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Control Processes Before and After Passing a Developmental Deadline:
Activation and Deactivation of Intimate Relationship Goals

Carsten Wrosch and Jutta Heckhausen
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This study addressed activation and deactivation of partnership goals in a sample of 116 recently
separated or committed individuals in young adulthood and late midlife. Across adulthood, the oppor-
tunities for forming a partnership decrease dramatically. The authors argue that such deteriorating
opportunity structures (developmental deadlines) call for a shift from goal realization efforts to goal
disengagement. The findings showed that younger as compared with older separated persons more
frequently reported partnership goals, expressed greater control striving for partnership realization, and
responded more to positive than to negative information about partnerships. Separated persons in late
midlife disengaged from partnership goals and redirected their resources to other social domains. A
longitudinal follow-up at 15 months showed that age differences in control processes were related to
improvement in emotional well-being of separated individuals.

This study examined activation and deactivation of relationship
goals as a function of life-course-related differences in opportunity
structures for the formation of an intimate partnership. A model of
action phases involved in developmental regulation (J. Heck-
hausen, 1999; Wrosch & Heckhausen, in press) was applied to the
partnership domain, and hypotheses about the activation and de-
activation of partnership goals around a developmental deadline
were put to an empirical test. Considering decreasing opportunities
for partnership formation across the life span (e.g., Braun &
Proebsting, 1986; Chase-Lansdale & Hetherington, 1990), adap-
tive control processes are proposed for separated individuals in
early adulthood and late midlife. In the case of separation in early
adulthood, individuals face a favorable opportunity structure for
the formation of a partnership. Separated individuals in late
midlife, by contrast, confront a sharply reduced “marriage mar-
ket.” Therefore, we expected that individuals in early adulthood
would strive to realize a new partnership, whereas individuals in
late midlife would disengage from partnership goals. In addition,
we examined whether age-adjusted control processes are related to
improvement of psychological well-being in separated individuals
over time.
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Developmental Deadlines

Individuals are active agents in their own development (Lerner
& Busch-Rossnagel, 1981). They select goals, strive for their
attainment, and cope with the negative consequences resulting
from failure and loss. Across the human life course, the individual
negotiates an age-graded sequence of developmental tasks (Erik-
son, 1968; Havighurst, 1953). These developmental tasks often
have noi’mative age ranges for their realization. We propose that
the normative age ranges for developmental tasks have more or
less strict upper boundaries, which we refer to as “developmental
deadlines” (J. Heckhausen, 1999; Wrosch, 1999). As a general
rule, passing a developmental deadline implies diminishing oppor-
tunity structures for goal attainment. Thus, the opportunities for
realizing a specific goal or developmental task are radically re-
duced. A prototypical deadline is the running down of the “bio-
logical clock,” restricting the life span timing for childbearing. By
their mid to late 40s, women’s fertility decreases so that bearing a
child becomes almost impossible without extensive medical inter-
vention. Other deadline phenomena may relate to family (mar-
riage), career (final promotion), or property (buying a home; e.g.,
Settersten & Hagestad, 1996).

In a given historical context, biological, sociostructural, and
age-normative factors together determine age-graded constraints in
opportunity structures (Baltes, 1987; Hagestad, 1990; Neugarten,
1969). Developmental deadlines for different goals vary with
respect to age as well as to the severity and irrevocability of
age-related declines in opportunity structures (Freund, 1997;
Wrosch & Heckhausen, in press). For some goals (e.g., childbear-
ing and retirement), the changes in opportunities occur within a
narrow age range; for other goals (e.g., marriage prospects), how-
ever, changes in opportunity structures are more gradual and
encompass longer life segments. In addition, cultural and historical
changes (Elder & Caspi, 1990), such as the restructuring of the
family cycle (Held, 1986), might lead to changes in the specific
age timing for developmental deadlines as well as to experiencing
nonnormative events with age-differential opportunity structures
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(e.g., divorce). In either case, developmental deadlines involve a
substantial shift from a favorable developmental ecology (more
opportunities and fewer constraints) to an unfavorable develop-
mental ecology (fewer opportunities and more constraints) with
regard to the realization of a specific goal.

Adaptive Control Processes Around
Developmental Deadlines

The life span theory of control (J. Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995;
Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996) provides a theoretical framework for
conceptualizing control processes involved in goal striving and
goal disengagement. The model proposes two basic control pro-
cesses: primary control and secondary control (Rothbaum, Weisz,
& Snyder, 1982). Primary control striving refers to individuals’
attempts to change the external world so that it fits with their needs
and desires. Secondary control is targeted toward the inner world
and addresses individuals’ efforts to influence their own motiva-
tion, emotion, and mental representation. Specifically, four control
processes are identified (J. Heckhausen & Schulz, 1993). Selective
primary control strategies are described as the investment of
internal resources (e.g., effort and time) to realize a chosen goal.
Selective secondary control strategies are used to strengthen mo-
tivational commitment to developmental goals. This can be done,
for instance, by boosting the perceived value of the goal or
enhancing the perception of one’s own control for goal attainment.
Selective secondary control strategies enhance the likelihood of
persistence and thereby work hand in hand with selective primary
control strategies. Compensatory primary control strategies, such
as seeking other people’s help or using technical aids, are needed
when internal resources are insufficient and external assistance is
needed. Compensatory secondary control strategies serve to pro-
tect the motivational and emotional resources of the individual
after experiences of failure and loss. Examples include goal dis-
engagement, downward comparisons, and attributional biases.

To study individuals’ control processes before and after passing
a deadline, we used a model of developmental regulation around
deadlines that is an extension of the Rubicon model of action
phases (H. Heckhausen, 1991). The Rubicon model identifies a
shift from a deliberative mind-set (e.g., deliberating the pros and
cons of possible goals) before an action decision is made to an
implemental mind-set (focus on action initiation and implementa-
tion) after the decision. Research related to the Rubicon model
shows that individuals adapt their motivational processes to the
requirements of decision making and goal attainment (Gollwitzer,
Heckhausen, & Steller, 1990; H. Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987).
Processes of goal disengagement, by contrast, have been largely
neglected in research (but see Klinger, 1975; Little, 1983). Anal-
ogously to the Rubicon model, the deadline model permits predic-
tions about when individuals will shift from goal engagement to
goal disengagement.

As shown in Figure 1, predeadline and postdeadline control
processes serve opposing functions. Before passing the deadline,
individuals have enough time and favorable opportunities to attain
a goal. Therefore, adaptive control processes are those directed at
goal attainment (i.e., selective primary and selective secondary
control). Moreover, compensatory primary control may be re-
quired if internal resources prove insufficient to overcome obsta-
cles. After passing a deadline without goal attainment, individuals
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Figure 1. Adaptive control processes before and after passing of devel-
opmental deadlines.

are confronted with a low probability of attaining that goal at all.
They should therefore shift from striving for goal attainment to
activating compensatory secondary control striving. The adaptive
role of compensatory secondary control after failing to meet a
deadline can be described as twofold (Wrosch, 1999). Motiva-
tional and emotional resources can be directly protected by using
self-enhancing strategies (e.g., downward comparisons and attri-
butional biases). Moreover, goal disengagement may help in redi-
recting these internal resources to other life domains with more
favorable opportunity structures.

Empirical and theoretical evidence for opportunity-related shifts
in individuals® control processes have been shown with respect to
health and childbearing. In two studies, with the “biological clock”
providing the developmental deadline, J. Heckhausen and col-
leagues (J. Heckhausen, 1998; J. Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Fleeson,
1998) showed that women who have not yet passed the childbear-
ing deadline (27-33 years of age) reported more goals with respect
to childbearing than women who were supposed to have passed the
deadline (40—45 years of age). Moreover, the authors showed that
younger as compared with older women expressed higher agree-
ment with using control strategies directed at goal attainment and
lower levels of compensatory secondary control. Schulz, Wrosch,
Yee, Heckhausen, and Whitmer (1998) examined the impact of
health-specific control strategies on depression in older individuals
who faced acute versus chronic health stress. Compensatory sec-
ondary control was related to lower levels of depression if older
individuals faced chronic diseases (with few opportunities for
health improvement). In contrast, control strategies involved in
goal striving were related to reduced depression in individuals who
were confronted with acute health problems (e.g., pain). Similarly,
Scheier and Carver (in press) have argued that patients in early
stages of disease (e.g., cancer) should remain optimistic to manage
and overcome the consequences of the disease. In later and irre-
versible stages of disease, it might be more important to substitute
goals and to find purpose in life elsewhere.

Age-Graded Opportunity Structures for the Formation of
a Partnership

This study addressed individuals’ developmental regulation
with respect to the task of intimate partnership formation. Typi-
cally, partnerships are formed in young adulthood (Cantor, 1994).
However, the increases in divorce and separation rates in the last
three decades (e.g., Cherlin, 1981) force more and more individ-
uals in late midlife and old age (Lloyd & Zick, 1986) to cope with
the negative emotional consequences of separation (Chase-
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Lansdale & Hetherington, 1990; Weiss, 1976), to attend to their
prospective partnership-related needs, and to implement a new
lifestyle (Spanier & Casto, 1979). With respect to this historically
relatively new phenomenon, a considerable number of studies have
observed an age-graded decline in opportunity structures for the
formation of a new partnership (e.g., Braun & Proebsting, 1986;
Teachman & Heckert, 1985). For instance, objective remarriage
expectancies after divorce have been investigated in Germany. The
probability of remarriage for a divorced young adult (age 30) is
above 80%, whereas an older person (age 60) has a probability of
less than 20% (Braun & Proebsting, 1986).

Klein (1990) has argued that the decreased prospects for part-
nership formation in late midlife are primarily caused by a smaller
“marriage market.” The structure of modern societies, age-
normative conceptions about the timing of marriage, and generat-
ivity intentions contribute to a situation in which, by late midlife,
most people are involved in long-term relationships and therefore
are not available for starting a new intimate partnership. Moreover,
negative age stereotypes, such as a perceived decrease in sexual
activities and interests, may lead to a lower societal acceptance of
a new partnership in later life and thus could undermine individ-
uals’ intention to form a new intimate relationship. Beyond age,
there are other factors contributing to individual differences in
opportunity structures for the formation of a partnership. Being
female and having more than one child have been shown to result
in lower remarriage expectancies (Cherlin, 1981; Spanier & Glick,
1980). Moreover, indicators of socioeconomic status (SES) have
different effects for men and women (Glick, 1984; Heekerens,
1985). Whereas the remarriage expectancy increases in men of
high SES, the opposite seems to be true for women. The impacts
of these factors are certainly relevant contributors but do not match
the role of age in defining opportunity structures for the formation
of a partnership. Although divorced women as compared with
divorced men show a steeper age-related decrease in remarriage
prospects, the relation between age and remarriage expectancy can
be described as a linear decrease for both men and women (Braun
& Proebsting, 1986). Overall, the reported studies support the
assumption of sharply reduced opportunities for partnership for-
mation in late midlife irrespective of other personal characteristics,
such as status or gender.

Predictions About Age Differences in Developmental
Regulation After Separation

The present study examined individuals in young adulthood and
late midlife who were either recently separated from or committed
to a partner. By combining the phenomena of engagement in and
separation from a partnership with the proposed theoretical model,
we formulated three sets of hypotheses. First, we expected a
deadline-related shift in control orientation (goals, control strate-
gies, and information processing) between separated individuals in
young adulthood and those in late midlife. Although there is not a
radical shift in terms of opportunity structures for the formation of
a partnership at one particular age, we assumed that, by late
midlife, the opportunities have become unfavorable enough that it
may be adaptive to deactivate partnership goals. Younger sepa-
rated individuals, in contrast, should show striving for the aftain-
ment of a new intimate relationship. These alternative reactions to
separation should be reflected in the age-related processes of

developmental regulation used. Younger separated individuals, in
comparison with older separated persons, should have a greater
tendency to nominate goals directed at intimate partnerships (Hy-
pothesis 1a), a greater level of control striving directed at realizing
partnership goals (Hypothesis 1b), and enhanced information pro-
cessing for positive as compared with negative aspects of partner-
ships (Hypothesis 1c). In contrast, separated individuals in late
midlife should show enhanced compensatory secondary control
striving (Hypothesis 1d) and should report more non-partnership-
related social goals (e.g., friendship) to redirect their resources to
life domains with more favorable opportunity structures (Hypoth-
esis le).

We also examined recently committed individuals in two com-
parable age groups as comparison groups for the separated adults.
This sample composition allowed us to disentangle age-graded
effects on developmental regulation of separation from normative
age transitions. On the basis of the assumption that individuals
who are engaged in new partnerships have to fulfill a number of
tasks (e.g., maintaining couple motivation and allocating respon-
sibilities; Duvall, 1977), recently committed persons of both age
groups should activate partnership goals, similarly to younger
separated adults. With respect to compensatory secondary control,
we proposed that, independent of age, recently committed persons
use less compensatory secondary control than separated persons,
because this type of strategy should be activated only to protect the
individuals’ resources against the negative effects of separation
(Hypothesis 2).

The third set of hypotheses related to longitudinal change in
psychglogical well-being of separated individuals. Research has
shown that separated persons usually improve their well-being
over time (e.g., Booth & Amato, 1991). In keeping with these
results, we expected separated as compared with committed per-
sons to report lower levels of well-being in the cross-sectional part
of the study but to enhance their well-being over time (Hypothe-
sis 3a). In addition, we proposed that age-adjusted control pro-
cesses would be related to longitudinal improvement of psycho-
logical well-being in separated individuals (Hypothesis 3b).
Specifically, activation of partnership goals was expected to be
related to improvement of psychological well-being in younger
separated persons. Separated individuals in late midlife, in con-
trast, should improve their well-being by deactivating partnership
goals.

Method

FParticipants

The study participants (N = 116) were volunteers, partly recruited by
a mailing procedure from the city of Berlin’s official records department to
a representative sample of 600 residents, who were either divorced or
married within the previous year and in the young or advanced middle-age
range. Participants were also recruited via radio and newspaper advertise-
ments, and all were paid 40 DM ($25) for a 1.5-h session. We were able
to recruit 74 participants who were either married (young adulthood, n =
22; late midlife, n = 13) or separated from marriage (young adulthood, n =
14; late midlife, n = 25). Because we were mainly interested in examining
the phenomena of commitment to and separation from an intimate part-
nership, we also recruited participants who were recently engaged in a
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close intimate relationship but not married and participants who were not
divorced but recently separated from a close intimate relationship.’

All participants were screened on the phone to ensure that they met
several criteria. Separated participants were separated from an intimate
partnership and had not engaged in a new partnership since separation.
Committed participants were engaged in a new intimate partnership. Of the
sample, 31 were classified as young adults committed to a new partnership
(age range = 21-34 years, M = 29.61, SD = 3.07), 28 were classified as
separated young adults (age range = 23-35 years, M = 30.18,
SD = 3.61), 30 were classified as committed persons in late midlife (age
range = 49-59 years, M = 53.57, SD = 2.81), and 27 were classified as
separated persons in late midlife (age range = 49-59 years, M = 52.96,
SD = 2.79).

The interval from the critical life event (commitment or separation) to
the interview was different with respect to participants’ age group, F(1,
101) = 12.52, p < .01, indicating that the critical life event had occurred
farther in the past for older (M = 3.0 years, SD = 1.9) than younger
(M = 1.9 years, SD = 1.3) participants.”> No main effect involving
partnership status or the interaction of age group and partnership status was
obtained for the time interval since the critical life event. More of the older
participants (46 of 57) than the younger participants (23 of 59) had
children, x*(1) = 20.94, p < .01. Across all four groups, the majority of
participants were employed (93 of 116). There were no differences be-
tween young and older separated persons in terms of who initiated the
separation. To control for factors that might influence the partnership-
related opportunities beyond age, we balanced the four groups across
gender and educational background (used as an indicator of socioeconomic
status), resulting in a design involving 16 cells. Each of the cells con-
tained 6 to 8 participants, except for the cell of recently separated late-
midlife men with higher education levels (n = 3). To avoid problems with
overly low cell frequencies, we did not consider any four-way interactions
in the analyses.

A brief questionnaire was mailed to the participants 15 months
(M = 14.74, SD = 1.03) after the initial interview. Seventy-three percent
of participants (n = 85) took part in the longitudinal follow-up. Of the 85
participants, 19 were committed younger adults, 25 were committed older
adults, 19 were separated younger adults, and 22 were separated older
adults. We found comparable ratings between participants who did and did
not take part in the follow-up study with respect to age, gender, educational
level, time interval since critical life event, subjective opportunity struc-
tures for attaining a partnership, duration of former partnership, and initi-
ator status of separation.’ Fifteen separated participants reported having
established a new partnership, a finding statistically unrelated to education
and age. Men reported more frequently the attainment of a new partnership
than women, x*(1) = 4.73, p < .05. Of the 15 participants who reported
having established a new partnership, 12 did not live with their new
partners, and none were married. Therefore, this variable might not repre-
sent formation of an intimate partnership comparable to the prior one.

Materials

The dependent measures of control processes were participants’ devel-
opmental goals, partnership-specific control striving, and incidental mem-
ory for positive and negative characteristics of partnerships. Developmen-
tal goals were assessed with an open response format questionnaire
(J. Heckhausen, 1997): Participants were requested to list five personal
goals that they wanted to attain within the next 5 to 10 years. The answers
were coded into partnership goals and non-partnership-related social goals.
Forty-six percent of the reported goals were characterized as partnership
goals or non-partnership-related social goals. Moreover, the reported goals
were coded into those directed at attaining gains versus those directed at
avoiding losses. Reliability analyses indicated high levels of agreement
between two independent raters for partnership versus social goals (k =
.83) and for gain-oriented versus loss-avoidance goals (k = .73).

Primary and secondary control striving was assessed with the
partnership-specific, work-specific, and domain-general Optimization with
Primary and Secondary Control Scales (OPS scales; J. Heckhausen,
Schulz, & Wrosch, 1997). Specifically, group differences were hypothe-
sized for partnership-specific control striving. Each subscale of the
partnership-specific OPS scales contained eight items and involved a
5-point scale ranging from almost never true (1) to almost always true (5).
Typical subscale examples for partnership-specific control striving are
“When I want to attain a partnership goal, I do whatever I can to achieve
it” (selective primary control; a = .83); “When difficulties in the partner-
ship domain become too great, I ask others for advice” (compensatory
primary control; a = .83); “When I have decided on a partnership goal, I
always keep in mind its benefits” (selective secondary control; a = .71);
and “When partnership goals do not work out for me, I remind myself that
in many ways I am better off than other people” (compensatory secondary
control; a = .75). The domain-general and the work-specific OPS scales
were identical to the partnership OPS scales, except for the respective goals
(general and work-specific goals).

Selective information processing was assessed in terms of incidental
memory. Participants were asked to rate the statement “Most other people
evaluate their partnerships as . . .?” with respect to 10 positive (e.g., happy
and important) and 10 negative (e.g., deceptive and limiting) attributes on
a 5-point scale ranging from almost never true (1) to almost always true
(5). After a 5-min distracting activity (questionnaire), participants recalled
as many of the positive (M = 1.74, SD = 1.34) and negative (M = 1.38,
SD = 1.26) attributes as possible. To control for differences in general
memory ability, we assessed an explicit memory measure, including the
recall of 20 non-partnership-related nouns (e.g., rice or water; M = 9.48,
SD = 3.42).

Sociodemographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, and presence of
children) were assessed, as well as characteristics of the partnership situ-
ation (e.g., partnership status, initiator status of separation, time interval
since either commitment or separation, duration of former partnership, and
perceived effect of age on the formation of a partnership) and indicators of
psychological adjustment: self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), depression
(Radloff, 1977), and partnership-specific emotional well-being. The scales
for emotional well-being measured the amount of positive and negative
affect experienced with respect to one’s partnership-related situation dur-
ing the previous year (adapted from Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). In
addition, constructs related to developmental regulation were assessed as
control variables: accommodation and assimilation (Brandtstadter & Ren-
ner, 1990), optimism (Wieland-Eckelmann & Carver, 1990), anxiety
(Schwarzer, Hahn, & Jerusalem, 1993), control beliefs (J. Heckhausen,
1999), social support (Schwarzer, Dunkel-Schetter, & Kemeny, 1994), and
NEO (Costa & McCrae, 1985).

Procedure

The cross-sectional part of the study was conducted in separate group
sessions for women and men. Participants completed four sets of question-
naires. The first set included the material for the incidental memory task,
the self-esteem scales, and the depression scales. In the second set, partic-

! Previous research has shown that married and nonmarried couples
share a number of characteristics, such as living together, having children,
and excluding other intimate partners (Brown & Booth, 1996).

2We used the date of separation for separated participants and the
duration of the partnership for committed participants to build an index of
the time interval from the critical life event to the point of measurement.
Following Spanier and Thompson (1984), the decision to separate seems to
be more critical than the date of divorce.

3 Tables with means and standard deviations for all variables assessed in
this study are available from Carsten Wrosch.
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ipants were asked to recall the positive and negative attributes implicitly
learned during the first set. In addition, developmental goals, primary and
secondary control (domain specific), sociodemographic characteristics, and
partnership characteristics were assessed. The third set of questionnaires
contained the items for the explicit memory task as well as scales for
accommodation, assimilation, optimism, and anxiety. Finally, participants
were requested to recall the explicit memory items in the fourth set.
Moreover, the final set contained the remaining personality and social
support measures. Sessions lasted for approximately 90 min. We mailed a
brief questionnaire 15 months after the initial interview to the study
participants. To maximize response rates, we included in the questionnaire
only constructs that were critical with respect to examining change in
psychological adjustment. The questionnaire contained the scales of self-
esteem, emotional well-being, and items with regard to stability and change
in the partnership-related situation.

Results
Cross-Sectional Analyses

Descriptive analyses of differences between participant groups.
The descriptive analyses served two main purposes. First, we
investigated whether the study design was successfully realized (in
terms of group-specific perceptions of opportunity structures).
Second, the typicality of the sample was studied with respect to
normative reactions to separation.

We examined whether the participants perceived objective dif-
ferences in opportunity structures by using a 2 (partnership sta-
tus) X 2 {age group) analysis of variance (ANOVA) assessing the
degree to which one’s age is perceived as a favorable or unfavor-
able factor in partnership formation (as the dependent variable).* A
significant main effect for age group, F(1, 111) = 9.27, p < .01,
was obtained. Participants in late midlife (M = 2.93, SD = 0.80)
reported a detrimental effect of their own age for the formation of
a new partnership, whereas young adults expected a favorable
effect (M = 3.34, SD = 0.63). The age group effect remained
stable after education, gender, and the time interval since the
critical life event had been controlled. Gender, however, showed a
significant effect, F(1, 110) = 5.23, p < .05, indicating that
women (M = 2.98, SD = 0.67) reported a more unfavorable
effect of their own age than men (M = 3.31, SD = 0.79).

A second set of analyses was performed to determine whether
the critical life event of separation affected the participants in ways
expected on the basis of the literature on the consequences of
separation and divorce (i.e., decreases in indicators of psycholog-
ical well-being). Therefore, separate 2 (partnership status) X 2
(age group) ANOVAs were performed for participants’ self-
esteem, depression, positive affect, and negative affect. Significant
partnership status main effects were obtained for self-esteem, F(1,
112) = 10.00; depression, F(1, 112) = 7.85; positive affect, F(1,
108) = 35.55; and negative affect, F(1, 107) = 22.19; all ps <
.01. In order, separated persons reported lower self-esteem, higher
depression, less positive affect, and more negative affect
(M =539, 8D =08% M= 177, SD = 0.44; M = 3.05,
SD = 0.81; and M = 2.72, SD = 0.73) than committed partici-
pants (M = 5.86,SD = 0.71; M = 1.55, 5D = 0.38; M = 3.85,
SD = 0.64; and M = 2.02, SD = 0.81). No interactions involving
partnership status and age group were observed. The effects re-
mained stable after gender, educational level, and the time interval
since the critical life event had been controlled. Gender, however,
showed a significant effect on self-esteem, F(1, 111) = 7.78,

Table 1

Significant Effects of Analyses of Variance Investigating Group
Differences in Participants’ Nominated Partnership Goals

and Social (Non-Partnership-Related) Goals

Significant group effect F(1, 100) P T
Partnership goals
Partnership status 99.06 .000 .50
Age group 14.53 .000 13
Goal orientation® 27.78 .000 .22
Goal Orientation X Partnership Status 5.23 .024 .05
Goal Orientation X Age Group 22.02 .000 .18
Goal Orientation X Educational Level 4.05 .047 .04
Goal Orientation X Partnership Status 6.07 .015 .06
X Age Group
Social goals
Partnership Status X Age Group 4.64 .034 .04

*The within-subject variable goal orientation contained the distinction
between gain-oriented and loss-avoidance goals.

p < .01, with higher ratings for women (M = 5.83, SD = 0.85)
than for men (M = 543, SD = 0.77). Overall, the descriptive
analyses showed that the intended differences in perceived oppor-
tunities were realized and that separated participants reported
lower well-being than committed persons.

Goal setting. To investigate group differences in reported de-
velopmental goals (Hypotheses 1a and le), we performed a 2 (goal
domain) X 2 (goal orientation) X 2 (partnership status) X 2 (age
group) X 2 (gender) X 2 (education) ANOVA, including the
differentiation between number of partnership goals and
partnership-unrelated social goals (goal domain) and between
number of gain-oriented and loss-oriented goals (goal orientation)
as within-subject variables. The distinction between gain-oriented
and loss-oriented goals was included in the analyses because
recently committed persons may strive for elaborating (striving for
gain) as well as protecting (avoidance of loss) their partnerships,
whereas separated persons can only strive for gain-oriented part-
nership goals. The results revealed significant interactions between
the within-subject variables goal orientation and goal domain, as
well as a four-way interaction of these variables with partnership
status and age groups, Fs(1, 100) > 6.58, ps < .05. As a conse-
quence, we performed separate ANOVAs for partnership goals and
social goals.

For number of partnership goals, significant between-subjects
main effects for partnership status and age group and a significant
within-subject effect of goal orientation (toward gain vs. loss) were
obtained (see Table 1). In addition, significant two-way interac-
tions involving goal orientation and partnership status, age group,
and educational level, and a three-way Goal Orientation X Part-
nership Status X Age Group interaction, were observed. The latter
effect was examined in follow-up analyses because our hypotheses

4 Small differences in degrees of freedom were related to participants
who did not provide ratings and were excluded from the respective anal-
yses (missing values: goals, n = 1; positive affect, n = 4; negative affect,
n = 5). Twelve participants obviously misunderstood the instruction of the
incidental memory paradigm. They recalled instead the positive and neg-
ative aspects, for instance, the anchor points (almost never true), or wrote
confabulated items such as “same sign of the zodiac.”



420 WROSCH AND HECKHAUSEN

predicted that older separated persons would report fewer goals
that aim at new intimate partnerships than younger separated
individuals. On the basis of this significant higher order interaction
including partnership status and age group, effects that were re-
lated only to partnership status or age group were not considered.
We performed one-tailed ¢ tests for predicted group differences.
All other group differences were examined via two-tailed ¢ tests.

Figure 2 shows the number of gain-oriented and loss-oriented
partnership goals of separated and committed persons in young
adulthood and late midlife. As predicted, separated participants in
late midlife reported fewer gain-oriented partnership goals than
separated younger adults, #(53) = —3.90, p < .01. Not surpris-
ingly, partnership goals that were aimed at loss avoidance were
almost never reported by separated persons. By contrast, older as
compared with younger recently committed individuals reported
more loss-avoiding, #(59) = 2.63, p < .05, and fewer gain-
oriented, #(59) = —4.45, p < .01, partnership goals. With respect
to the interaction between goal orientation and educational level,
follow-up analyses revealed that highly educated participants re-
ported more gain-oriented (M = 1.28, SD = 0.90) than loss-
avoiding (M = 0.98, SD = 0.84) partnership goals, #(56) = 4.70,
p < .0L

For number of non-partnership-related social goals, a significant
interaction effect involving partnership status and age group was
obtained (see Table 1). Follow-up analyses indicated that, as
expected, separated participants in late midlife reported the largest
number of non-partnership-related social goals, whereas older
recently committed persons reported the fewest number of social
goals, 1(41.07) = 2.68, p = .01; number of social goals did not
differ between committed and separated persons in early
adulthood.

Covariance analyses revealed that the predicted effects in goal
setting remained stable (p < .05) after the time interval since the
critical life event, indicators of psychological adjustment, person-
ality constructs, and the presence of children had been controlled.
However, the interaction effect of Age Group X Partnership Status
for number of social goals was somewhat reduced (p < .10) after
agreeableness had been controlled.

Control striving. A 4 (strategy) X 2 (partnership status) X 2
(age group) X 2 (gender) X 2 (education) ANOVA was performed

Separated
Persons

Committed
Persons

Early Adulthood
B Late Midlife

Mean Number of
Partnership Goals

Loss Gain Loss
Goal Orientation  Goal Orientation
Figure 2. Number of gain-oriented and loss-avoiding partnership goals in

recently committed and separated adults in early adulthood and late
midlife. The error bars reflect the respective standard error.

Table 2
Significant Effects of an Analysis of Variance Investigating
Group Differences in Partnership-Specific Control Striving

Significant group effect F(1,101)  p "

Selective primary control

Partnership status 4.06 .046 .03

Educational level 4.01 .048 .03

Partnership Status X Age Group 7.04 005 .05
Selective secondary control

Partnership status 3.78 055 .03

Partnership Status X Age Group 4.42 038 .04
Compensatory primary control

Gender 11.95 .001 .08

Age Group X Educational Level 5.05 027 .04

Age Group X Educational Level X Gender 5.66 .01 .04
Compensatory secondary control

Partnership status 434 .040 .03

Age group 23.49 000 .13

Partnership Status X Age Group 17.03 .000 .10

X Educational Level

to investigate group differences in partnership-specific control
striving (Hypotheses 1b, 1d, and 2), including the four types of
control strategies as dependent variables (the within-subject vari-
able “strategy”). The analysis revealed significant group differ-
ences with respect to strategy as well as to interactions involving
strategy (partnership status, age group, Age Group X Gender, and
Partnership Status X Age Group X Educational Level), Fs(3,
300) > 3.03, ps < .05. As a consequence, we performed separate
ANOV As for each type of control strategy.

For selective primary control, significant effects of partnership
status, educational level, and Partnership Status X Age Group
were obtained (see Table 2). Committed participants (M = 4.00,
SD = 0.64) reported higher ratings in selective primary control
striving than separated participants (M = 3.79, SD = 0.66). In
addition, highly educated (M = 3.79, SD = 0.66) persons re-
ported less selective primary control striving than less educated
(M = 4.00, SD = 0.56) persons. Consistent with our hypotheses,
Figure 3 (left) illustrates that separated persons in late midlife
reported lower selective primary control striving than younger
separated, #(53) = —2.00, p < .05, and older committed, #(55) =
—3.04, p < .01, participants.

Significant effects with respect to selective secondary control
striving were obtained for partnership status and the interaction of
partnership status and age group (see Table 2). Committed partic-
ipants (M = 3.83, SD = 0.55) reported higher levels of selective
secondary control striving than separated individuals (M = 3.64,
SD = 0.62). Figure 3 (middle) illustrates that, consistent with our
hypotheses, separated persons in late midlife reported lower levels
of selective secondary control than younger separated participants,
#(53) = —1.70, p < .05; younger committed participants, #56) =
~1.66, p = .05; and older committed participants, #(55) = —2.52,
p < .0L ’

For compensatory primary control, we found significant group
differences with respect to gender, Age Group X Education, and
Age Group X Education X Gender (see Table 2). Women
(M = 3.55, SD = 0.79) reported greater use of compensatory
primary control strategies than men (M = 3.09, SD = 0.63).
Follow-up analyses concerning the interaction between age group
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Figure 3. Partnership-specific control striving in recently committed and
separated adults in early adulthood and late midlife. The error bars reflect
the respective standard error.

and educational level revealed that less educated participants in
late midlife (M = 3.07, SD = 0.56) reported less compensatory
primary control striving than less educated persons in young
adulthood (M = 3.52, SD = 0.80), 1(47.20) = —2.33,p < .05,
and better educated individuals in late midlife (M = 3.44, SD
= 0.79), #(55) = —2.09, p < .05. The additional significant
interaction with gender was due to the fact that this pattern of
results could be identified only in women. For men, no interaction
between age group and education was obtained.

With respect to compensatory secondary control, we obtained
significant effects of partnership status, age group, and Partnership
Status X Age Group X Education (see Table 2). The main effects
of age group and partnership status are also illustrated in Figure 3
(right). Separated participants (M = 2.74, SD = 0.69) gave higher
ratings for compensatory secondary control strategies than com-
mitted persons (M = 2.50, SD = 0.67). In addition, older
(M = 2.89, SD = 0.67) as compared with younger (M = 2.35, SD
= 0.60) participants showed higher compensatory secondary con-
trol striving. Follow-up analyses revealed that, consistent with our
expectations, older separated participants reported higher ratings
for compensatory secondary control than younger separated par-
ticipants, #53) = 3.19, p < .01, and younger committed partic-
ipants, #(56) = 5.06, p < .01. To obtain more specific informa-
tion for interpreting the predicted age effect in compensatory
secondary control striving in separated individuals, we performed
second-order partial correlations (controlling for gender and edu-
cation) between the two modes of compensatory secondary control
(self-protection vs. goal disengagement) and participants’ age. For
separated persons, we obtained highly significant correlations (p
< .01) between age and goal disengagement strategies (disen-
gagement: r = .42; engagement with other goals: » = .30), a
smaller age effect for social comparisons (r = .27, p < .05), and
no significant age effect for self-protective attributions.

With regard to the additional interaction involving educational
background, analyses revealed that the age-related increase (young

vs. old) of compensatory secondary control in separated persons
was more pronounced in less educated participants (M = 2.22, SD
= 0.56 vs. M = 3.13, SD = 0.62), #28) = 4.17, p < .01, than
in more educated participants (M = 2.71, S$D = 0.66 vs.
M =285, 5D = 0.62; p > .05). The age-related increase (young
vs. old) in committed participants was more related to higher
educated participants (M = 2.04, SD = 0.40 vs. M = 2.99, SD
= 0.52), #(30) = 5.80, p < .01, than to less educated partici-
pants (M = 2.45,SD = 0.61 vs. M = 2.51, SD = 0.80; p > .05).

The predicted effects in control striving were controlled in
separate ANOVAs for the time interval since the critical life
event, work-related and dispositional control striving, indica-
tors of psychological adjustment, personality constructs, and
the presence of children. Although most of the control variables
were not correlated with the reported Partnership Status X Age
Group interactions in control striving (p < .05), some of the
contro] variables reduced the significant interaction in selective
primary (positive affect) and in selective secondary control
striving (work-related control striving and beliefs, assimilation,
anxiety, and neuroticism) to marginal significance (p < .10).
Moreover, positive affect, internal work-related causality be-
liefs, and dispositional control striving showed a significant
impact on age differences in partnership-specific selective sec-
ondary control striving. The main effect of partnership status on
compensatory secondary control striving, by contrast, was cor-
related with individual differences in a considerable number of
psychological constructs. Separated as compared with commit-
ted participants reported not only higher ratings in compensa-
tory seeondary control striving but concurrently higher depres-
sivity, less positive affect, more negative affect, higher
neuroticism ratings, less optimism, more anxiety, more family-
related causality beliefs with respect to the causal factor “luck,”
and less social support.

Incidental recall of positive and negative characteristics of
partnerships. To investigate group differences in cognitive in-
formation processing (Hypothesis 1c), we conducted a 2 (va-
lence) X 2 (partnership status) X 2 (age group) X 2 (gender) X 2
(education) ANOVA. The dependent variables (the within-subject
variable *“valence”) were the number of recalled positive and
negative characteristics of partnerships, statistically controlled for
participants’ explicit memory performance (residualized in a re-
gression approach). A significant effect was obtained for the
interaction among the within-subject variable valence, partnership
status, and age group, F(1, 88) = 4.70, p < .05, n* = .05. Figure
4 displays the difference scores (mathematically identical to the
within-subject variable) of recalled positive versus negative part-
nership attributes. Consistent with our hypotheses, older separated
participants focused more on negative than on positive charac-
teristics of partnerships relative to younger separated partici-
pants, #(50) = 2.11, p < .05, and older committed persons,
1(46) = 2.07, p < .05. Analyses of covariance showed that the
interaction effect remained significant (p < .05) when indica-
tors of psychological adjustment, the time interval since the
critical life event, personality constructs, and the presence of
children were included in the analyses. However, the significant
interaction effect was somewhat reduced (p < .10) after
assimilation and agreeableness had been controlled.
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Figure 4. Recall of positive versus negative partnership aspects in re-
cently committed and separated adults in early adulthood and late midlife.
The error bars reflect the respective standard error.

Longitudinal Analyses

Improvement of psychological well-being in separated adults.
To examine our hypotheses concerning psychological adjustment
in separated individuals, we conducted separate 2 (time) X 2
(partnership status) X 2 (age group) X 2 (gender) X 2 (education)
ANOVAs for participants’ positive affect, negative affect, and
self-esteem. The dependent variables were participants’ indicators
of psychological well-being in the initial study and in the
follow-up study (the within-subject variable “time”). The results
revealed significant interaction effects between partnership status
and time for participants’ positive affect, F(1, 67) = 7.47, p <
.01, 7* = .10, and negative affect, F(1, 66) = 12.43, p < .01,
7% = .16. No significant effects were obtained for changes in
participants’ self-esteem. Participants’ age, gender, and educa-
tional level did not affect the results. Figure 5 illustrates the change
in emotional adjustment of separated and committed participants
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Figure 5. Positive and negative affect in separated and committed adults
across 15 months. T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. The error bars reflect the
respective standard error.

across the 15-month period. Follow-up analyses revealed that
separated individuals reported improvement of positive affect,
1(39) = 2.52, p < .05, and reduction of negative affect, #(39) =
—3.53, p < .01, over time. No significant differences were found
for recently committed participants. Improvement of positive af-
fect was not significantly correlated with reduction of negative
affect in separated persons (r = .01).

Predictors of improvement of emotional well-being in separated
adults. On the basis of the finding that separated individuals
improved their emotional well-being over time, we performed
regression analyses predicting change in emotional well-being of
separated participants. Emotional adjustment was operationalized
by residualizing the amount of reported affect (follow-up study)
for the affect participants reported in the initial study. First, we
tested the main effects (two-tailed) of sociodemographic charac-
teristics, reported control processes (initial study), and change in
partnership status. We then examined the hypothesized interac-
tions of control processes with participants’ age (one-tailed). Be-
cause of the small sample size, we excluded all variables that were
not significant from the regression equation.

The significant effects for predicting change in emotional well-
being in separated individuals are reported in Table 3. With respect
to predicting change in positive affect, we obtained significant
main effects for selective primary control and change in partner-
ship status. Participants who reported having established a new
partnership and individuals who reported higher levels of selective
primary control in the initial study improved their positive affect
over time. As predicted, we obtained a significant interaction
between compensatory secondary control and participants’ age.
Figure 6-shows that compensatory secondary control was nega-
tively related to improvement of positive affect in younger sepa-
rated adults but positively related in older separated individuals.
To obtain more specific information for interpreting the significant
interaction effect, we computed second-order partial correlations
between improvement of positive affect and compensatory sec-
ondary control related to goal disengagement (disengagement and
engagement with other goals) and self-protection (social compar-
isons and attributions), controlling simultaneously for the main
effects of the regression analysis. The detrimental effect of com-
pensatory secondary control in younger individuals was signifi-
cantly related to disengagement from partnership goals (r = —.60,
p < .05). Older separated participants, by contrast, enhanced their

Table 3
Significant Predictors of Adjustment of Positive Affect and
Negative Affect in Separated Adults

Significant predictor R? B
Enhancement of positive affect
Change in partnership status 13* .36*
Selective primary control A1* .33*
Compensatory secondary control .00 .03
Age .00 .08
Compensatory Secondary Control X Age .06*
Entire model 32%
Reduction of negative affect
Non-partnership-related social goals 13* 37*
Entire model A3*

*p < .05.
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Figure 6. Compensatory secondary control as a predictor of adjustment
of positive affect in separated individuals in early adulthood and late
midlife.

positive affect particularly through self-protective social compar-
isons (r = .40, p < .05). Self-protective attributions and engage-
ment with other goals were not significantly correlated with
change in positive affect.

Adjustment of negative affect was not associated with the same
predictors as adjustment of positive affect (see Table 3). Neither
partnership status nor reported control striving was related to
reduction of negative affect in separated participants. With respect
to processes of developmental regulation (initial study), only the
number of reported non-partnership-related social goals predicted
significant change in negative affect. Pursuing non-partnership-
related social goals was positively related to reduction of negative
affect in separated persons.

Discussion

This study examined whether individuals’ control processes are
functionally tailored to age-related opportunity structures before
and after passing of a developmental deadline. Specifically, we
expected that older separated individuals who face a radically
reduced “partnership market” disengage from partnership goals
and redirect their internal resources to other life domains with
more favorable opportunity structures. By contrast, younger sep-
arated individuals with favorable opportunities to attain this goal
should strive for the formation of a new partnership. In addition,
we proposed that an age-adapted usage of control processes is
related to improvement of psychological well-being over time.

Age Differences in Developmental Regulation After
Separation and Commirment

The study’s findings strongly support our hypotheses of age
differences in processes of developmental regulation in separated
individuals. Younger separated persons differed from older per-
sons with regard to three indicators of developmental regulation:
Separated individuals in early adulthood reported more gain-
oriented partnership goals (Hypothesis 1a), reported a higher in-
vestment of control strategies directed at goal attainment (selective
primary and selective secondary control; Hypothesis 1b%), and
selectively processed positive as compared with negative charac-

teristics of partnerships (Hypothesis 1c). In addition, separated
individuals in late midlife reported higher levels of compensatory
secondary control than younger separated persons (Hypothesis 1d),
as well as the largest number of social goals that were not related
to the partnership domain (Hypothesis 1e). Moreover, the results
confirmed that the age-graded investment in compensatory sec-
ondary control in separated individuals was mostly due to an
enhanced tendency to disengage from partnership goals. This
age-related pattern of control processes confirms our hypothesis
that the diminishing opportunities for the formation of an intimate
partnership that come with age are related to activation of part-
nership goals in separated young aduits and deactivation of part-
nership goals in older separated adults. Moreover, older separated
persons seem to redirect their resources to other social domains
with more favorable opportunity structures. It should be noted,
however, that we did not find higher absolute levels of goal
deactivation as compared with goal activation in older separated
persons. Considering that little is known about the absolute level of
control processes needed to successfully attain or deactivate goals,
it might be difficult to compare fundamentally different control
processes directly. We argue, however, that particular opportunity-
related age differences in strategy use as well as their predictive
relations to psychological adjustment over time lend support to our
predictions of deadline-related shifts in control processes.

Individuals who had recently formed an intimate relationship
showed patterns of results different from those of separated par-
ticipants. We found that younger and older separated individuals
reported higher levels of compensatory secondary control than
recently committed persons. This finding supports our expectation
that coffipensatory secondary control is a personal strategy used
particularly to cope with the negative emotional and motivational
consequences of critical life events, such as separation (Hypothesis
2; see also Furstenberg, 1987; Weingarten, 1988). In addition, we
obtained age differences in committed persons that were non-
complementary to separated participants. Thus, the study’s find-
ings cannot be interpreted purely as age effects. Committed indi-
viduals in early adulthood reported more partnership goals that
were aimed at gain orientation (e.g., extension or improvement of
partnership), whereas older committed persons reported more part-
nership goals related to loss avoidance (e.g., protection of partner-
ship against separation). Although this finding was not predicted,
it is conceptually meaningful. Committed individuals in late
midlife have formed an intimate partnership despite serious con-
straints. Therefore, it might be that they are especially motivated to
protect a new partnership against the possibility of loss and sep-
aration. The more pronounced gain orientation of committed in-
dividuals in early adulthood might be due to the age-sequential
structure of the life course that has a set of gain-oriented devel-
opmental tasks in stock (e.g., family planning and child rearing;
Duvall, 1977; Havighurst, 1953).

The reported control analyses showed a high stability for age
differences found in participants’ control processes. The statistical
independence from relevant intervening variables leads to the

* Compensatory primary control could not be shown as a strategy that is
selectively used to activate partnership goals. It might be that this type of
strategy is used more in situations concerning partnership crises than in
circumstances in which the goal is the formation of a new partnership.
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conclusion that individuals adjust their control processes to the
specific developmental ecology of the respective life domain.
Considering that opportunity structures for various developmental
goals change differently across the life span, a domain-specific
adjustment of control processes should be highly adaptive. With
respect to the generally enhanced compensatory secondary control
striving of separated relative to committed individuals, the control
analyses showed this strategy to be correlated with various psy-
chological constructs, such as well-being, optimism, and neuroti-
cism. This finding might be related to the multifactorial conse-
quences (e.g., emotional and physical; Chase-Lansdale &
Hetherington, 1990) of separation. It is not surprising that en-
hanced compensatory secondary control striving of separated rel-
ative to committed individuals is simultaneously related to indi-
vidual differences in psychological constructs that are expected to
be affected by separation. An alternative interpretation would be
that maladaptive personality structures (e.g., low self-esteem)
might have caused the separation (e.g., Bloom, Asher, & White,
1978). In contrast to that position, Mastekaasa (1994) found a
number of empirical studies showing evidence for a causal effect
of separation on indicators of psychological adjustment (e.g.,
Booth & Amato, 1991). Our longitudinal findings showed com-
parable evidence with respect to emotional well-being. Thus, we
assume that it is very unlikely that the separated participants
consisted of individuals with generally maladaptive qualities.

Emotional Adjustment of Separated Individuals

The longitudinal results of the study partly confirmed our pre-
diction of improvement of psychological well-being in separated
individuals (Hypothesis 3a). Consistent with previous studies (e.g.,
Booth & Amato, 1991), both younger and older separated partic-
ipants improved in emotional well-being over time. We obtained
no enhancement of self-esteem in separated persons over time. It
might be that the adaptive regulation of self-esteem requires a
longer period of time. Alternatively, partnership-specific emo-
tional adjustment might not be sufficient to compensate for the
multifactorial negative consequences of separation.

Although separated participants improved in regard to both
positive and negative affect, change in positive affect was not
correlated with change in negative affect. A large body of research
has demonstrated that positive and negative affect are more or less
independent from each other (e.g., Diener & Emmons, 1985) and
might be differentially related to pleasant events (positive affect)
and undesirable events (negative affect; Warr, Barter, & Brown-
bridge, 1983; Watson et al., 1988). In keeping with these findings,
it might be that the negative affect of separated persons is driven
more by the dissolution of the former partnership, whereas positive
affect is related to the prospects of intimate relationships. One
empirical indication for this interpretation is that participants who
reported establishing a new partnership improved their positive
affect but did not reduce their negative affect. In addition, this
differentiation would be consistent with Spanier and Casto’s
(1979) argument that separation involves finding a solution for two
different tasks: adapting to the dissolution of the partnership and
establishing a new identity.

The longitudinal results partly confirmed our prediction that
age-adjusted patterns of control processes are related to improve-
ment of psychological well-being in separated persons (Hypothe-

sis 3b). Enhancement of positive affect (over time) was positively
related to compensatory secondary control striving in older sepa-
rated adults. In contrast, younger separated individuals suffered a
decline in positive affect when using compensatory secondary
control. Further analyses demonstrated that this interaction effect
was mostly related to goal disengagement in younger adults and
self-protective social comparisons in older persons. Our interpre-
tation of these findings is that younger separated individuals who
disengaged from partnership goals experienced less pleasant
partnership-related events and subsequently less positive affect.
For older separated adults, with their reduced opportunities for
forming an intimate relationship, self-protective social compari-
sons might be an adequate and adaptive strategy for enhancing
positive affect.

In addition, we found significant main effects for both change in
partnership status and selective primary control on enhancement of
positive affect in separated persons. We assume that partnership-
related events improved the positive affect of those participants
who reported having established a new partnership. With respect to
selective primary control, we had predicted that the investment of
internal resources is particularly adaptive for younger separated
persons with favorable opportunities to form new intimate part-
nerships. However, we do not know whether we would have found
the same pattern of results for long-term adaptation. It might be
that the investment of internal resources in partnership goals
produces positive affect in the short run but is not necessarily
related to long-term goal attainment.

The findings pertaining to reduction of negative affect and
enhancement of positive affect were noncomplementary. Neither
change4n partnership status nor reported control striving predicted
change in negative affect of separated persons. We found that
separated participants who reported more social goals reduced
their negative affect over time. It might be that participants’
negative affect was driven more by thoughts on the dissolution of
the former partnership than by plans concerning future opportuni-
ties for intimate relationships. Although a beneficial main effect of
the reported number of social goals was not predicted, the data
showed that the role of alternative goals for adjustment after
separation might be interesting. It may be that pursuing non-
partnership-related social goals is related to reduced engagement
with thoughts about the failed partnership. This interpretation
would be consistent with Scheier and Carver’s (in press) argument
that people who have no goals to pursue and stay committed to
unattainable goals experience distress.

Limitations

Although the descriptive analyses confirmed a successfully re-
alized study design and the typicality of the sample (e.g., perceived
opportunities, psychological adjustment, and presence of children),
there are limitations of the study that should be addressed. One
concern that could lead to alternative interpretations is that the
former partnerships of older (M = 17.9 years) as compared with
younger (M = 4.1 years) separated participants had lasted longer.
It might be that older participants were thus more affected (e.g., via
depression) by the dissolution of their partnership and, accord-
ingly, less able to pursue the attainment of a new relationship.
Because it seemed artificial to control for this age-normative
confound statistically, we observed the influence of psychological
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adjustment on the results. Moreover, we examined the relation
between partnership duration and control processes within older
separated persons. First, the age differences in separated individ-
uals’ control processes showed a high stability when indicators of
psychological adjustment were controlled. We found no age ef-
fects in indicators of psychological well-being in separated partic-
ipants. Second, additional analyses revealed that the correlations
between indicators of developmental regulation and the duration of
the former partnership in older separated participants were neither
significant nor uniformly directed. Thus, a potential confound of
duration of former partnership with participants’ age might not
invalidate the differences found for predeadline and postdeadline
participants.

In addition, it could be argued that the age differences found in
separated participants were due to the higher proportion of
younger separated persons who were not married. Although this
might well reflect historical change, it could be, for instance, that
younger individuals who were never married might intend to have
serial relationships and thus show higher levels of partnership
goals. Additional analyses showed that separated young adults
who had never been married did not report higher levels .of
activating partnership goals than divorced young adults. Instead,
divorced as compared with never-married (separated) young adults
reported higher levels of selective primary and selective secondary
control ( ps < .05). We conclude that the age differences found in
separated persons were not related to younger separated persons
who had never been married. It should be noted, however, that
there might be other cohort effects that cannot be controlled in
cross-sectional research.

Finally, relevant limitations of the study are related to person-
ality and gender differences. Individual differences in personality
might be due to inhibiting or facilitating processes of goal activa-
tion before, and goal deactivation after, passing of a developmental
deadline. For instance, fearful or avoidant attachment styles
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987) might support deactivation of partnership
goals in older separated individuals but inhibit engagement with
partnership goals in separated young adults. Similar relations
might be identifiable with respect to other personality constructs,
such as optimism or anxiety (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1990). Thus,
it could compromise our findings if participants of different age
groups vary systematically in personality constructs related to
persistence in and interruption of goal striving. We found that age
differences in control processes of separated individuals are sta-
tistically independent from personality constructs, such as anxiety
or optimism. In addition, attachment styles have been shown to be
related to distinct levels of psychological adjustment (e.g., Bar-
tholomew & Horowitz, 1991). By showing that the results of the
current study were statistically independent from participants’
psychological well-being, we would argue that systematic biases in
personality constructs between younger and older separated par-
ticipants are not very likely.

A final concern that should be addressed is related to gender
differences in separated individuals. Although older women as
compared with older men have fewer opportunity structures for
forming a new intimate partnership, we did not find much support
for gender differences in control behavior. However, it might be
that our sample size was too small to allow identification of
reliable gender differences. Alternatively, it should be noted that
little is known about the degree of opportunity decline that

prompts goal disengagement. Thus, comparable levels of disen-
gagement from partnership goals might be related to the possibility
that both older separated men and women have already passed this
threshold.

Summary and Conclusions

The reported study confirmed our hypothesis that individuals
adjust their control processes to age-related declines in opportunity
structures for goal attainment. Individuals shift from goal realiza-
tion efforts before to goal disengagement after passing a develop-
mental deadline. This pattern of results was shown with regard to
three different indicators of control processes in a comparison of
separated individuals in early adulthood and late midlife. Whereas
younger separated individuals continued to strive for the formation
of a new partnership, older separated persons disengaged from
partnership goals and redirected their resources to other social
domains. Moreover, age-adjusted control processes were shown to
be related to improvement of psychological well-being over time.
Older separated individuals enhanced their positive affect through
the use of compensatory secondary control, whereas younger sep-
arated persons suffered a decline in positive affect when deacti-
vating partnership goals.

Future research might help to contribute to a more profound
understanding of the specific processes involved in goal disen-
gagement. Our study offered some evidence that goal disengage-
ment depends on opportunity structures for goal attainment but did
not include a fine-grained analysis of the degree of both objective
and perceived opportunity decline that prompts goal disengage-
ment. To study the processes involved in successful goal deacti-
vation, it might be useful to consider the degree of reciprocity
among control processes, personality, and psychological adjust-
ment step by step in longitudinal analyses. This might illuminate
the complex process of goal disengagement and could also be
expected to contribute to further insights in successful develop-
ment throughout life.
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