities which contributed to the sustaining of their 

relationship. The respondents reported: balanced intimacy and autonomy, commitment, 

communication, religious orientation, and congruent perceptions of the relationship. This 

study examined the dynamics of the long-term marriage through their perceptions of 

marital strengths and the interrelatedness of those strengths as positive influences on their 

relationship through times of closeness as well as distance. 

Sharlin (1996) studied Israeli long-term married couples to identify the 

characteristics most likely contributing to a satisfying marriage. The couples responding 

reported a high level of marital satisfaction with a normal distribution. The most 

important ingredients were mutual trust, loyalty and fidelity, love, mutual support, mutual 

appreciation, mutual respect, conjoint decisions on major issues, and reliability. While 

the husbands reported higher satisfaction levels than wives, there were no significant 

differences regarding the identified important ingredients to a satisfying marriage. 

Another interesting study on long-term marriages was the examination of the 

relationship between spousal locus of control orientation and marital satisfaction (Camp 

& Ganong, 1997). A similarity and intemality hypothesis were tested. A similarity 

hypothesis postulates couples with similar locus of control orientations will have higher 

marital satisfaction than couples with dissimilar orientations. An intemality hypothesis 

postulates couples who both possess an internal locus of control orientation will 
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experience the highest level of marital satisfaction while those couples having external 

locus of control will have the lowest. The author's conclusions supported Doherty's 

( 1981) conclusion that marriages where both spouses possess an internal locus of control 

orientation, the couple experiences significantly more satisfaction and has the conjoint 

confidence in their ability to influence marital outcomes. Bugaighis, Schumm, Bollman, 

and Jurich (1983) also found a positive relationship between internal locus of control and 

marital satisfaction in long-term marriages. Their research emphasized the position that 

marriages where both partners maintain an internal perspective of control report the 

highest level of marital satisfaction. These long-term married couples are better able to 

identify and define problem areas, gather information for decision making, and 

confidently and conjointly make decisions. 

Laszloffy (2002) reported a common process of development in family systems is 

what she calls a point of stress. A point of stress is a phenomenon of change exerting 

pressure on a family system for adaptation. The couple seeking stability within changing 

contexts would find a new level of functioning. The long-term married couple has the 

benefit of experience in managing self and managing self in change. 

Roizblatt, Kaslow, Rivera, Fuchs, Conejero, and Zacharias (1999) provided the 

Chilean portion of a multicultural and multi-country study of long-term marriages. The 

respondent's average years of marriage and age were 32.9 and 58 years respectively. 

This research is part of a larger study led by Florence Kaslow (Kaslow & 

Hammerschmidt, 1992). The findings across countries have been very similar. There 

was no significant association found between marital satisfaction and economic or 
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educational level. A positive correlation was found between marital satisfaction and 

happiness during childhood. Love, trust, and loyalty appear to be the primary reported 

ingredients for both satisfied and unsatisfied long-term married couples. Roizblatt, et al. 

concluded that the following basic characteristics are found and account for satisfying 

and long lasting marriage: similarity and congruence of background factors such as 

religion, education, lifestyle, and philosophy of life; living in the present and future, 

rather than the past; and intrinsic motivation to make the marriage successful. The study 

provided additional insight by highlighting the characteristics most mentioned by the 

couples as important to their longevity. Those mentioned with the greatest frequency are: 

no regret for getting married, a willingness to do whatever it takes to keep the marriage 

alive, personal enjoyment in working on projects together, resolving financial issues, 

quantity of time spent with one another, continuing to find each other attractive, and good 

communications. The authors point out a majority of respondents from both the Chilean 

and Israeli couples indicated the importance of religious affiliation in their relationship 

and the significance it played in their values and beliefs. Again, both husbands and wives 

gave similar responses in identifying personal perspectives of beliefs that motivated their 

staying together. 

Another study of long-term married couples examined the presence and 

importance of positive and responsive listening in happily and unhappily married 

couples, or a psycholinguistic perspective (Pasaupathi, Carstensen, Levenson, & 

Gattman, 1999). They found positive and responsive listening more a characteristic of 

happily married than unhappily long-term married couples. They also reported that 
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withholding of listener responses, or stonewalling, was found to be associated with 

marriages facing the likelihood of decline and dissolution over time (Gottman & 

Levenson, 1992). Gattman (1993) reported how long-term marriages are the result of a 

couple's ability to resolve the conflicts that are going to occur in any relationship. He 

went on to promote the necessity of balancing positives and negative behaviors within the 

couple's relationship. He considered an appropriate balanced ratio to be 5 positive 

behaviors to 1 negative behavioral response. Gattman considered a balanced relationship 

regulated and one most likely resulting in what the couple would consider a happy 

marriage. On the other hand, when negative behaviors outweighed the positives, this was 

considered a non-regulated relationship and would more than likely be unhappy with one 

or both partners considering separation and/or divorce (Levenson, Carstensen, & 

Gattman, 1993 ). 

The long-term married couple is better at managing their emotions, experiencing 

less distress and greater marital satisfaction when compared to younger and middle-aged 

couples (Carstenson, Gattman, & Levenson, 1995). Parker (2002) reports that couples 

married long-term have learned to soften conflict with affection. Over time, some issues 

may have disappeared or simply lost their power over the couple's emotions. He goes on 

to say the couple's need to resolve every issue diminishes with time as priorities and 

behaviors change with their aging. Parker goes on to report how few studies on long

married couples actually gather data directly from the couples themselves. 

Parker (2000) explored the perceptions and experiences of marriage from people 

married for long periods, as well as those individuals with shorter or more varied 
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relationship experiences. The questions explored dealt with the meanings participants 

attached to marriage, how the institution of marriage changed, and how it could be 

supported? The key elements cited in regard to being married were commitment, love, 

friendship and companionship. Qualities considered important in a spouse were 

communication, understanding, and tolerance. For those participants married more than 

30 years, marriage was the primary framework in which one was immediately recognized 

as an adult. It was also the socially accepted format for having an intimate relationship 

and for having children. Younger couples were more varied and less restrictive and felt 

their choices were more open. The participants reported that the teaching of family 

financial management, communication skills and pre-marital counseling would provide 

important support for their marriages. 

Parker (2000) went on to report that marriages work when the couples are actively 

learning and accepting their spouse's differences. He also reported that adapting to 

changes in each other as well as changes in their circumstances takes a conscious effort. 

A couple can do this because they understand the relationship will be stronger for having 

survived the inevitable difficult times. As these relationships continue to grow, it can be 

less likely they experience change as threatening to their relationship. Changes can be 

viewed not as a loss but as a natural progression of living life with another human being. 

Finally, Parker reports how it's possible that the drive of individualism has contributed to 

a decline in the sense of couple-ness. 

Bachand and Caron (2001) did a qualitative study with long-term marriages 

seeking insight into the factors these couples considered important contributors to their 
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longevity. Fifteen couples married a minimum of 35 years, were interviewed and while 

reporting numerous factors, the most mentioned were friendship, love, and similar 

backgrounds or interests. Crosnoe and Elder (2002) used a life course approach to 

identify more or less successful styles of aging. Their focus was not specifically married 

couples, but the results showed those individuals who had a balance in family 

engagement, occupational success, civic involvement, life satisfaction, and personal 

vitality, considered themselves' well adjusted and happy. 

Marriage and Money 

As previously stated, little research has been produced on how couples in long-term 

marriages manage their family monies. No research could be found on the money stories 

of long-term married couples. The studies published on the topic of marriages and 

money tends to focus on earlier marriages and from a more negative perspective. Also 

seen in the review of literature is the subject of money in marriage might be mentioned, 

but many times it is a secondary factor buried with other factors considered. Dew (2008) 

reports there is a reciprocal relationship between marriage and finances to be considered. 

He goes on to say financial issues can predict certain marital processes. In turn, marriage 

can influence financial behaviors, making it very important for the helping profession to 

have some level of understanding of the nature and dynamic of reciprocity. Marriage 

therapists, premarital educators, and financial planners are a few of the professions that 

really have a need for greater insight into the reciprocal nature of marriage and finances 

(Poduska & Allred, 1990). One example of the influence of marriage on finances is the 

tendency for men and women to reduce the frequency and intensity of risky behaviors, 
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such as drinking (Waite, Gallagher, Sullivan Rosenberg, Wilson, Matthews, & Hawkins, 

2000). Dew suggests the norms of marriage may encourage couples to use their monies 

more responsibly as well as eliciting safe and more conventional behaviors. 

Shapiro (2007) discusses the concrete and metaphorical roles money can play in 

every stage of a couple's relationship. Money and money issues can be a very difficult 

thing for married couples to process. As Shapiro reports, not only are there the hard 

issues of money to be dealt with, but it can be increasingly complex when money is a 

metaphor for security, adequacy, competence, commitment, acceptance, and 

acknowledgment in a relationship. With the intimate connection to such significant 

meanings and emotions, money is something that stirs up the anxieties of human beings. 

Couples can experience a great deal of difficulty expressing their true emotions to one 

another when they are so closely connected to the meanings of money. Finances in 

marriage are a real issue that needs real attention and yet it can be ignored and become an 

issue of great distress for any married couple (Amato & Rogers, 1997; Madanes, 1994; 

Mellan, 1999). It can be easier at times to triangle the issue of money rather than truly 

expose and process feelings of insecurity, inadequacy, loneliness, fear, or feelings of 

being unloved. 

Shapiro (2007) presents a developmental schema to examine financial issues at 

various stages of a couple's life and the impact upon their relationship problems. A 

money questionnaire is utilized to inquire of the couple's family of origin financial 

history, affect, and behavior. While she divides the study into early, middle and later 

stages of the couple's life, it is the later stage in which this research is interested. In the 
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later stage of a couple's life together, the children are gone, retirement is nearing, and 

each spouse will find themselves reexamining their priorities. They have experience in 

dealing with and communicating about money and, in their own way, the meanings 

attached. Shapiro reports that differences can be negotiated when there is willingness, 

trust, and commitment, but in spite of their time together, one partner should not assume 

the priorities of the other. Continued and regular communication is necessary through 

scheduled or spontaneous conversations to stay in touch with each other's thinking and 

priorities. 

With money serving as a metaphor for a variety of values and emotions, it is not a 

surprise that many couples attending therapy begin with a focus on their conflict over 

finances. Or a couple can simply present a number of issues without the realization of 

connection to money issues. It can be important for the therapist to be aware of the 

connection and therefore, better equipped at helping couples identify their underlying 

emotions, reasons for conflict and strategies of problem solving. As these couples come 

to a better understanding of their unique money issues, they can better use it as a tool to 

enhance and grow their relationship. Stanley and Einhorn (2007) report that while the 

subjects of sex, religion, and money tend to be avoided by many, it is in these areas that 

couples, and even their therapists, would do well to be more knowledgeable. They report 

that although many therapists are trained to deal adequately with sexual issues, far fewer 

are prepared to handle issues of religion and even fewer with issues pertaining to money. 

Aniol and Snyder (1997) examined the role of financial conflict, problem solving, 

communication deficits, and global relational distress among couples in marital therapy 
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and couples seeking assistance at a nonprofit agency providing financial counseling 

services. Approximately one-third of the couples seeking financial counseling reported 

relationship distress including problem solving difficulties. Then one-third of the couples 

in marital therapy reported levels of financial difficulties, exceeding the couples in 

financial counseling. As the authors conclude, it is very important for both the marital 

therapist and financial counselor to evaluate the nature and level of relationship distress 

and conflict concerning financial issues. 

Professional couples therapists receive little formal training or encouragement in 

the utilization of money as a therapeutic tool in the counseling room. Poduska and Allred 

(1990) report most therapists are ill prepared in recognizing and/or dealing with the 

complexity of the relationship between money and marital quality and satisfaction. After 

reviewing 25 accredited MMFT programs, the authors found that only one had a 

requirement for their students to take a course in finances. They go on to say after a 

review of the Commission on Accreditation for Marriage and Family Therapy Education 

(COAMFTE) MFT Educational Guidelines, that accredited programs are expected to 

infuse their curriculum with content that addresses issues related to diversity, power and 

privilege as they relate to age, culture, environment, ethnicity, gender, health/ability, 

nationality, race, religion, sexual orientation, spirituality, and socioeconomic status. 

While Poduska and Allred's review ofMFT programs occurred in 1990, it remains true 

today that even the AAMFT accrediting body does not require training in basic financial 

management or the reciprocal relationship between marriage and money. Stanley and 

Einhorn (2007) suggest two primary reasons for the potency of money in marital 
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relationships. The first is, as Shapiro highlights, the symbolic potential of money. The 

second is that the use of money is woven into the fabric of everyday living. Money is 

something that couples, on a daily basis, think about, spend, save, and worry about. This 

update in education regarding money and marriages is something either the accrediting 

boards need to address in their educational requirements or that the therapists themselves 

need to take action. 

Summary 

The long-term married couple have persevered and adapted to numerous changes 

in the world, each other as a couple and themselves as individuals. They learned to 

manage the similarities and differences in each other's character and behavior. They 

learned how to live with the issue of money and to coordinate one another's needs and 

preferences. The couple married to the same spouse for 25 years and more have a money 

story. It is a story from which lessons can be learned by other travelers. The purpose of 

this study has been to seek out the long-riders of marriage and to provide them a forum to 

tell their money stories. The goal has been to examine the rich and meaningful themes, 

strategies, and characteristics evident in the lives of married couples living life together 

for the long-term. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to explore the money stories of successful long

term heterosexual married couples. This study examined the themes, strategies, and 

characteristics embedded within the participants' stories. The reciprocal nature of money 

and marriage is one of the primary issues married couple faces (Shapiro, 2007). The 

successful long-term married couple has had to co-manage the issue of money. They 

have learned to adapt and accommodate to each other. Their money stories reveal the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics developed out of successfully living together long

term. Every couple has their money story. 

Research Design 

The orientation of this study is phenomenological in approach and interpretation. 

Couples married a minimum of 25 years were interviewed and encouraged to tell their 

money stories. In the telling of their money stories, these long-term married couples 

shared experiences revealing common themes, strategies, and characteristics developed 

as a result of living together long-term while working through the various and personal 

issues pertaining to money. The assumption for this study was that couples married long

term have found ways to succeed in the co-management of money issues. 
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Data Collection 

In phenomenological research, a primary method of data collection is the personal 

interview. In this study the personal interview was utilized to allow the participants to 

share their experiences and meanings related to money and their long-term marriage. 

Each interview is an open narrative between spouses. The researcher used a semi

structured interview protocol, interviewing each couple as a unit. Each couple was asked 

eight interview questions which encouraged an open dialogue for them to explore their 

unique story about their lives and money. The participant couple could choose where the 

interview was to take place. They either chose the researcher's office or their own 

homes. The interviews were audio recorded for accuracy. 

Instrumentation 

The following instruments were used in the gathering of data: 

1. A demographic sheet. 

2. A verbal interview protocol. 

The following research questions guided this study: 

Research Question 1. What themes are most prevalent in the money stories of 

couples married to each other for a minimum of 25 years? 

Research Question 2. To what strategies do these couples attribute their money 

stories? 

Research Question 3. To what characteristics do these couples attribute their 

money stories? 
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Research Question 4. To which of those characteristics do these couples attribute 

their marital longevity? 

Research Question 5. To which of those strategies do these couples attribute their 

marital longevity? 

The format of the interviews was conjoint and face-to-face. The researcher 

personally conducted each interview. The interview questions were semi-structured and 

open ended. The 8 interview questions asked were: 

Interview Question 1. As a couple married and living together for all these years 

will you share your money story? 

Interview Question 2. Discuss the similarities in how each of you has managed 

your family money. 

Interview Question 3. Discuss the differences in how each of you has managed 

your family money. 

Interview Question 4. Identify strategies contributing to your money story as a 

couple. 

Interview Question 5. What would you say are the strengths of your money 

beliefs? 

Interview Question 6. What would you like to change in your money story? 

Interview Question 7. How do you think your money story is connected to your 

marital longevity? 

Interview Question 8. Would it be alright ifl called you in a week to see if you 

have anything further to add to our interview? 
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Protection of Human Participants 

An application for institutional review of research involving human participants 

was submitted to and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Texas Woman's 

University. This was to protect the integrity of the study and participants. 

Confidentiality was protected to the extent allowed by law. The participants' names 

remained confidential by the utilization of numerical codes. The codes ranged from O 1 to 

20 and correspond with the order in which the participant couples were interviewed. For 

transcripts of each interview, the letters H for husband and W for wife was used to 

identify their personal responses to each interview question. The participant's name 

appears on the consent form. All other documentation pertaining to each couple is 

identified by the participant's numerical code. All audio recordings and typed transcripts 

of interviews were stored separate from other data and kept locked in a file cabinet in the 

investigator's home. All participant identifying data will be destroyed within two years 

of this study's completion. 

At the beginning of each interview, the investigator reviewed the consent form 

and directed each person to initial, date, and sign. They were also asked to indicate if 

they would like a copy of the results of the study once completed by providing an address 

on the final page of the Consent Form. The researcher provided each participant a copy 

of the interview protocol to follow along as they wished. Participants were given 

numerous direct opportunities to ask questions. The investigator directly asked the 

participants if they had any questions when going over the Consent Form and again 

immediately prior to asking the interview questions. Once the interview was complete, 

30 



the participants were again given the opportunity for questions. Participants were 

provided a referral list of local professional therapists for their use if needed later. No 

one indicated they might have a need for therapy after the interviews. The participants 

were given the researcher's direct number and email address for any questions that might 

arise once the interview was concluded. 

Participants 

Twenty couples volunteered to participate in the study. Purposive and snowball 

sampling were used for this study. Each participating couple, by self report, was 

successfully married for a minimum of 25 years. Each couple had the experience of 

raising a child or children together. Each spouse is currently or has been a contributor to 

the family finances. During the time married, both spouses have been employed in some 

income producing job for at least 10 years. They were interviewed in person as a couple. 

Each interview was recorded and later transcribed. All 20 participating couples reside in 

the north Texas region of the United States. 

Sampling Procedures 

The subjects were recruited via networking and snowball sampling. Recruitment 

flyers informing of the study were placed in the lobby of the researcher's counseling 

practice. The researcher informed other professional therapists as well as local church 

leaders of the study and criteria for participants needed. All referrals were mailed a 

recruitment flyer and/or contacted by phone for screening and information. Several 

referrals were refused due to not meeting the study' s criteria. One couple met the 

minimum years being married and children criteria but the wife had not worked an 

31 



income producing job for a minimum of 10 years. Another couple met the years married 

and work criteria but had never raised a child together. Each couple was informed of the 

research topic and the requirements for participation. They were told the interview would 

be conjoint and audio recorded for data analysis. When potential participants were being 

qualified by the researcher, he would ask for referrals of other couples who might meet 

the study' s requirements and be interested in participation. Once 20 couples had 

volunteered to participate, the researcher suspended recruitment of volunteers. All 

participation in this study was voluntary. 

Pilot Study 

A pilot study was used to improve the credibility of the study. The first three 

participant couples were asked to evaluate whether the interview questions and process of 

data collection appropriately addressed the research questions. The three couples were 

asked to give their opinion and suggestions of changes in format or questions. All 

thought the research questions were appropriately addressed. No changes were made. 

Interview Procedures 

Once a time and place was scheduled for an interview with a participant couple, 

the researcher began a file for that couple including consent forms (Appendix C), 

demographic information forms (Appendix D), referral list for professional counselors 

(Appendix F), and copies of the interview protocol (Appendix E). All interviews were 

face-to-face and conjoint. They were conducted either in the researcher's practice office 

or the participants' home. Interview questions were semi-structured and open-ended. 

Interview questions were asked one at a time. As the couples responded to each question, 

32 



the researcher employed various prompts encouraging greater disclosure. All interviews 

were digitally audio recorded. 

The researcher arrived either early or on time for each interview. He introduced 

himself, set up the recording equipment, and quickly began the process of interviewing 

the participant couple. The researcher provided the consent form and demographic sheet, 

asking each to read, ask questions, and complete with information and signatures. Upon 

completion of the consent form and demographic sheet, the couples were provided with a 

copy of the interview protocol from which the researcher read. The participants were 

given numerous opportunities to ask questions as they were interviewed. The researcher 

only turned on the recorder when he began to ask the interview questions. Once the 

interview questions had been asked and responded to, the recorder was immediately 

turned off. At the end of the interview, the participants were provided a list of 

professional counselors which they might use if needed. The researcher also provided 

each couple with his business card and instructions to contact him with any future 

questions or concerns. Once the interview was complete the researcher thanked each 

couple for participating and either left their home or assisted them out of his office. One 

week after each interview the researcher contacted the participant couple to see if they 

had anything to add to their money story. Nothing meaningful was added. 

Treatment of Data 

Each interview was digitally audio recorded and later transcribed by the 

researcher. The researcher utilized both the recordings of the interviews and the written 

transcripts for data analysis. The twenty couples interviewed for the study were assigned 
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a numerical participant's code. The codes ranged from 01 to 20 and correspond with the 

order in which they were interviewed. For transcripts of each interview, the letters H for 

husband and W for wife was used to identify their personal responses to each interview 

question. The researcher listened to the participant's recorded narratives numerous times. 

Detailed notes were taken and summarized for the responses given to each question asked 

of the participants. The recorded narratives were analyzed for themes, strategies, and 

characteristics in support of this study' s guiding research questions. The written 

transcripts were then reviewed to confirm for accuracy of content and findings. As the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics developed, they were clustered into categories. 

From the researcher's analysis, a composite narrative was developed to present and 

support the rich and meaningful experiences regarding money for this group. 

The interview recordings and transcriptions were maintained by the researcher. 

All recorded and transcribed data were downloaded onto a universal serial bus (USB) 

device and maintained by the researcher. The USB device, along with other identifiable 

data such as the consent forms, demographic information, and master list of participant's 

names with codes and addresses are kept in a locked safe in a locked closet in the 

researcher's home office. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Once the interviews were complete, the researcher sorted and organized the 

collected data by repeatedly listening to the recordings of each couple's responses. As he 

listened to the participant's responses, the researcher noted in detail, culling for themes, 

strategies, and characteristics in support of the study' s guiding research questions. This 
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was done for each of the 8 interview questions. For each question and recorded 

responses the repeated themes, strategies, and characteristics were clustered into 

categories. Textual descriptions were noted and quotes utilized in support of each. Once 

these steps were complete, a composite narrative of the meanings and essence of the 

couple's money stories as a whole was developed by the researcher. 

Researcher as Person 

While it is generally a goal to minimize the effects of the researcher's bias and 

influence, it is also impossible to completely separate oneself from such in qualitative 

work. The researcher as a person and component within the very work he does must be 

considered influential in qualitative research. The researcher himself is part of a long

term successful marriage. He and his wife have raised 3 children. He is licensed and a 

practicing Marriage and Family Therapist, working with couples and families for 17 

years. The researcher also has an education in business, accounting, and economics as 

well as 12 years of experience as an accountant. Influences on his perspective as 

researcher are a family systems view and a modified solution and narrative focused 

approach to therapy. His goal of this study has been to focus on the strengths, strategies, 

and characteristics of the long-term married couple and specifically, their money story. 

With the described background, experience and perspective, the researcher has guarded 

his biases and assumptions throughout the study. He asked and provided a forum for 20 

couples to openly and freely tell their money story, with no assumptions or preconceived 

ideas. 
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Credibility 

Creswell (1998) reports verification of qualitative research is a complex process 

that actually occurs throughout each step of the study. It is a process including the 

observations, review and reflections from self, advisory team, peer lrofessionals, and the 

subjects of study. To improve the credibility of this qualitative research, triangulators 

were utilized. Two graduate assistants from the Department of Family Sciences at Texas 

Woman's University were given the transcripts of the first, third, and fifth interviews. 

They were asked to analyze and evaluate consistency in identifying themes, strategies, 

and characteristics. The panel members had access to the participant's code only. The 

transcripts as well as the demographic data sheets were coded and had no identifying 

information. The researcher compared his findings with those of the two panel members, 

verifying similarities. There were no differences. 

Ethical Considerations 

While minimal, there were potential risks for the participants of this study. The 

researcher identified those risks, took steps to protect and processed with each participant 

couple before asking the interview questions. Confidentiality of each participant's 

identification was protected by the utilization of numerical codes in place of names. All 

identifying documentation was known and available only to the researcher and his 

advisor. Any identifying information was kept by the researcher in his personal 

possession stored and locked in a safe in his home office. The panel members had 

knowledge in qualitative research and had completed a training module for research. No 
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identifying information was included in the transcript and the panel members did not see 

any demographic information. 

To avoid fatigue or physical discomfort, the participants were allowed to take 

breaks as needed during the interview. The participants were also informed and 

encouraged to stop responding at any time of physical or emotional discomfort and 

distress. 

Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the money stories of 

successful long-term married heterosexual couples. This study provides insight into the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics of couples married long-term and their experience 

managing and negotiating money. Participant couples were recruited with the help of 

flyers placed in the researcher's counseling office, other therapists, and church leaders. 

Twenty couples married a minimum of 25 years were recruited for personal and conjoint 

interviews in order to have an adequate sample. Participants were recruited from the 

North Texas area. 

Data were gathered through interviews using 8 questions. Each interview was 

digitally audio recorded later transcribed. A pilot study was performed by asking the first 

three participant couples to evaluate whether the questions and process of data collection 

appropriately addressed the research questions. Each thought the research questions were 

appropriate! y addressed and therefore no changes to structure or process were made. 

The researcher maintained a professional but personal posture while interacting 

and interviewing each participant couple. He was aware of the potential risks to the 
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participants and incorporated steps to minimize. The participant's confidentiality was 

protected to the extent allowed by law. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The researcher interviewed 20 heterosexual couples who volunteered as 

participants for the study. The sample size for this study was 40 participants or 20 

couples. To insure the trustworthiness of the research, triangulators were utilized. In this 

chapter the researcher presents the demographics of the sample, the essence of the 

interviews, and a narrative of the emerging themes, strategies, and characteristics 

embedded within the participant's money stories. 

Sample Description 

The sample size (n = 40) consisted of 20 heterosexual couples. Each participating 

couple, by self report, was successfully married and had been for a minimum of 25 years. 

They had the experience of raising a child or children together. Each spouse is currently 

or has been a contributor to the family finances. During the time married, both spouses 

have been employed in some income producing job for at least 10 years. The length of 

the participants' marriages ranges from 25 to 52 years with a mean of 32.3. The couple's 

ages range from 45 to 75 with a mean of 55.1. 

The Couples 

Prior to the interview questions, each participant was personally encouraged to 

participate in the telling of their story. They were also reminded to resist the temptation 

to dominate the story telling and allow their spouse to speak for themselves. Everyone 
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had something to say. It proved to be a rich sharing of stories. At times one could see 

the delight and surprise in one spouse's eyes as they listened to the other speak. A brief 

description of each couple is presented. 

Couple one: Couple one has been married for 26 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 3 daughters 

ages 17 to 21. Two of their daughters still live at home. One daughter is about to be 

married. The husband is 46 years old and has a master's degree. The wife is 45 years old 

and has a high school diploma. They reported a household income of $140,000 and 

estimated retirement savings between $50,000 and $100,000. Couple one owns their 

home. 

Couple two: Couple two has been married for 33 years. This is the husband's first 

and wife's second marriage. They have never separated due to marital issues. They have 

5 children ages 24 to 35. All of their children are on their own. The husband is 59 years 

old and has a high schoo) diploma. The wife is 56 years old and has a master's degree. 

They reported a household income of $57,500 and estimated retirement savings of less 

than $50,000. Couple two owns their home. 

Couple three: Couple three has been married for 25 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 3 children ages 

13 to 21. Two of the children still live at home. The husband is 49 years old and has a 

master's degree. The wife is 4 7 years old and has a bachelor's degree. They reported a 

household income of$100,000 and estimated retirement savings of$50,000 to $100,000. 

Couple three owns their home. 
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Couple four: Couple four has been married for 29 years. This is their only 

marriage and they report one separation due to marital issues. They have 3 children ages 

14 to 23 years old. Two of the children still live at home. The husband is 48 years old 

and has a bachelor's degree. The wife is 46 years old and has a high school diploma. 

They reported a household income of $130,000 and estimated retirement savings of 

$100,000 to $250,000. Couple four owns their home. 

Couple five: Couple five has been married for 26 years. This is their only 

marriage and they report one 6 month separation due to marital issues. They have 1 son 

who is 23 years old and living on his own. The husband is 51 years old and has a 

bachelor's degree. The wife is 56 years old and has a master's degree. They reported a 

household income of $120,000 and estimated retirement savings of $250,000 to 

$500,000. Couple five owns their home. 

Couple six: Couple six has been married for 27 years. This is their only marriage 

and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 3 children ages 23 to 27. 

The two older children are self-sufficient and the youngest is still in college. The 

husband is 4 7 years old and has a doctorate degree. The wife is 49 years old and has a 

bachelor's degree. They reported a household income of $170,000 and estimated 

retirement savings of less than $50,000. Couple six owns their home. 

Couple seven: Couple seven has been married for 30 years. This is the husband's 

first and the wife's second marriage. They have never separated due to marital issues. 

She has one child who is 40 years old and self-sufficient. The husband is 57 years old 

and has a bachelor's degree. The wife is 62 years old and has a bachelor's degree. They 
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reported a household income of $120,000 and estimated retirement savings of $250,000 

to $500,000. Couple seven owns their home. 

Couple eight: Couple eight has been married for 52 years. This is their only 

marriage and the husband reports they have been separated due to marital issues. He 

reported "days". They have 2 children ages 42 and 51. One of their adult-children has 

special needs, continues to be dependent and lives with them at home. The husband is 75 

years old and has a master's degree. The wife is 72 years old, has a high school diploma. 

They own and manage their own business. They reported a household income of 

$300,000 and estimated retirement savings of $1,000,000 plus. Couple eight owns their 

home. 

Couple nine: Couple nine has been married for 35 years. This is the husband's 

second and the wife's first marriage. They have 2 children ages 29 and 31. Both of their 

children are self-sufficient. The husband is 60 years old and has an associate's degree. 

The wife is 58 years old and has a master's degree. They reported a household income of 

$130,000 and estimated retirement savings of $500,000 to $1,000,000. Couple nine owns 

their home. 

Couple ten: Couple ten has been married for 26 years. This is their only marriage 

and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 4 children ages 17 to 24. 

Three of their children are still in college. The husband is 50 years old and has a master's 

degree. The wife is 50 years old and has a high school diploma. They reported a 

household income of $250,000 and estimated retirement savings of $250,000 to 

$500,000. Couple ten owns their home. 

42 



Couple eleven: Couple eleven has been married for 28 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 4 children ages 

17 to 26. Two of their children still live at home. The husband is 52 years old and has a 

master's degree. The wife is 4 7 years old and has a high school diploma. They reported 

a household income of $92,000 and estimated retirement savings of less than $50,000. 

Couple eleven owns their home. 

Couple twelve: Couple twelve has been married for 51 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have four children 

ages 35 to 50. The husband is 70 years old and has an associate's degree. The wife is 69 

years old and has a high school diploma. They reported a household income of $52,000 

and estimated retirement savings of less than $50,000. Couple twelve owns their home. 

Couple thirteen: Couple thirteen has been married for 38 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 2 children ages 

36 and 37. The husband is 57 years old and has a bachelor's degree. The wife is 53 

years old and attended a bible school. They reported a household income of $105,000 

and estimated retirement savings of $250,000 to $500,000. Couple thirteen owns their 

home. 

Couple fourteen: Couple fourteen has been married for 35 years. This is their 

only marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 4 children 

ages 26 to 34. The husband is 57 years old and has a bachelor's degree. The wife is 55 

years old and has a high school diploma. They reported a household income of $95,000 
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and estimated retirement savings of $100,000 to $250,000. Couple fourteen owns their 

home. 

Couple fifteen: Couple fifteen has been married for 26 years. This is the 

husband's second and the wife's first marriage. They have 2 children ages 21 and 24. 

Both children are currently in college. The husband is 64 years old and has a master's 

degree. The wife is 50 years old and has a bachelor's degree. They reported a household 

income of $138,000 and estimated retirement savings of $500,000 to $1,000,000. Couple 

fifteen owns their home. 

Couple sixteen: Couple sixteen has been married for 31 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 2 children ages 

30 and 32. The husband is 51 years old and has a high school diploma. The wife is 51 

and has a high school diploma. They reported a household income of $215,000 and 

estimated retirement savings of $250,000 to $500,000. Couple sixteen owns their home. 

Couple seventeen: Couple seventeen has been married for 3 7 years. This is their 

only marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 3 children 

ages 25 to 34. The husband is 61 years old and has an associate's degree. The wife is 56 

years old and has an associate's degree. They reported a household income of $105,000 

and estimated retirement savings of $250,000 to $500,000. Couple seventeen owns their 

home. 

Couple eighteen: Couple eighteen has been married for 30 years. This is their 

only marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 4 children 

ages 21 to 26. The husband is 55 years old and has a high school diploma. The wife is 
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48 years old, has a high school diploma and attended secretarial school. They reported a 

household income of $85,000 and estimated retirement savings of $100,000 to $250,000. 

Couple eighteen owns their home. 

Couple nineteen: Couple nineteen has been married for 30 years. This is the 

husband's second and the wife's first marriage. They have 2 children ages 24 and 27. 

The husband is 62 years old and has a high school diploma. The wife is 53 years old and 

has a high school diploma. They reported a household income of $142,000 and estimated 

retirement savings of $100,000 to $250,000. Couple nineteen owns their home. 

Couple twenty: Couple twenty has been married for 31 years. This is their only 

marriage and they have never separated due to marital issues. They have 2 children ages 

29 and 33. The husband is 54 years old and has a bachelor's degree. The wife is 56 

years old and has a doctorate degree. They own and manage their own business. They 

reported a household income of $250,000 and estimated retirement savings of $1,000,000 

plus. Couple twenty owns their home. 

The following information reported by the participants completes the description 

of the sample. The primary ethnic group represented in the sample was Caucasian. 

Caucasian accounted for 95.0% (n = 38), Hispanic for 2.5% (n = 1) and Native American 

for 2.5% (n=l) of the study's sample. The participants' educational levels were high 

school graduate (n = 14), associate's degree (n = 5), bachelor's degree (n = 10), master's 

degree (n = 9), and doctorate degree (n = 2). Participants' annual household incomes 

ranged from $52,000 to $300,000 with an average of $139,800. Estimated retirement 

savings ranged from below $50,000 (n = 4), $50,000 to $100,000 (n = 2), $100,000 to 
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$250,000 (n = 5), $250,000 to $500,000 (n = 5), $500,000 to $1,000,000 (n = 2), and over 

$1,000,000 (n = 2). An overwhelming majority of participants' identified a religious 

affiliation of Christian (n = 38). One participant reported Unitarian Universalist as their 

religious affiliation and one reported none. All participants reported they live in north 

Texas. 

All interviews were conducted in person and as a conjoint interview. Interviews 

were conducted either at the researcher's office or the participant's home. The above and 

additional demographic information can be found in Tables 1 and 2. 
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Table 1 

Participant's Code, Years Married, Ages, Children, Income, and Estimated Retirement 
Savings 

Participant Years Ages Children Self Reported Self Reported 
Code Married M/F Income Estimated 

Retirement 
Savings 

01 26 46/45 3 140,000 50K-100K 
02 33 59/56 5 57,500 0-50K 
03 25 49/47 3 100,000 50K-100K 
04 29 48/46 3 130,000 100K-250K 
05 26 51/56 1 120,000 100K-250K 
06 27 47/49 3 170,000 0-50K 
07 30 57/62 1 120,000 250K-500K 
08 52 75/72 2 300,000 IMM+ 
09 35 60/58 2 130,000 SOOK-IMM 
10 26 50/50 4 250,000 250K-500K 
11 28 52/47 4 92,000 0-50K 
12 51 70/69 4 52.000 0-50K 
13 38 57/53 2 105,000 250K-500K 
14 35 57/55 4 95,000 100K-250K 
15 26 64/50 2 138,000 SOOK-IMM 
16 31 51/51 2 215,000 250K-500K 
17 37 61/56 3 105,000 250K-500K 
18 30 55/48 4 85,000 100K-250K 
19. 30 62/53 2 142,000 100K-250K 
20 31 54/56 2 250,000 IMM+ 
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Table 2 

Participant's Code, Age, Race, Religion, Education 

Participant 
Code Age Race Religion Education 

01-H 46 Caucasian Christian Masters 
01-W 45 Caucasian Christian High School 
02-H 59 Caucasian Christian High School 
02-W 56 Caucasian Christian Masters 
03-H 49 Caucasian Christian Masters 
03-W 47 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
04-H 48 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
04-W 46 N American Christian High School 
05-H 51 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
05-W 56 Hispanic Christian Masters 
06-H 47 Caucasian Christian Doctorate 
06-W 49 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
07-H 57 Caucasian None Bachelors 
07-W 62 Caucasian Unitarian Bachelors 
08-H 75 Caucasian Christian Masters 
08-W 72 Caucasian Christian High School 
09-H 60 Caucasian Christian Associates 
09-W 58 Caucasian Christian Masters 
10-H 50 Caucasian Christian Masters 
10-W 50 Caucasian Christian High School 
11-H 52 Caucasian Christian Masters 
11-W 47 Caucasian Christian High School 
12-H 70 Caucasian Christian Associates 
12-W 69 Caucasian Christian High School 
13-H 57 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
13-W 53 Caucasian Christian High School 
14-H 57 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
14-W 55 Caucasian Christian High School 
15-H 64 Caucasian Christian Masters 
15-W 50 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
16-H 51 Caucasian Christian High School 
16-W 51 Caucasian Christian High School 
17-H 61 Caucasian Christian Associates 
17-W 56 Caucasian Christian Associates 

Table 2 cont. 
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Table 2 (Continued) 

Participant 
Code Age Race Religion Education 

18-H 55 Caucasian Christian High School 
18-W 48 Caucasian Christian Associates 
19-H 62 Caucasian Christian High School 
19-W 53 Caucasian Christian High School 
20-H 54 Caucasian Christian Bachelors 
20-W 56 Caucasian Christian Doctorate 

Findings 

The purpose of the study was to explore the money stories of successful long-term 

married couples. The researcher interviewed 20 couples married a minimum of 25 years, 

asking them to tell their money stories. The intent of the study was to identify in their 

money stories the themes, strategies, and characteristics developed in the lives of these 

long-term married couples. The following research questions guided this study: 

Research Question I : What themes are most prevalent in the money stories of 

couples married to each other for a minimum of 25 years? 

Research Question 2: To what strategies do these couples attribute their money 

story? 

Research Question 3: To what personal characteristics do these couples attribute 

their money story? 

Research Question 4: To which of those characteristics do these couples attribute 

their marital longevity? 
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Research Question 5: To which of those strategies do these couples attribute their 

marital longevity? 

The interview questions used by the researcher to direct this study were: 

1. As a couple married and living together all these years, tell me your money 

story. 

2. Tell me about the similarities in how each of you has managed your family 

money. 

3. Tell me about the differences in how each of you has managed your family 

money. 

4. What strategies would you say contributed to the success of your money story 

as a couple? 

5. What would you say are the strengths of your money beliefs? 

6. What would you like to change in your money story? 

7. How do you think your money story is connected to your marital longevity? 

8. Would it be alright ifl call you in a week to see if you have anything further 

to add to our interview? 

The researcher analyzed the participant's recorded narratives, evaluating for 

themes, strategies, and characteristics in support of this study' s guiding research 

questions. As they developed through the researcher's analysis, the repeated themes, 

strategies, and characteristics were clustered into categories. Textual descriptions from 

each participant are presented as examples to support the rich and meaningful findings of 

this group. 
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Interview questions 1, 2, and 3 were designed to address research question 1: 

What themes are most prevalent in the money stories of couples married to each other for 

a minimum of 25 years? The researcher identified two primary themes from an analysis 

of the participant's interviews. They are-theme one, the process of struggle and theme 

two, the commitment to faith. 

Theme One: The Process of Struggle 

The process of struggle was highlighted throughout the majority of the 

participant's money stories. Only one couple reported their money situation was 

moderately secure when they married (P 15). They have been married for 26 years. The 

husband is 14 years older than his wife and when they married he was already well 

established in a professional sales career. He is a disciplined saver and investor. When 

married, the husband already had investments in rental property as well as savings and 

retirement investments well started. The wife was very similar in personal values, 

priorities, self-discipline, and work ethic. The remaining 19 couples had stories of how 

they started their lives together with little to no money. Three couples shared how they 

started their marriage in debt. One couple, married 3 7 years, told of how the husband 

vowed he would marry only when he had $1,000.00 saved. He stated, 

I grew up below the poverty line and she grew up well off. I wasn't going to get 

married with nothing saved. I was determined to have a thousand dollars saved 

before we got married. It took me three years to save the thousand dollars. It 

probably took us 6 months to spend it. (Pl 7) 
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Another couple began their money story with "it's always been a struggle and it really 

has not changed much." (P 11 ). 

Three Groups 

Each of the participants' money stories were placed into one of three categories. 

Depending on the stories of struggle, length of struggle, changes made during the 

couple's marriage, and the overall sense of peace the couple reported in the development 

of their money story, they were placed in one of three groups. The first group of 

participant couples tended to describe their money story as one filled with chronic 

struggle. Their money stories tend to be told as if they are experiencing the same 

anxieties and frustrations today as they did 25 plus years ago. The second group of 

participants described the beginning of their money story similar to group 1. Then at 

some point of their marriage, they told of a wakeup experience and how they began to do 

things differently. This experience, usually a significant financial loss, serves as a point 

of reference for each couple of group 2. This experience, as described by each couple, 

became a time when they purposefully began to live their money story in a different way. 

The third group of participant couples described their money story as if they knew where 

they were going before they started. From the very beginning of these couples' 

marriages, saving, investing and living within their means was a top priority. The 

information for Groups 1, 2, and 3 are presented in Tables 3, 4, and 5. 
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Table 3 

Group 1: Participant's Code, Years Married, Ages, Children, Income, and Estimated 
Retirement Savings 

Participant Years Ages Estimated 
Code Married M/F Children Income Retirement 

Savings 

02 33 59/56 5 57,500 0-50K 

11 28 52/47 4 92,000 0-50K 

12 51 70/69 4 52,000 0-50K 

14 35 57/55 4 95,000 100K-250K 
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Table 4 

Group 2: Participant's Code, Years Married, Ages, Children, Income, and Estimated 

Retirement Savings 

Participant Years Ages Estimated 
Code Married M/F Children Income Retirement 

Savings 

01 26 46/45 3 140,000 50K-100K 

03 25 49/47 3 100,000 50K-100K 

04 29 48/46 3 130,000 100K-250K 

05 26 51/56 1 120,000 100K-250K 

06 27 47/49 3 170,000 0-50K 

07 30 57/62 1 120,000 250K-500K 

10 26 50/50 4 250,000 250K-500K 

13 38 57/53 2 105,000 250K-500K 

16 31 57/53 2 215,000 250K-500K 

17 37 61/56 3 105,000 250K-500K 

18 30 55/48 4 85,000 100K-250K 

19 30 62/53 2 142,000 100K-250K 
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Table 5 

Group 3: Participant's Code, Years Married, Ages, Children, Income, and Estimated 

Retirement Savings 

Participant Years Ages Estimated 
Code Married M/F Children Income Retirement 

Savings 

08 52 75/72 2 300,000 lMM+ 

09 35 60/58 2 130,000 500K-1MM 

15 26 64/50 2 138,000 500K-1MM 

20 31 54/56 2 250,000 lMM+ 

Group 1 

The first group of participant couples tended to describe their money story as one 

filled with chronic struggle. Their money stories tended to be told as if they experience 

the same anxieties and frustrations today as they did 25 plus years ago. The researcher 

identified 4 couples, or 20% of total participants, falling into group 1. All 4 couples 

reported how they started their marriage either in debt or with no money at all. One 

couple has 3 children, two couples have 4, and one has 5 children. Each couple of group 

1 reported having a very strong commitment of time and resources to their family and 

children. They also professed to be united in their faith in God and reliance on Him as 

their provider and helper. When asked to tell their money story, one husband married 33 

years immediately responded with, 

Our money story is that we've had a struggle with money throughout our entire 

relationship. We have spent everything we made. Money just has not been much 
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of a priority to us. I work my butt off to make ends meet when we need it. Now, 

I'm concerned with the burden we've place on our children ... regarding our 

care ... because of our foolishness. (P02) 

Both spouses consider themselves impulsive and foolish in matters of handling their 

monies. The wife added, "I agree that impulsive is our theme". This couple has 5 

children and admits to placing top priority on the support of their children and family 

relationships. 

Another couple from group 1 told their money story. The husband has always 

managed the family money. They have been married 35 years and have 4 children. The 

husband said, 

In the beginning money was a struggle ... and, well, it's always been like 

that ... struggling and tight. I feel like ifwe make it to the end of the month we are 

doing well. (P 14) 

This couple shared how when they married they both were still living with their parents. 

Neither had ever lived independently before marriage. While they did have a strong base 

of support from their parents, the wife said, 

Money has always been very frustrating for us. We've had credit card debt and 

we have made mistakes. We have also had a difficult time communicating 

together about our money. But, we have made it. I would say love is our 

strength ... and our faith in God's blessings and oversight. We have also been very 

blessed by family members and have the security of knowing ifwe are ever in a 
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pinch or crises, our families are close, supportive and they have the means to help 

us. (P14) 

The wife of another couple from group 1 shared, 

While our money story has always been a struggle, we're both hard workers and 

he's very frugal. .. we just need to talk more openly about our money. (Pl 1). 

Still another explained, 

I knew we were in trouble when the $82 we had before we married was 5 cents 

after our honeymoon. Then my husband used that to buy himself a cup of coffee. 

That's pretty much the way it has been for 51 years. (P12) 

This couple married in 1959. They had a high school education and no college at that 

time. He said, 

I wanted to marry her and I didn't have any money. So I sold 2 bulls for $80 and 

that funded our honeymoon. Once we returned, I did about the only thing I could 

do and that was cowboy for a ranch down in Texas. The owner gave us a milk 

cow and I could hunt and fish to provide our daily bread. (P12) 

Group 2 

The second group of participant couples described the beginning of their money 

story similar to those in group 1. Then at some point of their marriage, they told of a 

wakeup experience and how they began to do things differently. This experience, usually 

a significant financial loss, served as a point of reference for each couple in group 2. 

This wakeup experience, as described by each couple, became a time when they 

purposefully began to live their money story in a different way. The researcher identified 
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12 couples or 60% of the total participants, falling into group 2. Each of these 12 couples 

told stories of either beginning their relationship in debt or having no significant 

resources at all. Each felt like they married young and financially naive. Each told 

stories of coming to realize how they had a lack of focus regarding their money. It was 

common to hear how they did not budget, overused consumer credit card debt, and 

initially had no plan for saving, investing, and retirement. Usually one person in the 

marriage assumed the role of managing the family monies. Many times the couples 

described themselves as having contrasting views of managing money. They also were 

different in their spending habits. They told of an increasing awareness in their 

differences of personal views and their handling of money. One couple told the story of 

how, before marriage, the husband lived on his own and the wife was shocked upon 

discovering he actually had a cash drawer. The man had a professional job, lived alone 

and he had a drawer in his apartment to hold any cash he had in his pockets at the end of 

a day. Over time he accumulated enough cash in the drawer from which he had no 

concern about making withdrawals and spending on whatever he wanted. She said, "We 

were different", describing herself as being the planner and more conservative in her 

views of money. At times he tended to be more compulsive in his spending. He never 

budgeted while she said "I need planning and budgeting for a purpose" (P05). In each of 

the marriages in group 2, one spouse assumed the role of managing the family money 

while the other admitted they trusted, as well as allowed, that person to do so. There was 

support for the one doing the managing. One wife told her story of when the husband 

forcefully wanted to take on the money management of the family. She said, 
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I reluctantly let go of it and secretly hoped that he would fail. Well not 

really ... but I saw him take on the responsibility for the money and he succeeded. 

Then I realized he wasn't trying to take control. He just wanted to be involved. 

(P03) 

This was a moment of sharing and of awareness for this couple. For the first time, this 

wife shared a very meaningful experience and a shift in her perspective of her husband's 

motives and abilities. 

While each of the couples in group 2 had their fling with money, debt, and a 

general lack of accountability, they each experienced a time of crisis. This was when 

they jointly decided to do something different regarding their money management. All of 

these couples described themselves as having a strong work ethic. All but one couple 

made significant references to their faith in God. They told of how they shared similar 

beliefs in experiences of God providing, protecting, and helping them through their 

successes and failures. One husband said, 

We believe it has been God who has provided for us. That includes the extra 

money in times of need. (PO 1) 

Another husband said, 

What's kept us going is our strong faith in God. We've experienced His help 

even in meeting our unexpected bills. (P03) 

Another wife tells her story of a time when she and her husband had no money except 

for what they had saved in a piggy bank. She said, 
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It was going to be two weeks before my husband was to be paid again. I took all 

the pennies we had saved and took them to the bank. While waiting in line to 

have these pennies cashed out, another man asked if he could buy them from me. 

He was going to use them in his Burger King restaurant. He was the manager. In 

addition to buying my pennies, the man gave me coupons for free food at his 

restaurant. We used those coupons and ate for free at Burger King for the entire 

two weeks. We did not have any other way to buy food for those two weeks. 

That was God. (P 11) 

The overwhelming majority of the couples in group 2 mentioned how important it 

was to give to their church as well as others in need. Most said they followed a practice 

of tithing at least 10% of their income. One husband told a story of his time of 

conviction and how he believed so strongly in meeting the needs of others that he would 

watch daily for an opportunity to help out another human being. 

A number of couples sought training and professional consultation in money 

management. Several couples attended money management training classes offered in 

their churches such as Crown Financial Ministries and Dave Ramsey Financial Peace 

University. One couple reported having used a financial advisor to advise and manage 

their savings and investments. Each couple in group 2 felt like they had made very 

practical changes in their money story. These changes would have long term benefits. 

The priorities to plan, budget, save and invest, and tithe was something each of these 

couples felt like they had grown together. They seemed to feel more like a team in their 

efforts. 
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One couple's turning point in their money story was when they had accumulated 

over $10,000 in credit card debt. The wife told how they had ignored their debt and how, 

before they realized, it was quickly up to $10,000. She explained, 

We couldn't even tell you what it was for. That was when we put on the brakes. 

We sought credit counseling and began to budget our monies. Now we don't use 

credit cards anymore. We're frugal and conservative. We have a very limited use 

of credit now. (P05) 

Another husband said, 

My wake-up moment was reading Suzie Orman's book. In my private practice I 

would make sure everybody was paid and sort of ignore the real needs of my 

family. I had been putting the needs of others before my family. So, I changed 

some things. It was important for my spouse to know how much money she had 

to spend on the children and family needs. It was also important to her for us to 

have health insurance. I set up both. I set up a separate account with enough 

money in it to cover family needs. That way she knew exactly how much money 

was available to her. Then I purchased health insurance for the family. I think 

that was a turning point. There was an increased sense of security, less anxiety, 

and greater peace between us. (P06) 

Another couple in group 2, who also started with very little money, told of their 

turning point. They have been married 3 8 years. He said, 

When we were first married we were ignorant of the money principles. We just 

did not know what to do with our money. We even received a small inheritance, 
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which we spent and do not know what we spent it on. We did save enough for a 

down payment on a house. But, we spent everything else we made and more. 

Our turning point was going to a retreat and learning the importance of tithing 

10% of our income. From that point on we began a different journey. We sought 

out financial training, began to budget, tithe, and save for ourselves. We use an 

envelope system for saving and spending in 10 major areas of expenditures. Five 

years ago we paid off our last credit card. We have an emergency fund for a 

couple of months. (P13) 

The wife added, 

When we first began to budget and my husband wanted to combine my income 

with his, I got a little upset. I felt like I was giving up control over what I had 

earned. After a while I realized he was going to take care of our money. We had 

a budget and I know exactly how much I could spend. Actually, I felt more 

secure. (P 13) 

The husband of another couple married 31 years told his story. 

Our philosophy from the beginning is one pot, or no separation of our money. 

We talk about our purchases. We have no secrets. We do not worry about 

money. We don't have any debt but, it has not always been like that. Our 

turnaround was when the first car we ever financed was repossessed. We were 

not keeping up with what we owed. (P16) 

The wife's father had a long history of investing in real estate and began to teach them 

about investing in real estate. The wife said, 
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My father taught us to invest in rental property. We did that. We also are the 

kind of people who wear out our things. We live frugally. We take care of our 

family and we stay put. I mean we stay in one house for a long time. The first 

home we bought was a townhome and we lived in it for 18 years. (P 16) 

Another couple married 3 7 years said they lived within their means and lived 

pretty well until the husband was let go from his job. He had worked for the same 

company for almost 20 years. The husband went on to say, 

We were pretty careful with our monies and my wife managed it well. But we 

never saw this job loss coming ... and we had just made significant financial 

commitments for our daughter's wedding. That unemployment lasted between 2 

and 3 years. It was a very hard time for me and our family. I don't know how we 

made it through that time. Yes I do! It was only by the help of God. (Pl 7) 

His wife spoke up, 

We went on with the wedding plans. We tightened our belts and we prayed a lot. 

People from our church knew what we were going through and they wanted to 

help. We came home one night after work. He and I were sharing one car 

because we had to sell the second one. Some of our church small group friends 

were waiting for us and they presented us with a car. They had found a used 

vehicle, fixed it up, waxed it, and just gave it to us. While those two years were 

very hard, I do remember that first Christmas as being one of our very best. We 

didn't have anything. I was always use to a big Christmas. That year we put 

something like a $25 limit on each other's gifts. It was the best. (Pl 7) 
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The husband went on to say, 

It was going through that experience that we realized a lot about our relationship 

as husband and wife. Plus we grew in our relationship with God. I saw you don't 

have to worry about being taken care of. God will provide. (P 1 7) 

Since that experience this couple has gone on to be more mindful regarding their monies, 

communicate more, and have eliminated all of their debt with the exception of their 

home. The husband told of how they continue to save for retirement and although they 

have a sizable 401 K, it is not enough to retire on. 

Another couple described their money story as a roller coaster experience. The 

couple has been married 30 years and the husband said, 

Our money story? We've had it ... didn't have it. .. then had it again. Money has 

never been a primary focus of our relationship. I'm satisfied as long as we have 

enough to pay for our food and house. I've always been fortunate to have a good 

job and make good money. We just didn't take care of it earlier in our marriage. 

But we are doing a much better job with it now. (P 19) 

The husband's career was in the oil industry and when they were younger; they worked, 

traveled, and lived in and out of the United States. It was in 1995 that the husband lost 

his father. Then a shift in the economy put him out of work. He described 1995-2000 as 

"the most difficult of times in our careers, with money, and with our marriage. This 

seems like the only time that money was in our face." The couple talked about how they 

had run up their credit debt and finally had to file for bankruptcy. The wife explained, 
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The bankruptcy was our wake-up call. We had let our money management get 

out of hand. But we changed some things. We began to focus on what do we 

want our future to look like. We began asking ourselves, what do we need to do 

and how do we get back on track. (P 19) 

Since this couple made these changes in their money story they have paid for their 

daughter's wedding, bought another home and have no credit cards or debt. They also 

have a well defined 5 year plan to retirement. The husband finished with, "it feels like a 

team effort". (P 19) 

Group 3 

The third group of participant couples described their money story as if they knew 

where they were going before they started. From the beginning of their relationships, 

saving, investing and living within their means was a top priority for both marital 

partners. For group 3, the researcher identified 4 out of the 20 couples whose stories, 

lives, and financial results were evidence of some higher level of functioning. The four 

couples were married 26, 31, 35, and 52 years. Each couple had 2 children. Their annual 

household income ranged between $130,000 and $300,000. Their estimated retirement 

savings were the highest of the participant sample. Two couples reported between 

$500,000 and $1,000,000. The remaining two couples reported an estimated retirement 

savings in excess of $1,000,000. The two that reported an estimated retirement savings 

in excess of 1 million dollars were self-employed business owners. Three of the four 

couples reported how they started their relationship with very little money. These 

couples share with their spouses a drive to be financially independent. They save and 
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invest their monies. They are very careful planners and regularly communicate about 

their money with one another. They consider themselves as frugal, conservative, careful, 

and smart. They talked about how they were willing to take risks with their money, but 

carefully calculated risks. There are exceptions at times. One wife told a story of how 

her husband liked to occasionally gamble. Earlier in their relationship, when she thought 

money was tight, she was doing what she could to keep from spending. She said, 

Well, money was tight or at least I thought it was. Our washing machine was 

broken and I would not spend the money to get a new one. I was taking our 

clothes to the laundromat every week. He was traveling a lot and one day comes 

back from Las Vegas bragging how he'd just won $3000.This was in the early 

1960's. Three thousand dollars then would be more like $20,000 today. I got 

mad. I thought if we have enough money for him to play with, then I have 

enough to buy a new washer. I immediately put on my gloves and told him, I'm 

going to buy a washing machine. (P08) 

The husband of this same couple told his story of when they first met. He said, 

She was 19 and I was 22 years old. I've always believed you don't pay interest 

for your money. She told me she owed $200 to some local department store. 

When I found out she was in debt I gave her $200 to pay off her debt 

immediately. Then I gave her some more money and told her to open a savings 

account. I advised her to never owe anyone money and never pay interest for 

your money. We've lived that way for over 50 years. (P08) 

This same man began the telling of his money story with, 
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The Richest Man in Babylon! We give ten percent to God and put ten percent in 

savings. I've always followed those principles. Being in sales I could always 

make money. Keeping it is another discipline. (P08) 

His wife added, 

When we opened our business, we adjusted our lifestyle downward. We didn't 

buy any extras until we were established. One outlook we have regarding our 

savings is once we put money in savings, it's gone. It is no longer money 

available to us for spending. I've got to say, I've been poor and I've been rich, 

and rich is better. (P08) 

Another couple told their story. When first married they were both in college and 

struggling with balancing jobs and education. He said, 

We were financially struggling but we both knew what we wanted to do. We had 

a strong focus on getting an education and then developing our careers. For the 

first 5 years we lived paycheck to paycheck. We did not buy anything. We were 

focused and we worked together. I wanted to coach on a college level and the 

local college wasn't hiring a new coach. So, I just worked my teaching job during 

the day and coached for free at a local university. We'd do whatever it took. 

After the first year, the university needed a fully time coach for who do you think 

they thought of? Me! (P20) 

This couple went on to complete their education and develop their individual businesses. 

The husband added, 
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We learned early the power ofno debt. Why pay interest for using someone 

else's money. Why not get paid interest for your money? (P20) 

Finally, the wife of another couple summarized her money story with the 

following: 

I'm a planner and he lets me manage the family money. Of all the things we've 

squabbled about, money has never been one of them. Our strategies have evolved 

with an ebb and flow. Initially we didn't have any money rules. Now we do. I'm 

the planner and we're friends. We've really done our money together. We don't 

have credit card debt. We don't feel like we live according to the American way. 

When something broke, we got it fixed rather than throw it away. We've lived in 

the same house for years. When we first bought our home, I thought it was too 

big for just the two ofus. Then we had kids and our house seemed too small. 

Well now the children are grown and our house is just the right size again. It's 

funny how that works. 

Theme Two: Commitment to Faith 

Nineteen of the twenty participant couples identified themselves as Christian in 

their religious affiliation. The husband of one couple reported Unitarian Universalist and 

the wife reported none to religious affiliation. Every one of the 19 couples claiming the 

Christian faith made references to their faith in God throughout the telling of their money 

stories. In their stories of struggle, success, and failures, each of the participants had 

stories of how they believed God provided and helped them. Each of these couples 

talked of changes in their perspectives over the years and how they had experienced real 
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examples of God intervening, supporting, and teaching them something about life. A 

number of the couples had a very moving story of being in a time of need and specific 

examples of how they were taken care of. Many reported on how they have struggled 

with their belief and practice in giving. Several made reference to their experiences and a 

resulting change in a personal conviction to tithing to their churches as well as giving to 

others they see in need. 

One couple explained, 

Our faith in God is a huge part of our money story. We feel as if He has provided 

and we've seen that through the provision of extra monies during times of need. 

We've also learned to appreciate the help others have offered to us (POl). 

The husband of another couple talked of his struggles with tithing. He explained, 

I grew up in a very broken home. It was emotionally and physically insecure. 

Just living in a house was security for me. So, I've had fears of taking very much 

of a risk. I've struggled with tithing and having enough money for today, while 

my wife doesn't worry it. She's a giver and I've grown in that area over the 

years. (P04) 

Another couple told of how tithing to God has been a major piece of their money story 

(P06). They talked of how even though debt has been a big factor in their life, they 

believe in the practice of tithing. The husband of another couple credited his wife with 

teaching him to tithe. He said, 

My wife taught me to tithe and it has been a real success story in our lives. We 

tithe 10% our income, save 10%, and spend the remaining 80% as aggressively as 
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we can. In fact, I would say one of our strengths is the belief that God is 

responsible for our money. We're stewards and are held accountable. But, it is 

not our money and therefore we don't have to worry about it. We give the first of 

our income to God and He takes care of us. (P 10) 

Similarities and Differences 

Each participant couple was asked to talk about the similarities and differences in 

how they each have managed their family money. The majority of the participant 

couples reported they personally identified their money as conjointly owned and felt 

mutually responsible for its management. One husband said, 

We treat the money earned as our money. We've developed our own style. (P0l). 

Another husband said, 

We've managed our money together. It all goes into one pot and we openly 

communicate matters regarding our money. We have similar priorities. We also 

place a strong emphasis on our kids and we've spent a lot of money on them 

(P06). 

Another wife said, 

We have no secrets about money. We have always communicated what we are 

planning to spend. (P09) 

Another couple affirmed their openness of communication and their similar priorities. 

There is no arguing over money. We talk over major and minor purchases. We 

also are in complete agreement concerning the spending of money on our kids. 

(Pl0) 
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Another couple added, 

We are content with our monies being combined into a single account. We have 

similar priorities and agree on where and what to spend our money on. We're 

supportive of each other's choices. It generally goes to helping our family as well 

as helping other people. (P 16) 

Finally, another couple reported, 

I think we have grown into similar goals. (P03) 

Many of the participant couples made reference to their complementary money 

personalities and roles in family money management. With many couples, one spouse 

would be described as analytical, careful with money and risk averse. The other spouse 

would be described as compulsive, less careful with money and more willing to take 

risks. One couple described the wife as careful, thrifty, and almost a hoarder. The 

husband was said to place little value on money and tended to be very generous toward 

others (P03). Another couple talked about how the husband had a strong need to save 

money while his wife had little need to do so. He said he felt more secure with $18,000 

saved in his bank account. The wife said she would be happy with $18. The husband 

had a low level of risk tolerance and tended to avoid various changes in their lives. The 

wife's tolerance was much higher. He told of how he has stayed at one job for over 15 

years. His wife claimed she was open to varying job options and ways to make extra 

income (P04). Another couple shared how the husband can rationalize spending money 

outside the family budget while the wife would not spend if it was not budgeted (P05). In 

another couple's relationship, the husband boldly claimed to be more aggressive with 
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money, willing to borrow and tending to be more flippant about where it goes. The wife 

described herself as conservative, careful and averse to risk. She told of how she worries 

and stresses over money and likes a detailed accounting on a regular basis (P06). 

Another participant couple has built and run a very successful business. They both admit 

to being very averse to debt. The husband still described himself as having the ability to 

be a more compulsive shopper than his wife. He said, 

I've always wanted a Maserati and I could buy one if I wanted. But, I don't. She 

wouldn't like it. She worries about smaller expenditures. I also think how a 

purchase like that would look to my employees and others. (P08) 

A majority of couples told of how one spouse can experience greater anxieties than the 

other over money. 

Strategies 

The question posed to the participants was what strategies contributed to the 

success of your money story as a couple? The responses varied between groups 1, 2, and 

3. 

All four couples in group 1 admitted they did not have a well defined money 

strategy throughout the majority of the marriage. They each talked about how they had 

struggled with money and admitted to operating more in a survival mode of money 

management. Terms they used to describe their money stories were living month to 

month and just focused on paying our monthly bills. The strategies identified and the 

respondent percentages are as follows: 

1. An informal budget ( 100%) 
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2. A primary focus on meeting monthly expenditures (100%) 

3. One spouse assuming the primary role of money manager ( 100%) 

4. Their faith in God (100%) 

5. Respond to the family's needs as they presented themselves (75%) 

6. Different roles for the husband and wife (75%) 

The husband assumed primary responsibility for the income, while the wife tended to the 

needs of the children and family. The communication about money was admittedly 

strained between the spouses of group 1. Seventy five percent of the females told stories 

of being unaware of their money status as a couple. The question posed was what 

strategies contributed to the success of their money stories. The list of strategies 

identified by the participant couples of group 1 was few. This could indicate these 

couples struggle identifying successful strategies in their money story. 

The couples in group 2 had a more extensive list of the strategies they thought 

contributed to the success of their money story. The strategies identified and respondent 

percentages are as follows: 

1. A strong faith in God (83%) 

2. A top priority placed on saving and investing (83%) 

3. A strong work ethic held by both spouses (83 % ) 

4. A conservative philosophy of financial expenditures and risk (75%) 

5. Conjoint planning for future events and retirement (7 5%) 

6. A top priority placed on children and family needs (75%) 
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7. One spouse assuming primary responsibility for family money management 

(75%) 

8. Pooled their monies (66%) 

9. Budgeted (58%) 

10. Conjointly defined priorities (58%) 

11. Spent money on the education of one or both spouses (58%) 

12. Open communication between spouses (50%) 

13. Support from various family members (50%) 

14. Sought some form of financial education and training ( 42%) 

15. Use credit cards and do not pay off regularly (42%) 

16. Use credit cards and pay off monthly or have no credit cards (25%) 

1 7. Have separate money accounts ( 16%) 

As stated earlier, group 2 is composed of couples who reported experiences of purposeful 

and intentional change in their money stories. At various points in their marriage, 

couples of group 2 thought about and made decisions they believed would better serve 

them in the development of their money story. 

Group 3 's list of strategies were very similar to group 2. There were a couple of 

exceptions plus several strategies identified that neither group 1 or 2 had previously 

spoken of. All four couples from group 3 identified the following as their top strategies 

contributing to the success of their money story: 

1. A strong work ethic (100%) 

2. An early priority of saving and investing (100%) 
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3. A conservative philosophy of financial expenditures (100%) 

4. A conjoint planning for future expenditures and retirement (100%) 

5. A pooling of their resources ( 100%) 

6. A formal budget (100%) 

7. Conjointly defined priorities as a couple (100%) 

8. Open communication with spouse regarding money matters (100%) 

9. Conjoint money management (100%) 

10. Making money work for them (100%) 

11. A strong sense of financial accountability (100%) 

12. A decision to live within their means and to be content (100%) 

13. No debt (100%) 

One hundred percent of the couples in group 3 identified these thirteen strategies as key 

to their money story success. Three couples talked of how they never use credit cards 

and one couple said they use one but pay the balance at the end of each month. Finally, 

all four couples talked of the importance of their faith in God and their need to give. 

Strengths 

Interview question five asked the participant couples "What would you say are the 

strengths of your money beliefs?" The participants' responses continued to address the 

identification of strategies and personal characteristics attributed to their money stories. 

An overwhelming majority of couples across groups 1, 2, and 3 identified their faith in 

God as one of the top strengths. When asked, one husband responded with, 
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Probably the primary strength of our money story is our shared faith in God. Our 

money management is grounded in biblical principles. They really have from the 

beginning of our relationship. Both of our families had a strong trust in God and 

that's how they brought up both ofus. (P15) 

Another couple said, 

We have a mutual belief that God will provide, care for us, and even help us 

through our messes. We've worked hard and it's our responsibility to do so. But 

we don't have to worry. (P12) 

The consensus of the participant couples is the belief that God owns all things and is the 

source of all their resources. Nineteen out of the twenty couples are of the Christian 

faith. All nineteen made reference to God as being a source of their strength and a 

significant part of their money story. 

Numerous couples talked about the strength of not giving money the power over 

their lives. One husband said, "We don't serve money, it serves us." (P02) Other couples 

made similar statements, stating money was not the number one thing in their lives. They 

identified other elements considered more important, such as their relationship with God, 

each other, children, and their families. One wife said, "Our self-worth is just not 

wrapped up in our money. We don't live for it." (P05) A majority of participants 

regularly give money to their church as well as to others they see in need. One couple 

said, "We live well below our means and we have a strong commitment to helping others. 

We tithe and we save." (P08) Another husband plainly said, "we try to give away as 

much as possible." (P06) 
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The majority of the participant couples considered themselves conservative and a 

few as frugal in their philosophy of money. They each identified this as a strength in 

their money beliefs. Some admitted the tendency toward conservatism was a natural and 

long term characteristic. Other couples told of how this was developed by their 

experiences and years of living with each other in marriage. Conjointly they had learned 

to budget, plan, and talk about their money. Several talked about the importance of using 

up what they have purchased with their monies. One couple married 31 years said, "we 

use our stuff up" and "we buy to last" (Pl6). This same couple told their story of buying 

a two bedroom townhome when first married. They ended up living in the same home 

through the birth and growth of their two children. The wife's mother also had lived with 

them for 30 years. The wife of a couple married 52 years talked about how she's grown 

in her awareness of waste and her desire to minimize in other areas of her life. She told 

of how she has been more thoughtful about using the foods in her pantry and freezer 

before purchasing more. (P08) Several couples shared of how they've maintained their 

lifestyle over a period of many years. Eight couples talked about remaining in homes 

they purchased for 15 years and more. One wife told of how her house was spacious in 

the beginning, when it was just she and her husband. They then had two children and she 

reminisced about how the house seemed too small. Now, she said, "the children are 

grown and on their own and the house seems too big once again". (P09) 

Other strengths identified in the money beliefs of the participant couples was their 

work ethic, the importance of planning and coordinating how the family monies are used, 

and the general ownership of responsibility for what they have. One husband said, 
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We have a very strong sense of responsibility to what we have and how we use it. 

We also have a strong sense of responsibility of our impression on those around 

us, such as employees, friends, and family. I want to be wise and never want to 

make another feel less than. (P08) 

All twenty participant couples professed the importance of living below their means, little 

to no debt, plus saving and investing for the future. Each couple had their ways of living 

out those beliefs. 

Changes 

The participant couples were asked a sixth interview question to further reinforce 

the strategies and characteristics they would attribute to their money story. What would 

you like to change in your money story? This question challenged the participants to 

identify what they would like to be different in their money story. This question also 

challenged some couples to think on and identify what they would like their future money 

story to look like. The participant couples in group 1 talked about how they would be 

more purposeful and definitive in their money planning. They would do more formal 

budgeting as well as intentional saving and investing. One wife said, 

One change I'd make in our money story is we would do a formal budget. We'd 

have a budget that we had communicated together and come to a mutual 

agreement as to how we spend our money. I would work on clearly defining, as a 

couple, the direction we would like to go with our money. (Pl 1). 

Another husband said, 
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Besides being less impulsive with our spending, I would change our ability as a 

couple to converse about money. We'd be more flexible and understanding of 

each other. We'd work together more than we have. We'd say no more often. 

We'd scrutinize our expenditures. We'd also plan and prepare for these later 

years in our life. (P02) 

Three of the four couples from group 1 said they would seek some form of financial 

counseling or training early in their relationship. They feel at a disadvantage without 

training in the principles of money management. Another change three of the couples 

from group 1 would make in their money story is a greater faith in God, demonstrated by 

a consistent tithing over their life together. One husband shared, 

A change I'd make in our money story is a greater faith and trust that God does 

and will take care of all things, because we've seen that he does. (P14) 

Finally, the wife of one couple from group 1 said, 

I don't think we'd make any changes. Had we not gone through what we went 

through, we would not have learned what we've learned. (P 12) 

The husband agreed and added, 

We had to grow up to learn and appreciate the principles of money. (P12) 

The participants in group 2 had a longer list of desired changes in money story 

than groups 1 and 3. It was evident by their stories that these couples had already made a 

significant number of changes throughout their years together. The changes talked about 

reflected how they would like to have made many of them sooner. One husband who 
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earlier in his marriage had more of a laissez-faire attitude regarding his involvement in 

family money management said, 

I would have been more involved with budgeting and planning earlier in our 

marriage. (POS) 

Another husband said, 

I think we've made the significant changes such as routine saving, reduction of 

debt, and no longer in denial. I just wish we had made them sooner. (P06) 

They would like to have budgeted, planned, and cooperated with each other sooner than 

they did. They would like to have intentionally, and with purpose, saved and invested 

more. One husband stated how it pained him when completing the estimated retirement 

savings amount on the demographic sheet for this study. He said, 

We have between $250,000 and $500,000 in estimated retirement savings. It 

pains me because we've had so much more. Because of the current economy, just 

some of the things we've spent our money on, we don't have it anymore. (PIO) 

Many would seek financial education or financial counseling earlier in their life and do so 

together. All would avoid the consumer debt they have incurred over the years of their 

marriage. One couple told of how they generally avoided the use of credit cards until 

their daughters were to be married. The wife said, 

We have two daughters who were getting married around the same time. We 

didn't have that much saved, so we put it on credit cards. I'm glad we did it for 

them but we are still paying off the debt on those cards. (P 18) 
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Finally, several couples told of how they would relax more and would participate more in 

some of the simple things in life. One couple told of a simpler time in their life. The 

husband reminisced, 

I remember a time when we didn't have any money at all and we still found 

something to do. We'd walk to the Sonic drive in, buy a drink, then on our way 

home stop off at the 7-11 and buy a scratch ticket. Before we scratched the ticket 

we'd be filled with hopes and plans for what we'd do with our winnings. That 

was a long time ago. (P06) 

The changes group 3 would make to their money story had more to do with fine 

tuning their strategies and readjusting their attitudes. One husband married 52 years said, 

We would have greater diversity in our investments. When the stock market 

crashed last year, we lost a great deal of our investments. That's where we had all 

of our money. (P08) 

Another couple talked about how they would increase their play budget. The wife 

married 3 5 years said, 

I would learn to relax more. I would loosen up and increase our family and 

couple outings. (P09) 

Another wife talked of how she too would relax and be less fearful in thinking there 

might not be enough money. "There's enough!" she said. (P08) 

Longevity 

The seventh interview question contributes to the identification of those personal 

characteristics the participant couples attribute to their money story. How do you think 
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your money story is connected to your marital longevity? All three groups of participant 

couples tell stories of how they have both learned and grown in various personal and 

couple characteristics. Each of the twenty couples attributes their learning and growing 

in various qualities to the long term interaction they have experienced in their money 

story. The four participant couples of group 1 share of learning about and struggling with 

differences in spousal need and want. They talk about learning to struggle, compromise 

and work together, as a team. One husband shared, 

While our money story has always been a struggle, we never gave up. We kept 

holding on to each other. Working together and resolving problems just 

contributed to our commitment to each other. (P14) 

They talked about learning to trust in their spouse and in their God. One wife said, 

One thing I'd say brought us closer together over the years and kept us going as a 

couple was our faith. Our faith drew us to rely increasingly on God through the 

years. It took us awhile but we finally got on the same page regarding our tithing 

and we've experienced the blessings. It is work, but we both have agreed to work 

on it together. We are on the same page in our vision for marital longevity. (Pl4) 

They talked about learning to relax, let things go and not take money too seriously. One 

couple shared, 

Shortly after we married and money was scarce, I got so upset over her ruining a 

five dollar paint brush. Then another time when we were having job problems 

and money problems, she threatened to leave me ifwe lost our home. Now, we 

both look back on these 51 years and cannot believe we thought those things were 

82 



that important. It wasn't until we lived it together that we realized money wasn't 

that important. (Pl2) 

They talked about growing in their faith as well as their perseverance. They talked about 

growing in their boldness with each other and of not being afraid of the struggles and 

trials of life. They talked about how they now believe these are the pieces of their money 

story that have added to the richness of themselves as human beings and as successful 

long term married partners. 

The participant couples of group 2 also talked of learning and growing in many of 

the same ways as group 1. They added how they have learned through their money story 

to modify their personal expectations and to become more flexible. They talked about 

learning to be more supportive of each other's interests and personal pursuits. One 

husband said, 

I feel as if our money story and marital longevity is so intertwined it is hard to 

say how. It has kept us focused and attending to the same thing. My turnaround 

was reading Suzie Orman's book about money. I realized my wife needed some 

things done in a different way in order for her to feel more secure in our 

relationship. I started paying ourselves first and bought health insurance. It 

brought her a sense of peace. (P06) 

They talked about how their money story added to their growth in faith. One husband 

said, 

Our money story involves our faith in God. We both share in this faith, which 

promotes agreement, which lessens conflict. I have to say that money and money 
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issues have never been a cause of conflict or separation in our life together. It has 

kept us involved in each other's lives through making decisions, coordinating 

purchases, and sharing interests. (P 1 7) 

Several couples shared how their money story has become a source of trust in one 

another. They tend to be united and share in the blessings of receiving and of being 

generous to others. 

The participant couples in group 3 also shared learning and growing in many 

characteristics similar to groups 1 and 2. They also talked about learning to acknowledge 

their blessings as well as their personal responsibility for the monies that they had. They 

talked about learning to be content and to not obsess over having more. They talked 

about the growth in their faith and realization of their position as stewards over resources 

belonging to their God. One husband shared, 

It helps to have enough money. We haven't obsessed over having more. We 

count our blessings and avoid envy. We both live within our means and we've 

worked together in our conflicts. We've learned to accept and work with each 

other's differences. We've negotiated our needs and wants as well as been 

willing to lay things down when necessary. Overall, I think we've negotiated an 

acceptable level of risk. (P08) 

They also talked of their growth in being likeminded in their priorities, family values, and 

Christian beliefs. Finally, one wife of group 3 said, 

In some ways, our money story has had everything to do with our marital 

longevity and in another way it's had nothing at all to do with it. (P20) 
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Summary 

The results of this phenomenological study about successful long-term married 

couples and their money story were presented in this chapter. A pilot study was 

performed after the first three interviews were conducted and no changes were 

recommended or made by the researcher. The participant sample size was 20 

heterosexual married couples. Each participant couple was married a minimum of 25 

years, had raised at least one child, and had both worked at income producing jobs for 10 

years or more. A numerical code was assigned to each participant couple in order to 

protect confidentiality. Triangulators were utilized to enhance the credibility of this 

research. The demographics of the sample, the essence of the interviews, and a narrative 

of the emerging themes, strategies, and characteristics were presented in this chapter. 

The two primary themes of the participant's money stories were the process of 

struggle and a commitment to faith. The couples shared their stories of struggle in 

dealing with money issues as they lived and worked together for the long-term. They 

also told of their growing commitment to a faith in God which has served them in the 

development of strategies and characteristics unique to their survival. The quotations and 

examples from their money stories illustrate the identified themes as well as the unique 

strategies and characteristics experienced only by those who have made the journey. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the money stories of 

successful long-term heterosexual married couples. This study provided insight into the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics of couples married long-term and their experience 

managing and negotiating money. Twenty couples married a minimum of 25 years 

volunteered to tell their money stories for this research. Couples successfully married for 

a minimum of 25 years have negotiated the reciprocal nature of money and marriage. 

Each couple told a story of surviving financially and living together through a journey of 

struggle, failures, and successes. Family therapists, financial professionals, and other 

couples can benefit from the themes, strategies, and personal characteristics embedded 

within these stories. The money stories of these 20 participant long-term married couples 

will aid in the deepening of understanding of the reciprocity between couples living 

together long-term and their management of the issue of money. 

Discussion 

This chapter will include a discussion of the findings in this study, examples from 

the voices of the participant couples, and the researcher's personal voice. Also included 

in this chapter are the conclusions, implications, limitations, and recommendations for 

other professionals and future studies. 
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Review of the Parameters of Study 

The five research questions guiding this study were as follows: 

Research Question 1. What themes are most prevalent in the money stories of 

couples married to each other for a minimum of 25 years? 

Research Question 2. To what strategies do these couples attribute their money 

story? 

Research Question 3. To what personal characteristics do these couples attribute 

their money story? 

Research Question 4. To which of those characteristics do these couples attribute 

their marital longevity? 

Research Question 5. To which of those strategies do these couples attribute their 

marital longevity? 

The eight interview questions were as follows: 

Interview Question 1. As a couple married and living together all these years, tell 

me your money story. 

Interview Question 2. Tell me about the similarities in how each of you has 

managed your family money. 

Interview Question 3. Tell me about the differences in how each of you has 

managed your family money. 

Interview Question 4. What strategies would you say contributed to the success 

of your money story as a couple? 
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Interview Question 5. What would you say are the strengths of your money 

beliefs? 

Interview Question 6. What would you like to change in your money story? 

Interview Question 7. How do you think your money story is connected to your 

marital longevity? 

Interview Question 8. Would it be alright if I call you in a week to see if you 

have anything further to add to our interview? 

Twenty couples volunteered to participate in the study. Each participating couple, 

by self report, was successfully married for a minimum of 25 years. Each couple has the 

experience of raising a child or children together. Each spouse is currently or has been a 

contributor to the family finances. During the time married, both spouses have been 

employed in some income producing job for at least 10 years. They were interviewed 

face-to-face as a couple. Each interview was recorded and later transcribed. All 20 

participating couples reside in the north Texas region of the United States. 

Review of Data Analysis 

Each interview was recorded and later transcribed by the researcher. The 

researcher utilized both the recordings of the interviews and the written transcripts for 

data analysis. The twenty couples interviewed for the study were assigned a numerical 

participant's code. The codes ranged from 01 to 20 and correspond with the order in 

which they were interviewed. For transcripts of each interview, the letters H for husband 

and W for wife was used to identify their personal responses to each interview question. 

The researcher listened to the participants' recorded narratives numerous times. Detailed 
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notes were taken and summarized for the responses giving to each question asked of the 

participants. The recorded narratives were analyzed for themes, strategies, and 

characteristics in support of this study' s guiding research questions. As they developed 

through the analysis, repeated themes, strategies, and characteristics were clustered into 

categories. From the researcher's analysis, a composite narrative was developed to 

present and support the rich and meaningful experiences regarding money for this group. 

The participant's responses to interview questions 1, 2, and 3 helped to identify 

the themes most prevalent in the money stories of these 20 long-term married couples. 

The participant's responses to interview questions 4, 5, and 6 identified strategies and 

personal characteristics the participant couples attributed to their money stories. 

Responses to interview question 7 helped identify those characteristics the participants 

attribute their marital longevity. Question 8 allowed the participants to add any other 

thoughts they might have after the interview was over. As the researcher continued to 

listen to the recordings of the participant's money stories and their responses to the 

interview questions, two primary themes emerged. They are-the process of struggle 

and the commitment to faith. These two themes are supported by the stories of an 

overwhelming majority of this particular sample of long-term married couples. 

A second observation was made as the researcher continued to listen to the 

participant's money stories and cull for the differences in themes, strategies, and 

characteristics. The participant's stories of struggle, length of struggle, changes made 

during the years of marriage, and the overall sense of peace with the development of their 

own money story had some commonness among the couples. All but one couple told 
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stories of beginning their relationship with little to no money, including experiences of 

struggle in the development of their money story. The differences in strategies and 

personal characteristics seemed to produce a unique type of experience for each of the 

participant couples. The participants seemed to naturally fall into one of three groups. 

The first group of participants seemed to have more trouble adapting in their 

money stories. Their money stories are filled with stress, struggle, pain, and sound 

similar throughout their relationship. These couples tended throughout their life, to be 

more problem than solution focused in relationship to money matters. The second group 

shares experiences indicating a higher level of functioning in their money story. Group 2 

accounted for 55% of the total number of participating couples. All of their stories 

include an experience of crises bringing them to a very conscious and purposeful change 

in how they did money. They talk about change in their perspective, priorities, roles, and 

practice, all relating to their money story. These changes were difficult but each of them 

describe benefits of less stress and anxiety as well as more confidence and trust in 

themselves, each other, and their God. 

The couples included in group 3, when compared to groups 1 and 2, reported the 

highest level of functioning in their money stories. They each told stories of a persistent 

and growing strength, resilience, and adaptability as they progressed through their life 

together. They present themselves as more similar in their life's values, priorities, and 

principals as well as in their drive to plan and take action, making things happen as they 

see it. They are very strong in their work ethics, values, priorities, and drive. The 
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couples of group 3 are some of the higher earners, savers and investors of the 20 

participant couples. 

Theme One: The Process of Struggle 

The process of struggle with money as well as a myriad of issues is inevitable 

when two people live together for any length of time. Each couple wrestles with 

balancing the similarities and differences that each bring to the relationship. The 

similarities and differences in values, faith, priorities, self-discipline, and work ethic all 

contribute to the type of experience each couple reports. Laszloffy (2002) reported a 

common process of development in family systems is what she calls a point of stress. A 

point of stress is a phenomenon of change exerting pressure on a family system for 

adaptation. The couple seeking stability within changing contexts would find a new level 

of functioning. The long-term married couple has the benefit of experience in managing 

self and managing self in change. 

The couples of group 1 tended to describe themselves as impulsive, frustrated, 

and anxious. They also reported that they placed a very high priority on family and 

children. Therefore, couples from group 1 tended to impulsively spend on matters related 

to family and children. There was less focus on planning, saving and investing monies 

for the future. Several themes promoted by group 1 were paying bills, living month to 

month, and working hard to make ends meet. There was more of an immediate focus 

rather than future focus. Camp and Ganong (1997) studied the relationship of similarity 

and difference in locus of control in the long-term marriage. They found when a couple's 

locus of control is similar there is a higher level of marital satisfaction than couples 
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whose locus of control is dissimilar. They also reported long-term married couples who 

share an internal locus of control experience a higher level of marital satisfaction than 

those couples having an external locus of control. While the couples of group 1 reported 

a more prolonged struggle in their money stories, they also reported shared experiences 

of learning and growing together. They shared a personal awareness of their struggles 

and recognition of priorities that took precedence over money. 

The participant couples of group 2 told stories of their struggles with a variety of 

money issues. In fact, the money story beginnings of all three groups of participants 

sounded very similar. Group 2 couples reported various experiences and intentional 

changes made by both husband and wife. These couples seemed to make more of a shift 

in the midstream of their journey. Using the paradigm oflocus of control, many of the 

couples of group 1 described themselves as first having contrasting views of control over 

their money, followed by a shift to a more shared internal perspective. They realized 

what they were initially doing was not working or producing the results they wanted. So 

they implemented practical changes in their money story. They educated themselves in 

the principles of money. They began to plan, budget, and set money aside for their 

future. They also reported more open communication regarding money matters. As a 

result, the couples of group 2 told money stories of struggle, changes, and hope while 

being more at peace with where they are in the journey of their money story. 

The participant couples in group 3 also talked of struggle within their money 

stories. Three of the four couples from this group began similarly to those of groups 1 

and 2. They either had very little financially or were struggling to pay the bills. One 
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couple reported they married already well off in regards to savings and investments. 

They also reported to be strongly similar in their Christian beliefs, values, priorities, and 

work ethics. The couples included in group 3 seemed to live from the beginning with a 

strong sense of purpose and direction. There was a strong sense of teamwork, sharing of 

information, accountability, and similarities in principles. They each have a passion to 

save and invest money, give to their church and others, and live well below their means. 

Theme Two: Commitment to Faith 

Nineteen out of the twenty participant couples identified themselves as Christian 

in their religious affiliation. All nineteen couples identified a shared faith in God as a 

significant component of their money story. An overwhelming majority of participants 

told stories of receiving God's help in provisions, guidance, comfort, and hope during 

times of personal and marital money struggle. Many told of learning to tithe a portion of 

their income. Some partners admitted to struggling with this issue more than others. 

Most told the story of learning something from their struggles with money. They 

reported to have learned something deeper about themselves or to have connected in a 

more meaningful way with their spouse and God. These couples' shared that faith serves 

as a significant resource of strength in their relationship. 

Consistent with current research, the processes and couple dynamics developed 

over the long-term relationship resulted in success, strength, and resilience (Laszloffy, 

2002). A number of the participant couples shared their increased sense of security and 

peace knowing they do not need to worry about their money. They trust in God to 
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oversee and provide for their lives. They have given themselves permission to relax, be 

financially responsible, and depend upon someone greater than themselves. 

Similarities and Differences 

The literature on marriage and family identifies various characteristics found in 

long-term marriages and those accounting for satisfying and long lasting marriages. 

Roizblatt, et al ( 1999) concluded characteristics accounting for a satisfying and long 

lasting marriage are similarities in religion, education, lifestyle, philosophy of life and 

resolving financial issues. The majority of the participant couples practiced combining of 

incomes. Those couples who appeared more successful in their functioning assume a 

mutual responsibility and accountability for their monies. They also openly and regularly 

communicate with each other and simply have conversations about their money. Many 

coordinate with their spouse before spending any significant amount from the family 

reserves. A number of these long-term married couples shared how their relationship had 

really been absent of conflict over finan~es. 

Two of the differences highlighted in participant couples' money management 

styles were the tendency for spouses to have complementary money personalities and the 

levels of comfort with risk. Most of the couples described themselves similar to the 

findings of other studies. One spouse tends to be more analytical, careful, and risk 

averse. The other spouse tends to be more of a free spirit, carefree, and comfortable with 

an increasing level of risk taking. The majority of these couples say that over the years 

together, they have learned to better manage and balance this tendency toward 

complementarities in their money management style. 
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Strategies 

The strategies utilized and contributing to the success of a participant's money 

story increased and were more intentional from group 1 to group 3. Each of the 

participant couples talked about the strategies they believed were necessary for healthy 

money management. Group 1 practiced these strategies the least. Group 3 practiced 

them longer and more consistently than either of the other two groups of participants. 

Three strategies practiced consistently by the couples of group 3, that the other two 

lacked, were a consistently strong commitment to save, no debt, and investing their 

money with a goal of making it work for them. The couples in group 3 reported the 

highest level of estimated retirement savings and lowest levels of money stress and 

anxiety when compared to groups 1 and 2. 

Strengths 

Consistent with current literature, the participants possess varying characteristics 

and strengths enabling them to sustain their relationship while persevering through the 

inevitable problems of coordinating life over the long-term (Kaslow & Robison, 1996). 

The number one strength identified by the participant couples was their individual and 

shared faith in God. Many of the couples told of how they had grown in their faith 

throughout the years of marriage. They attributed an increase in awareness, trust, and 

mutual respect to the shared experiences in the development of their money story. 

Other strengths identified by the participant couples were those consistent with 

good money management. Over the years together, the participant couples had either 

grown into a more conservative mindset regarding their monies, or they were naturally 
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inclined to be so. For some the practice to be careful, thoughtful, and generally 

financially responsible had been handed down from a parent or some other family 

member. For others, they talked about feeling handicapped and ignorant of basic money 

principles. 

One of the strengths developed by the majority of participant couples was the 

ability to work on their money story together. Many learned to budget, plan, and talk 

more openly about their money. Again, for a few of the couples those things came easier. 

But for most of the couples these characteristics developed over time. The development 

of contentment was a strength talked about by most couples. Those couples who 

practiced contentment tended to remain in their houses longer, use up their cars and other 

possessions and simply minimize waste in their lives. A sharing of work ethics, values, 

and priorities were all discussed as strengths of the couple's money beliefs. 

Change 

When asked what changes they might make in their money story, many talked 

about changes they had already made. They shared the wish to have made the changes 

sooner. There was a desire expressed by many couples for an earlier awareness of the 

impact money has on their lives. Then there was an expressed desire by several 

participants for an earlier wisdom in making changes in their money story. Making 

certain money story changes earlier would have allowed the couples a more prolonged 

experience of benefits. One of the desired changes expressed by several of the 

participants was to relax and play more. All of the couples worked many years of their 

lives. Several spouses explained how they sacrificed vacations and time off, believing 
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they did not have time for those personal pleasures. While some of these same people 

have larger retirement savings and investments, they recognized the value in having 

down time for self and family. This is consistent with research on long-term marriages. 

The enjoyment of spending time together, having fun together, and sharing a good sense 

of humor was identified as an essential ingredient for a long-term satisfying marriage 

(Kaslow and Hammerschmidt, 1992). 

Longevity 

According to the literature on long-term marriages the top marital improvement 

most desired is financial and economic security. Other desired improvements were 

openness, good problem solving, consideration for each other's needs, and good listening 

skills (Kaslow and Robison, 1996). There is a connection between a marital couple's 

money story and their marital longevity. Couples who commit and live in a long-term 

marital relationship have an advantage in that they learn and grow through the experience 

of dealing with the element of money. Each of the twenty participant couples can 

connect their money story to their learning and growing in faith, mutual trust, problem 

solving, coping skills, open communications, mutual appreciation, and reciprocity. 

Working through the development of a money story in a long-term marital relationship 

helps a person gain a perspective of what is really important. The majority of the 

participant couples shared how their money stories helped them to gain a perspective of 

respect for each other as well as their relationship with their God. Several shared how 

they once had been anxious and fearful over money issues, but were now different people 

due to the struggles they had worked through together. 
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The Researcher's Voice 

The researcher's voice must be considered in qualitative research. While it is 

generally a goal to minimize the effects of the researcher's bias and influence, it is also 

impossible to completely separate oneself from such in qualitative work. I am in my late 

50's, successfully married to the same woman for 35 years and have raised 3 children 

who are now around 30 years old. I am a Licensed Professional Counselor and Licensed 

Marriage and Family Therapist. I have been in private practice for 17 years. Prior to my 

pursuit of the Master of Marriage and Family Therapy, I was an accountant for 

Vanderbilt University Hospital in Nashville, Tennessee. I have a Bachelor of Science in 

Accounting and Economics as well as graduate level studies in business administration. 

The goal of this section is to provide a picture of me as the researcher, my interest in the 

topic, as well as the influence and perspective I bring into the study. I want to describe 

some of the more significant effects this study has had on me personally and 

professionally. I have made every attempt to suspend any biases during the gathering and 

analysis of data. 

In my early twenties and prior to meeting my wife, I had an interest in making a 

career in finance, economics and money management. I did not really know what I 

wanted to do with my life, so I followed my father's advice and got a degree in 

accounting. His advice was very practical. He encouraged me to educate myself in a 

field where there would always be a demand. My father himself had an education and 

long-term career in accounting. It appeared as ifhe was doing reasonably well following 

the path he did. I chose to take a similar path and pursue a degree in accounting. I can't 
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say I did very well, but I did enjoy studying the principles of money, economics, and the 

power of managing money well. I eventually ended up working a number of years in 

health care accounting and finally as a Controller for a health care company, managing 

rural hospitals in middle Tennessee. 

After 10 years of practicing accounting and financial management, I began to 

reevaluate my life choices and career path. I was focused on the numbers and missing a 

sense of personal value and meaning in the work I was committing so much of my time 

to. I was working to build an estate. I wanted to make money by investing in real estate. 

By this time, my wife and I had purchased a couple of houses and put time and money 

into restoring them to rent and live in ourselves. Money issues continued to come up and 

discontentment escalated between my wife and me. It seemed as if we spent everything 

we made and after doing so, had nothing to show for our efforts. I was in my mid 30s 

when my focus from money to marriage occurred. My wife and I had our 3 children. We 

were working to provide them with what we thought was the best: the best home and 

neighborhood to live in, the best clothes to wear, and the best in private Christian 

education. We wanted to provide and do the best we could for ourselves and our 

children. It was just that our pursuits were costing us everything we had and were. At 

the age of 35 I found myself counting the years to retirement. It was then that I made a 

shift in perspective regarding what was important and what I would spend my time and 

resources at gaining. 

I wanted to learn about marriages, what made them work, and how I might be a 

part in helping others succeed in their journey together. I pursued a Master of Marriage 
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and Family Therapy followed by the pursuit of a Doctorate in Family Therapy. I have 

been in private practice for 19 years with a primary focus on marriage and family. My 

wife also changed her educational and career pursuits. She has developed an early 

childhood teaching career into a life career of counseling children, women, and families. 

We now work together. 

Once I was completely out of a career where the primary focus was on money and 

now dealing with understanding and making marriages work, I went through a period of 

grieving. I grieved what I initially thought was a loss of invested time and money on my 

previous education and career in accounting. I have since reconciled the internal conflict 

and no longer see it as a loss. I now see an importance and benefit in having an informed 

perspective of both money and marriage. Most research on marriages and the problems 

of marriage eventually have something to say regarding the struggles around money. 

Many will say that money and finances are the top problem areas in marriages. Research 

also shows that while it may not be the number one marital issue, it is certainly identified 

within the top ten issues marital couples have to contend. 

My goal of this study was to focus on the adaptive strengths, strategies, and 

characteristics embedded in the money stories of successful long-term married couples. 

It was earlier in my doctoral studies that I read and was influenced by the article "Ten 

Adaptive Strategies for Family and Work Balance: Advice from Successful Families" 

(Haddock, Zimmerman, Ziemba, & Current, 2001 ). The authors of this study chose to 

focus on what worked for these families as opposed to what was broken. It is a focus on 

self reported adaptive strategies that professionals and other couples can clearly see and 
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use in their own work and lives. Other influences on my perspective as the researcher are 

a strong family systems view and a modified solution and narrative focused approach to 

therapy. I like to look for and encourage couples to look for their strengths and 

successes. 

My desire in this study has been to tap the money stories of successfully married 

couples claiming the experiences and perspectives unique to the long-term relationship. I 

want to uncover the themes, strategies, and characteristics these couples have to offer. I 

believe these couples' money stories will be of great benefit to the field of marriage and 

family therapy. I also believe other married couples, at various stages of life, can learn 

and grow from hearing these participants' money stories. 

As much as I could, I guarded my biases and assumptions throughout the study. I 

listened to the money stories of the twenty participant couples with no assumptions or 

preconceived ideas. Upon telling of their money story, several couples were hesitant to 

begin. After I reminded the couple that their story is unique to them and that they could 

not do it wrong, each one relaxed, opened up and began to more fully tell their money 

story. 

Twenty couples volunteered to participate in this study. They were recruited from 

various sources. A recruitment flyer was placed in the lobby of my office. Partners in 

my practice were informed of the study and criteria of participants needed. A recruitment 

letter was mailed to couples referred by other therapists from my practice and ministers 

from my home church. Participants responded from each of these sources. Personal 
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interviews were performed either in my practice office or at the participant's home. Each 

interview was recorded and later transcribed. 

When asked to tell their money story, each couple seemed to take this question 

seriously. I think each participant realized they were playing a part in research on 

successful long-term marriages and that their story counted. Most were proud and 

pleased to reminisce as a couple, talking about their beginnings, their struggles, their 

failures and their successes. They were being asked to tell a story that most if not all had 

never been asked to tell. The overwhelming majority of participant couples remembered 

times when they were young and broke. They remembered times when they had to 

struggle buying food, paying bills, and finding work. As I listened to each couple's 

money story, I felt honored that they might entrust me with such an intimate story of their 

life together. I witnessed some couples who seemed very pleased with their story and 

how it had developed over their time together. The wife of one participant couple 

expressed pleasure in realizing that money had never been an issue coming between 

them. I also witnessed some couples who were somewhat embarrassed and sad with the 

current status of their monies and the few changes made over the years. One husband's 

first response to his money story was "our money story is that we've struggled with 

money throughout our entire relationship". 

Another interaction I found to be very rich was the revealing of old messages, 

motives and changes in perspectives. One wife was processing a time when her husband 

wanted to take over managing the family money. She was hurt and told him during the 

interview she had secretively wished he would fail. Upon hearing his wife confess her 
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secret wish, the husband interrupted with the expression of genuine surprise and pain. 

The wife went on to say how she truly did not wish him to fail, but was grieving the 

change in their money roles. She then told her husband how she became very proud of 

his efforts and success then realizing his intent was to be involved and not to control. 

This pleased him. 

As I analyzed the data, it was fascinating to see the twenty money stories begin to 

fall into one of three groups. The stories included in group 1 were clearly marked with 

experiences of stress and anxiety around the issue of money. I can best describe this as 

the experience of chronic struggle. While each couple in group 1 is successfully married, 

they have lived with a certain degree of money tension throughout their lives. The 

husband of one couple in group 1 said it best: "In the beginning money was a 

struggle . . . and well ... it's always been like that. .. struggling and tight. I feel like if we 

make it to the end of the month we are doing well." Stories in group 2 include the process 

of struggle but over the years together these couples reported experiences that brought 

them to points of significant change in their money management. The reported 

experiences and changes made were unique for each couple but they were consistent. I 

was impressed to see the benefits of couples joining together in their planning, 

conversations about money, and their solutions. The stories of group 3 are amazing. 

They are few but I was impressed with the couple's sense of purpose and togetherness in 

their money story. They were each willing to commit early in their relationship to living 

well below their means, saving, investing, and giving to others. My favorite example 
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from this group is the husband of one couple, after being asked to tell their money story 

said: "Richest man in Babylon .... 10 percent to God and 10 percent to savings." 

What I learned from the interviews was that in spite of the degree of struggle, the 

efficiency of money management, the monies saved and monies lost, each couple 

promoted their faith in God and family relationships as the significant underpinnings to 

their money story. When listening to the participants stories and seeing their expressive 

reactions to one another, I was also reminded of the importance of simply talking or 

telling your story to another person who will listen. I think this process validates. 

What I think the participants learned. from the process of telling their money story 

was that they actually have a story to tell and they are not doing as bad as they thought. 

Put another way, a number of the participant couples made comments after the interview 

as to how much better they felt. I think they were encouraged to think on and talk about 

the development of their lives and how they have managed this issue of money. I think 

they realize by verbalizing that while money is important, they have not allowed it to be a 

ruling or controlling factor over their lives. Each of the participant couples have the 

experience of living and operating together for over 25 years. They have had children, 

helped them to grow, developed businesses, made money and lost money. I think they 

have come to find a little more of themselves in the process. 

I hope this study might make a small contribution in the field of marriage and 

family therapy by adding to the literature on long-term married couples and their dealings 

with money. I also hope other couples might benefit in their own relationships by 

hearing the experiences of those who have made the journey. I believe those couples 
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who have married and remained so for a long period of time, have participated in a 

lengthy journey filled with the rich experiences of working out life. They have 

something to share. I believe other couples would like to hear what these couples have to 

share about their personal journey with money. My intention was to present a positive 

and strengths based study of successful long-term married couples and their money story. 

I wanted to hear and present to the field of marriage and family therapy what works for 

these participant couples 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the money stories of successful long

term married couples. The intent of the researcher was to identify the themes, strategies, 

and characteristics evolving from these money stories. The results from this study 

provide implications for the field of marriage and family therapy as well as future 

research on long-term marriages and money. 

There has been no research specifically on the issue of long-term marriage and 

money. Various studies have been done on certain aspects of long-term marriages which 

included money. A few of the issues explored in the literature are levels of commitment, 

elements of marital satisfaction, management of change, conflict, and pleasure. Many 

times the issue of money has been included as a component of the research on long-term 

marriages but few tend to some aspect of the reciprocal nature in long-term marriages and 

money. Financial and economic security in the marital relationship is a significant issue 

every couple struggles to manage. The processes of financial planning, managing, 

problem solving, and deciding on the degree of importance placed on money are all 
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significant components with which couples must negotiate. Those couples married and 

living together long-term has a story to tell. They have learned to manage a variety of 

issues confronting the long-term relationship. They have learned to managed and deal 

with the issue of money, an issue many claim to be one of the top struggles in marital 

relationships. 

Two overall themes were identified by the researcher. Embedded within the 

money stories of the 20 participant couples were the shared experience of the process of 

struggle and a commitment to faith. As couples told their money stories, the 

overwhelming majority related experiences of struggle. Many struggled with having 

enough money to live the lives they wanted. Many struggled managing, coordinating, 

and adapting to the various aspects of their money. The second theme emerging from the 

participants money stories is the commitment to faith. The majority of participant 

couples profess a belief and faith in God. Every one of those couples made references to 

their faith in God as a resource of strength, comfort and a reason for their marital 

longevity. The participant couples talked of changes experienced in their perspective and 

money practices over the years. They told numerous examples of God intervening, 

supporting, and teaching them something new about life. 

Another observation was made as the researcher listened to the participant's 

money stories. The stories seemed to naturally fall into one of three groups based on 

degree and length of struggle, strategies utilized in adapting, and effectiveness in conjoint 

problem solving related to the couples money issues. Group 1 's money stories were ones 

of chronic struggle and strain in making money, paying bills, and incorporating what 
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many consider sound money principles. Group 2' s money stories had beginnings similar 

to group 1, but at some point in their relationship they experienced a point of change in 

themselves, their relationship, and in how they managed money. They talked about 

change in perspective, priorities, roles, and practice relating to their money story. Group 

3 's money stories may have had similar beginnings regarding money struggles but 

quickly appeared different. They seemed to tell of the development and growth in their 

focus and practice of what they thought were sound money principles. Group 3 couples 

experienced a high level of commonness in their priorities, strategies, and ability to adapt. 

These couples tended to be the higher earners, placing a high priority on saving, giving 

money away to church and others, and reporting the highest levels of estimated 

retirement savings in this sample of long-term married couples. 

The top strategies identified by the majority of participants as contributing to their 

money story success were tithing to their churches, planning, budgeting, saving, 

investing, living within their means, pooling of resources, talking about money, and 

placing top priority on children and family needs and wants. Again, group 3 couples 

indicated higher levels of consistent and effective functioning in their money stories. All 

four couples included in this group identified strategies such as strong work ethics, an 

early priority placed on saving, planning together, formal budgeting, making money work 

for them, no debt, and a strong sense of shared financial accountability. These couples 

seemed to present themselves with an air of confidence, a sense of stability, and low 

levels of anxiety within themselves and their relationship. 
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The top characteristic presented as a strength and resource by the participants was 

their personal and shared faith in God. Each of them related experiences of when they 

were confronted with times of financial stress and crises. They each shared that while 

there were rough times and they each stressed and agonized, they also experienced a 

sense of connection and caring with their God, each other, their family, and their friends. 

Other characteristics highlighted were living below their means, a decision to be content, 

a strong sense of personal accountability and responsibility, work ethics, and shared 

values. 

When asked about changes they would like to make in their money story, most 

wanted to live more purposeful and intentional in their money planning. Many initially 

said they would like to have more money but quickly focused on changes they might 

make in themselves, their relationship, and their management of money. In fact, a 

number of couples commented on how they would increase their tithing or helping others 

in need. 

Every participant couple commented and related their thoughts about the 

connection between their money story and marital longevity. They related experiences of 

learning and growth through years of living with one another while having to work out 

this dynamic area of money. They learned and shared the importance and benefits of 

struggle, compromise, sacrifice, empathy, and commitment to themselves, to others, and 

to their marriage. It seems somewhat of a paradox but several participant couples 

commented how in some ways their money story has everything to do with their marital 

longevity and in other ways, it has had nothing at all to do with it. 
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Implications 

The results of this study have several implications to be considered by marriage 

and family therapists and the schools that train them as well as other professionals 

working with couples. There are also implications to be considered by other couples, 

those already married and those preparing for marriage. 

1. Every couple living together for any length of time will experience a process of 

struggle with money issues. 

2. Couples can identify their experience of struggle in money issues as something 

that can make them stronger and mold them into a higher functioning unit. 

3. Marriage and Family Therapists can help couples define how and ways they are 

growing in their money story. 

4. A couple's commitment to faith can be seen as a resource of strength for them to 

draw on as they interact over money issues. 

5. In hearing a couple's money story, a helping professional can get a clearer picture 

of the themes, strategies, and characteristics influencing their lives. 

6. Couples can benefit in their relationship and financial situation by conjointly 

planning, budgeting and routinely talking about money. Helping professionals 

can encourage couples to converse about their money. 

7. Those long-term married couples having the largest retirement savings lived well 

below their means, pooled their resources, had a strong aversion to debt, and an 

intense commitment to routinely save. 
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8. When couples present money struggles as forefront issues in therapy, therapists 

can encourage them to identify connections to areas of strength and priorities in 

their life. 

9. Marriage and Family Therapy training can benefit by making basic financial 

training and principles of money a part of their core curriculum. 

Limitations 

There are limitations to this study' s generalizability and conclusions. The 

following factors are identified as such. 

1. The sample of participant couples interviewed for this study was a non

probability sample. 

2. The results cannot be generalized to all long-term married couples. 

3. Flyers informing of the study and requesting volunteer participants were 

placed in the researcher's counseling office. 

4. The researcher's counseling partners were informed of the study and asked for 

potential referrals. 

5. The researcher informed his church leaders of the study and also asked for 

potential referrals. 

6. Snowball sampling was utilized. Those couples who initially volunteered to 

participate were asked by the researcher for the names of other couples who might meet 

the study's criteria. Those couples were then contacted first by the participant followed 

by the researcher. 
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7. The overwhelming majority of the participants professed to be of the Christian 

faith. 

8. The researcher interviewed couples in the North Texas area who became aware 

and volunteered to participate in this study. Due to the collection of participants from 

such a specific geographical region and focus of faith, there are limitations to 

generalizability of results. 

9. The researcher is a licensed and practicing Marriage and Family Therapist. 

Some of the participants of this study came from his practice. 

10. The researcher is also a member of a local church where several participant 

couples are also members. 

It is unclear of the effects these connections might have had on participant 

couples telling their money story. While many couples were initially nervous in the 

interviews, all eventually relaxed and opened up with their story. A number of positive 

comments were made after the interviews as to how relaxed they were. Several shared 

how they had learned something positive about themselves through the interview 

experience. 

The sample size was adequate for a qualitative study of this type. A larger sample 

would add to the credibility of the study. The researcher made no attempt to balance the 

sample collected in terms of demographic indicators. All but two participants in the 

sample were Caucasian. One was Hispanic and one was Native American. All 

participants reported to have been married one time with the exception of six individuals. 

Those six individual participants identified their current marriage as their second. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study about the money stories of successful long-term married couples 

provides a foundation upon which other research might be built. While research 

considering various factors of long-term marriages has increased the past several years, 

overall there is very little available. When the elements of long-term marriages and 

money are considered, there is, of course, even less. These are the researcher's 

recommendations for future research. 

1. Future studies including a larger sample. 

2. Studies of long-term married couples from various geographical regions. 

3. Studies including a wider socio-economic mix of participants. 

4. Studies including a wider ethnic mix of participants. 

5. Studies including a wider religious mix of participants. 

6. Future studies focusing on greater detail of the three groups identified in this 

study. 

7. Future studies utilizing various definitions of years considered long-term in 

mamage. 

8. Several participants shared how they had received help from their families of 

origin at various stages of their time together. Future research could focus on 

the effects on those receiving help from family of origin help and those who 

do not. 

9. Future studies could be done with long-term married couples and money for 

couples from varied ethnic backgrounds. 
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Summary 

The research on long-term marriage and money is limited. This study sought to 

increase the focus on the themes, strategies, and characteristics exhibited in the money 

stories of couples living and working together long-term. Many times it is said that 

finances are one of the top reasons couples conflict and even divorce. It could be said 

that long-term married couples have learned and developed ways to buck the odds. They 

possess a variety of problem solving strategies and characteristics that have helped them 

to succeed. It could be said that to be wise is to listen to the one who has made the 

journey before you. A discussion of the findings of this phenomenological study was 

included in this chapter. The process for analyzing the data and the conception of the 

themes were reviewed. 

An important aspect of this study has been the researcher as an instrument. The 

researcher's voice is included in this chapter. Conclusions based on the results of this 

study are presented. Also presented in this chapter are implications to be considered by 

marriage and family therapists, other helping professionals, and couples married as well 

as preparing to marry. Concluding this chapter are recommendations for consideration in 

future research on long-term married couples and money. 
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Participants Needed 

For A 

Texas Woman's University 

Dissertation Research Project 

My name is Randy Ingram and I am a doctoral candidate of Family Therapy at Texas 

Woman's University. I am conducting a research study for my dissertation and looking 

for married couples for volunteer participants. The purpose of the study is to explore the 

money stories of successful long-term married couples. A money story is defined as the 

historical development and relationship a couple has with their money. It is my belief the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics embedded within these money stories will aid other 

couples, family therapists, and other professionals. 

Married couples meeting the following requirements are invited to participate in this 

study: 

1. That you have been married to each other a minimum of 25 years. 

2. That you have raised at least one child together. 

3. That both spouses have been employed in marriage for a minimum of 10 years. 

4. That both spouses agree to be interviewed together. 

5. That both spouses identify their marriage as successful. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may choose to withdraw at 

any time without penalty. Participants will be interviewed by me and they will be 

completely confidential. The interview time will be approximately 60 minutes. 

All personal information will be dealt with in a confidential manner. Your name will be 

known only by me and will not be given to anyone. 

If you are willing to participate or have any questions regarding the study I may be 

contacted at (214) 770-6305, or by email at randingram@gmail.com. You may also 

contact my advisor Glen Jennings, EdD at (940) 382-8437 or by email at 

gj ennings@mail. twu. edu. 
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VERBAL RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 

• Hello, my name is Randy Ingram and I am a doctoral candidate of Family 

Therapy at Texas Woman's University. I am conducting a research study for my 

dissertation and looking for volunteer married couples who have been married a 

minimum of 25 years. The purpose of the study is to explore the money stories of 

successful long-term married couples. A money story is defined as the historical 

development and relationship a couple has with their money. It is my belief the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics embedded with the money stories of long

term married couples will aid other couples, family therapists, financial 

counselors, as well as other professionals. 

• The requirements for participation in the study are as follows: 

1. That you have been married to each other a minimum of 25 years. 

2. That you have raised at least one child together. 

3. That both spouses have been employed in marriage for a minimum of 10 

years. 

4. That both spouses agree to be interviewed together. 

5. That both spouses identify the marriage as successful. 

• Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may choose to 

withdraw at any time without penalty. Participants will be interviewed by me and 

they will be completely confidential. The interview time will be approximately 

60 minutes. All personal information will be dealt with in a confidential manner. 

Your name will be known only by me and will not be given to anyone. 
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• Would you and your spouse be willing to participate in this study? 

• If you are willing to participate we can arrange a time and place for the interview. 

If you need time to consider this invitation or have any further questions 

regarding the study, I can be contacted at (214) 770-6305, or by email at 

randingram@gmail.com. My advisor, Glen Jennings, EdD, can also be contacted 

at (940) 382-8437 or by email at gjennings@mail.twu.edu. 
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Bulletin Advertisement 

VOLUNTEER COUPLES NEEDED 
For Dissertation Research Project 

Money and Marriage 

Couples married a minimum of 25 years are needed as volunteers for a research study 

conducted by a doctoral candidate from Texas Woman's University. The results of the 

study will provide a greater understanding of the relationships between money and 

marriage. 

• You must have been married to each other a minimum of 25 years. 

• You must have raised at least one child together. 

• Both spouses must have been employed in marriage for a minimum of 10 years. 

• You will be interviewed as a couple and in a confidential manner; your privacy 

and identity will be completely protected. 

• Each interview will be approximately 60 minutes. 

If you are willing to participate in this study, please contact Randy Ingram at (214) 770-

6305 or randingram@gmail.com. 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: Money Stories of Successful Long-Term Married Couples 

Investigator: Randy Ingram, LPC, LMFT, MMFT 

Advisor: Glen Jennings, EdD 

Explanation and Purpose of the Research 

randingram@gmail.com 

gj ennings@mail. twu. edu 

You are being asked to participate in the dissertation research for Mr. Randy Ingram at 

Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this research is to explore the money stories 

of successful long-term married couples. In particular, the study will examine the 

themes, strategies, and characteristics embedded within these stories. 

Research Procedures 

For the purpose of this qualitative study, the investigator will conduct face-to-face 

interviews with married couples. The interview will be scheduled as a time and place 

that is mutually agreed upon by you and the investigator. Your interview will be digitally 

audio recorded for later transcription and data analysis and to provide accuracy in 

reporting the information discussed. The maximum time commitment for the interview is 

approximately 60 minutes. 

Potential Risks 

A possible risk to you as a result of your participation in this study is release of 

confidential information. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed 

by law. There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email transactions. Your 

name will remain confidential by the utilization of codes. Only the investigator and his 

advisor will have access to the digital audio recordings. In order to minimize the risk of -

Participant's initials 

Page I of3 
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loss of confidentiality, codes will be utilized to identify each participant. The number 

will identify each individual and the letter will identify each couple. Any identifying 

information will be known only to the investigator and his advisor. All audio recordings, 

disks, and hard copies of the transcriptions will be kept in a locked file cabinet in the 

investigator's home office. A master list with participant's names will be stored 

separately from other data. All disks will be erased and typed manuscripts will be 

shredded within two years of the study or upon approval of the dissertation, whichever 

comes first. No names or other identifying information will be included in any 

publication of the dissertation. 

There will be two panel members. The panel members have knowledge in qualitative 

research and have completed a training module for research. Panel members will only 

have typed manuscripts of the first, third, and fifth transcript to help with the consistency 

in identifying themes. No identifying information will be included in the transcript and 

the panel members will not see any demographic information. Each transcript will be 

coded with the participant's code. All materials will be mailed. No materials or 

discussions about manuscripts will be transmitted via email. 

Other potential risks related to your participation in the study include fatigue or physical 

discomfort during your interview. To avoid fatigue, you may take a break (or breaks) 

during the interview as needed. You may stop answering any of the questions at any 

time. The investigator will provide you with a referral list of names and phone numbers 

that you may use if you feel as though you need to speak with someone professionally. 

You will also have the investigator's phone number if you desire to contact me. In 

addition, you may withdraw from the study at anytime without penalty. 

Other potential risks related to you participation in the study are emotional discomfort or 

distress. To manage emotional discomfort or distress, you are encouraged to take breaks 

as needed throughout the interview. You may stop answering questions at any time, 

without penalty. You will be provided a list of local professional counselors from which 

you might choose to consult as needed after the research interview. You will also be 

provided with the investigator's phone and email address if you desire to make further 

contact. 

Participant's initials 

Page 2 of3 
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The investigator will attempt to prevent any problems that might occur because of this 
research. Should any problems arise, you should report them immediately to the 
investigator for his assistance. Participants may withdraw from the study at any time 

without penalty. However, Texas Woman's University does not provide medical services 
or financial assistance for injuries that might happen because of your participation in this 
research. 

Participation and Benefits 

Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw your participation in 
the study at any time without penalty. The only direct benefit to you as a participant is 
that at the completion of the study you may request a summary of the results to be mailed 
to you. 

Questions Regarding the Study 

Should you have any questions related to this study, you may contact the investigator at 
(214) 770-6305 or randingram@gmail.com. Questions to your rights as a participant in 
this study or the manner in which this research is conducted may be addressed by 
contacting the Texas Woman's University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
as (940) 898-3378 or via email at IRB@twu.edu. You will be given a copy of this 
signed and dated consent form for your own personal records. 

Signature of Participant 

Date 
Page 3 of3 

*If you would like to receive a summary of the results of this study, please provide an 

address to which this summary should be sent: 

--------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------

----------------------------------------------------------
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Demographic Information 

DATE OF INTERVIEW: PARTICIPANT CODE: 

NAME: AGE: SEX: ----

ADDRESS: CITY: STATE: ----------- ----

OCCUPATION: NUMBER OF YEARS WORKED: ---------

RACE/ETHNICITY: Asian 

Hispanic __ 

African American Caucasian 

Native American Other ----

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION: ------

RELATIONSHIP STATUS: Number of Marriages: ___ _ 

YEARS MARRIED: 1 ST: 

CHILDREN BY MARRIAGE: 

GENDER/AGE: 

GENDER/AGE: 

GENDER/AGE: 

GENDER/AGE: 

GENDER/AGE: 

HA VE YOU SEP ARA TED DUE TO MARITAL ISSUES AT ANYTIME DURING 

THE MARRIAGE? 
Yes: No: If "Yes", how long? __ If "Yes", how many 

times? 

EDUCATION LEVEL: High School__ Associate's Degree __ Bachelor's 

Degree __ 
Master's Degree __ 

Other ---
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Doctorate Degree __ 



SOCIO-ECONOMIC: below $20,000_$20,000-$34,999_ $35,000-$42,999_ 
$43,000-$52,999 __ above $53,000 __ 

HAVE YOU EVER CLAIMED BANKRUPTCY: Yes: No: 

IF YES, WHAT YEAR OF MARRIAGE: ----

NET HOUSEHOLD INCOME: -----

ESTIMATED RETIREMENT SAVINGS: below $50,000 __ $50,000-
$100,000 __ 

$100,000-$250,000 ___ $250,000-$500,000 __ $500,000-
$1,000,000 __ 

$1,000,000 plus __ _ 

HOME: Own Rent Other 
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Interview Protocol 

Participant's Code: -------

Date of Interview: -------

"The purpose of this study is to explore the money stories of successful long-term 

married couples. Couples, who have remained married for a minimum of 25 years and 

consider their relationship successful, could be said to have survived a journey through a 

variety of issues, finances being one. An underlying assumption of this study is that 

successful long-term married couples have developed unique problem solving strategies 

as well as characteristics that have helped them to survive. Each couple has a unique 

story from which others can learn. Family therapists, financial professionals, and other 

couples can benefit from the themes, strategies, and personal characteristics embedded 

within these stories. Your willingness to participate in this study will aid in the 

deepening of understanding the reciprocity between couples and money." 

"Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. As we discussed, the purpose 

of this research is to explore the money stories of successful long-term married couples. 

A couple's money story is their unique and personal account of the development and 

relationship with money. Do you have any questions?" 

"Before we begin the interview, let's go over the consent form." 
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"Do you have any questions regarding the consent form? After you sign the form, 

I will give you a copy for your files." 

"The questions I ask you during the interview will focus on how you have 

experienced money in your relationship as a couple who has co-existed for at least 25 

years. I want to encourage you both to participate in the telling of your stories. Resist 

the temptation to dominate the story telling and allow your spouse the blessing of 

speaking for themselves. As indicated in the consent form, this interview will be digitally 

audio recorded. I will also be taking some notes as the interview proceeds." 

"I want to state again that a couple's money story is their unique and personal 

account of the development and relationship with money." 

"Do you have any questions before we begin?" 

"Ok. I am going to turn on the recorder beginning now." 

Interview Questions: 

1. "As a couple married and living together for all these years, tell me your money 

story?" 

2. "Tell me about the similarities in how each of you has managed your family 

money?" 

3. "Tell me about the differences in how each of you has managed your family 

money?" 

4. "What strategies would you say contributed to your money story as a couple?" 
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5. "What would you say are the strengths of your money beliefs?" 

6. "What would you like to change in your money story?" 

7. "How do you think your money story is connected to your marital longevity?" 

8. "Would it be alright if I called you in a week to see if you have anything further to 

add to our interview?" 

Prompts: 

Silence 
Talk more about that. 
And then what? 
And what else? 
So what you are saying in .... 
How did you work through that? 
Uh huh 
Anything else? 
Final thoughts? 
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Appendix F: 

Referral List for Couples Participating in the study 
Money Stories of Successful Long-Term Married Couples 
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Referral List for Participants in the Study 
Money Stories of Successful Long-Term Married Couples 

Denton, Texas 

Counseling and Family Development Center 
Texas Woman's University 
Human Development Building 
Room 114 
Denton, Texas 76204 
(940) 898-2600 

Glen Jennings, EdD 
1610 Mistywood Lane 
Denton, Texas 76209 
(940) 3 82-843 7 

Linda J. Brock, PhD 
Family Sciences Department 
Texas Woman's University 
Denton, Texas 76204 
(940) 898-2600 
(940) 898-2713 

Sean B. Stokes, PhD, LMFT, LPC 
519 S. Carroll Blvd. 
Suite 100 
Denton, Texas 76201 
(940) 382-0109 

Kim L. Bonneau, MS, LMFT 
904 Cordell Street 
Denton, Texas 76201 
(940) 484-6120 

Carrollton, Texas 

Evan Buja, MA, LPC 
Lifeworks Counseling Center 
2625 N. Josey Ln. Ste. 250 
Carrollton, Texas 75007 
(972) 466-2800 
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Referral List for Participants in the Study 

Money Stories of Successful Long-Term Married Couples 

Robert Hemfelt, EdD 
2625 N. Josey Ln. Ste. 250 
Carrollton, Texas 75007 
(972) 466-2800 
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Appendix G: 

Sample Master List for Participant's Address 
for Research Study Results 
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I 
I 

Sample Master List for Participant's Address 

For Research Study Results 

Participants will be asked if they want a copy of the research results. The appropriate 

answer will be checked and their address will be added if applicable. 

Name Address Yes No Code 
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Name Address Yes No Code 
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Appendix H: 

Research and Interview Questions 
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1· ·~·esearch Questions Interview Questions Prompts As Needed 

"As a couple married and living together 
all these years, tell me your money Silence. 
story?" 

What themes are most 
prevalent in the money stories "Tell me about the similarities in how 

of couples married to each other each of you has managed your family 
money?" fo r a minimum of 25 years? 

To which of those characteristics 
do t hese couples attribute their 
marital longevity? 

"Tell me about the differences in how 
each of you has managed your family 
money?" 

"How do you think your money story is 
connected to your marital longevity?" 
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"Talk more about that." 

"And then what?" "And what 
else?" 

"Anything else?" 



Appendix I: 

NIH Human Subjects Training Certificate 
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Certificate of Completion 

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research 

certifies that James Ingram successfully completed the NIH Web-based 

training course "Protecting Human Research Participants". 

Date of completion: 05/11/2009 

Certification Number: 229035 
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Appendix J: 

I. R. B. Approval Letter 
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u 
DENTON DALLAS HOUSTON 

July 15, 2009 

Mr. James R. Ingram 

Dear Mr. Ingram: 

Institutional Review Soard 
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
P.O. Box 425619, Denton, TX 76204-56 l 9 
940-898-3378 Fax 940-898-34 l 6 
e-mail: IRB@twu.edu 

.Re: Money Stories of Succes4itl Long-Term Married Couples 

The above referenced study has been reviewed by the TWU Institutional Review Board (IRB) and 
appears to meet our requirements for the protection of individuals' rights. 

If applicable, agency approval letters must be submitted to the IRB upon receipt PRJOR to any data 
collection at that agency. A copy of the approved consent form with the IRB approval stamp and a 
copy of the annual/final report are enclosed. Please use the consent form with the most recent approval 
date stamp when obtaining consent from your participants. The signed consent fonns and final report 
must be filed with the Institutional Review Board at the completion of the study. 

This approval is valid one year from June 12, 2009. According to regulations from the Department of 
Health and Human Services, another review by the IRB is required if your project changes in any way, 
and the IRB must be notified immediately regarding any adverse events. If you have any questions, 
feel free to call the TWU Institutional Review Board. 

enc. 

SQlt~ 
Dr. David Nichols, Chair 

Institutional Review Board - Denton 

cc. Dr. Larry Leflore, Deprutment of Family Sciences 

Dr. Glen Jennings, Department of Family Sciences 

Graduate School 
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