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Abstract
The transition to parenthood is a stressful life event that often leads to decreases in
relationship satisfaction over time. Guided by the Stress Buffering Model, we examined
how pregnancy intention and humor use are associated with relationship satisfaction
across the transition to parenthood using a multi-wave longitudinal design. First-time
parents were initially assessed prenatally and then every 6-month postpartum for 2
years. Six months after birth, each couple was video-recorded engaging in two support
discussions where each partner’s use of different humor styles was observed and rated.
The results revealed a positive association between affiliative humor use (assessed at
6-month postpartum) and relationship satisfaction (assessed across the entire transition)
for men and women. For men only, there was an interaction between pregnancy
intention (assessed prenatally) and aggressive humor use (assessed 6-month post-
partum). Specifically, when the pregnancy was unplanned, men who displayed higher
levels of aggressive humor at 6-month postpartum reported higher overall relationship
satisfaction. There also was a significant interaction between men’s (but not women’s)
affiliative humor use and pregnancy intention, such that when men reported an
unplanned pregnancy, their greater use of affiliative humor buffered declines in their
relationship satisfaction. These findings suggest that, for men, greater use of affiliative
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humor appears to forestall declines in their relationship satisfaction. More broadly,
different forms of humor may promote or sustain higher levels of relationship satisfac-
tion in men across the chronically stressful transition to parenthood because they serve
key communicative functions.

Keywords
Dyadic data analysis, humor, pregnancy intention, relationship satisfaction, trajectories,
transition to parenthood

The transition to parenthood is one of the most critical changes many couples go through,

and it is the point at which the marital dyad turns into a family triad (Doss, Rhoades,

Stanley, & Markman, 2009). Becoming parents introduces a host of new demands and

concerns beyond the relationship, such as meeting the 24-hr needs of their infant

(Simpson, Rholes, Campbell, Wilson, & Tran, 2002), taking on extra housework

(Gjerdingen & Center, 2005), and dealing with the division of childcare (Fillo, Simpson,

Rholes, & Kohn, 2015). These additional tasks reflect some of the reasons nearly all new

parents report elevated levels of stress (Doss et al., 2009).

Researchers have already confirmed that increases in stress are systematically related

to decreases in relationship satisfaction across the transition to parenthood (Doss et al.,

2009; Lawrence, Rothman, Cobb, Rothman, & Bradbury, 2008). For example, a meta-

analysis of cross-sectional studies comparing parents to nonparents found that parents

report significantly lower levels of relationship satisfaction than nonparents do (Twenge,

Campbell, & Foster, 2003). Moreover, several longitudinal studies have documented

significant drops in relationship satisfaction over time among couples who became

parents (e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 1995). Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, and Markman (2009)

found that, when comparing parents and nonparents, couples who transitioned to par-

enthood reported both more sudden and steeper declines in relationship satisfaction.

Within the first 18 months after the birth of their child, Cowan and Cowan (2000) found

that one third of individuals had marital distress ratings that fell within the clinically

distressed range. Viewed together, these studies clearly indicate that, for many people,

becoming a parent results in declines in relationship satisfaction over time.

Although most transition to parenthood studies document significant declines in

relationship satisfaction across the transition to parenthood (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2008),

not all couples experience decreased satisfaction. Some couples (and partners) experi-

ence the transition as an enhancement to their relationship (e.g., Cox, Paley, Burchinal,

& Payne, 1999; Doss et al., 2009). The variability in how couples (and partners)

experience the transition has led researchers to question what factors, individual, or

dyadic may explain this variation in relationship satisfaction. Declines in first-time

parents’ relationship satisfaction are partially associated with the stress that new par-

enthood often places on relationships (Lavee, Sharlin, & Katz, 1996), but new parents’

outcomes vary depending on their adaptability during this stressful transition (Cowan &

Cowan, 2000). Several transition to parenthood studies has focused on just one of the

new parents in a couple (e.g., Dew & Wilcox, 2011) or on both parents separately (e.g.,
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Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003), but it is important to examine dyadic influences during the

transition, given that partners can and do influence one another (Rholes et al., 2001).

Guided by the social support literature, the Stress Buffering Model (SBM) outlines

that perceiving support from one’s partner diminishes the effect of stressors (Cohen &

Wills, 1985). There is substantial empirical evidence in the social support and humor

literatures regarding the buffering effect of humor. In social support contexts, observer-

rated affiliative humor (e.g., positive humor) has a buffering effect by decreasing the

negative mood of romantic partners’ (Howland & Simpson, 2014). Moreover, humor

buffers both depressive symptoms (Nezu, Nezu, & Blissett, 1988) and stress (Fritz,

Russek, & Dillon, 2017). Guided by the SBM, the purpose of this study was to examine

whether and how pregnancy intention (i.e., was a pregnancy planned or not planned) and

the use of different types of humor by each partner (rated from video-recorded support

discussions) predict each partner’s level of satisfaction across the transition to

parenthood.

Humor

Humor plays a vital role in the formation, maintenance, and regulation of romantic

relationships, and it can be used as a maintenance behavior to help partners adapt to

stressful situations (Shiota, Campos, Keltner, & Hertenstein, 2004). When distressed,

individuals can use affiliative humor, which frequently enhances interpersonal cohe-

siveness (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003), amuses partners, puts

partners at ease, and thereby improves the relationship (Hampes, 2006). Affiliative

humor involves telling funny stories, making witty remarks, engaging in mild self-

deprecation, and/or telling jokes that do not belittle or demean the partner. Higher

levels of affiliative humor are positively related to social support, intimacy, and rela-

tionship satisfaction (Campbell, Martin, & Ward, 2008).

Although affiliative humor tends to be beneficial to relationships, not all humor is

affiliative. Aggressive humor is a second interpersonal form of humor that is mala-

daptive because it tends to hurt others through derision, sarcasm, and hostility (Hampes,

2006; Martin et al., 2003). Aggressive humor involves ridiculing, disparaging, teasing,

intimidating, and/or manipulating another person to cut them down without caring about

the impact, consequences, or feelings of the person (Martin et al., 2003). Higher levels of

aggressive humor tend to correlate negatively with interpersonal competence, con-

scientiousness, agreeableness, and relationship satisfaction (Butzer & Kuiper, 2008;

Campbell et al., 2008). In addition, aggressive humor is positively correlated with

hostility and neuroticism (Martin, 2007). Despite its overall negative effects, some

research has found that aggressive humor is at times beneficial when enacted by men

(but not by women; Dyck & Holtzman, 2013; Prerost, 1995). In general, men tend to be

more verbally aggressive than women (Archer, 2004), and men both engage in (Martin

et al., 2003) and appreciate more aggressive forms of humor than most women

(Crawford & Gressley, 1991). Thus, men’s use of aggressive humor may be normative

and beneficial (e.g., reduce men’s psychological distress; Fritz et al., 2017), but research

has not yet untangled the problem of aggressive humor and gender differences.

Theisen et al. 3



Campbell, Martin, and Ward (2008) were the first to explore the role of humor use in

interactions involving romantic partners. They found that a partner’s use of affiliative

and aggressive humor in these interactions was associated with an individual’s current

relationship satisfaction, demonstrating both a cross-sectional link between humor use

and relationship satisfaction and support for partner effects of humor on satisfaction.

Caird and Martin (2014) found support for actor effects in which the greater use of

affiliative humor was associated with higher relationship satisfaction, and the greater use

of aggressive humor was negatively associated with satisfaction. Several other studies

have also documented a link between romantic partners’ humor use and the relationship

satisfaction of partners (e.g., Butzer & Kuiper, 2008). No study, however, has examined

the potential buffering role of humor in association with relationship satisfaction during

the stressful transition to parenthood. Such an examination is important because

understanding the factors that help and hinder individuals as they transition to parent-

hood could improve parenting (Salmela-Aro, 2012) by buffering the effects of parenting

stress, negative parenting behaviors, and parental conflict, all of which can affect a

family’s functioning, leading to adverse outcomes for children (Petch & Halford, 2008).

The use of humor may also be associated with satisfaction over time (i.e., across the

first 2 years of the transition to parenthood). Caird and Martin (2014), for example,

explored the daily effects of affiliative and aggressive humor on relationship satisfaction

and found that low levels of affiliative humor predicted relationship dissatisfaction. Even

though satisfaction fluctuated from day-to-day, reporting more affiliative humor was

associated with higher satisfaction, whereas reporting more aggressive humor was

associated with lower levels of relationship satisfaction over time. Thus, we expected

that displaying more affiliative humor and less aggressive humor in support discussions

during the transition to parenthood would be associated with higher concurrent satis-

faction and slower rates of declines in satisfaction over time.

Pregnancy intention

Deliberately deciding to become parents (i.e., openly discussed) tends to make the tran-

sition somewhat easier (Stamp, 1994). When a pregnancy is planned, couples can prepare

themselves more and discuss issues relevant to the impending birth. Indeed, individuals

with planned pregnancies tend to have more positive interactions, whereas those with

unplanned pregnancies have more negative ones (Cox et al., 1999). Pregnancy planning,

therefore, could serve as a buffer for couples transitioning to parenthood by attenuating

some of the stressful impact of the transition, including its effects on marital satisfaction

(Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrére, 2000). Consistent with this view, couples who have planned

pregnancies show more stable levels of relationship satisfaction, whereas those who do not

plan their pregnancies experience steeper declines in relationship satisfaction over time

(Lawrence et al., 2008). Thus, we expected couples who reported planned pregnancies to

be more satisfied than those with unplanned pregnancies and, over time, couples who

report planned pregnancies should experience less pronounced declines in relationship

satisfaction. However, the initial desire to have children is also related to relationship

satisfaction during the transition to parenthood. Rholes, Simpson, and Friedman (2006),

for instance, found that individuals who had less desire to have children found parenting to
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be more stressful and were less satisfied at 6-month postpartum. Based on these findings,

we controlled for pregnancy desire in all of our analyses.

The current study

The current longitudinal, multi-wave study examined the use of affiliative and aggres-

sive humor in video-recorded interactions between couples undergoing the transition to

parenthood. Couples (both partners) were first assessed approximately 6 weeks before

the birth of their first child, then every 6-month postpartum until year 2 of their child’s

life. We examined whether each type of humor predicted relationship satisfaction, both

at 6-month postpartum and over time. We also examined whether pregnancy intention

(reported prenatally) moderated the association between humor use and relationship

satisfaction. We first analyzed data collected at 6-month postpartum to determine the

within-period associations between pregnancy intention, humor use, and relationship

satisfaction. After conducting these analyses, we then conducted growth curve analyses

to determine how humor use and pregnancy intention were associated with changes in

satisfaction over time.

Based on previous research and theory, we hypothesized that:

H1a: Greater self and partner use of affiliative humor should be related to higher

relationship satisfaction, especially for those who had planned (vs. unplanned)

pregnancies.

H1b: Greater self and partner aggressive humor should be related to lower rela-

tionship satisfaction, and this negative association should be stronger for couples

who had unplanned pregnancies, but attenuated for those who had planned

pregnancies.

RQ1: Do the associations between humor, relationship satisfaction, and pregnancy

planning differ between men and women?

H2a: Relationship satisfaction should decrease over time for all individuals, but

decreases should be more pronounced for individuals and partners who use more

aggressive humor and had unplanned pregnancies.

H2b: Relationship satisfaction should decrease over time, but decreases should be

less pronounced for individuals and partners who use more affiliative humor and

had planned pregnancies.

RQ2: Do the overtime associations between humor, relationship satisfaction, and

pregnancy planning differ between men and women?

Methods

Participants

The current study was a longitudinal examination of couples over the transition

to parenthood. The initially recruited sample consisted of 192 heterosexual couples
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(N ¼ 384) from the southwestern U.S. All couples were living together and expecting

their first child. Couples (each partner) received a packet of questionnaires approxi-

mately 6 weeks prior to their expected due date and were followed up postnatally at 6

months (n¼ 165), 12 months (n¼ 153), 18 months (n¼ 151), and 24 months (n¼ 137).

Also, 2 weeks postnatally, each partner was asked about his or her labor and delivery

experiences and how close she/he felt to the new child.

Couples were recruited through childbirth classes at local hospitals. Of the couples

approached, approximately 45% agreed to participate. The majority of the sample was

Caucasian (82%), with the remaining participants being Asian (9%) and Hispanic (9%).

Of the participants, 94% had some college education. In terms of annual household

income, 6% earned more than US$100,000, 38% earned US$55,000–$99,999, 46%
earned US$25,000–$54,999, and 16% earned below US$25,000. The mean age of the

women was 26.70 years old (standard deviation (SD) ¼ 4.1), and the mean age of the

men was 28.42 years old (SD¼ 4.4). Only 5% of the couples were living together but not

married; the remaining 95% were living together and married. Couples who were

cohabitating had been living together for an average of 1.85 years (SD ¼ 2.2), whereas

the married couples had been married for 3.3 years, on average (SD ¼ 2.6).

Procedure

For participants to take part in the study, they had to have been married or living with

their partner, and both partners had to be expecting their first child. Approximately 6

weeks before their expected due date (Time 1), each partner was separately mailed a set

of self-report questionnaires. Participants were instructed to complete the questionnaires

separately (without conferring with their partner) and then mail them back to the study

coordinator in separate, prestamped envelopes. Participants also completed ques-

tionnaires postnatally at 6 months (Time 2), 12 months (Time 3), 18 months (Time 4),

and 24 months (Time 5). Six month intervals were selected in order to allow enough time

for potential changes to occur in the parents’ relationships without overburdening them.

At 6-month postpartum (Time 2), each couple was invited to our laboratory to participate

in one conflict resolution discussion and two support discussions (see below). During all

measurement waves, each partner was instructed to complete the questionnaires sepa-

rately and privately. At Times 1–3, couples were paid US$50 for completing the

questionnaires. To minimize attrition, payment was increased to US$75 dollars for the

Time 4 and 5 questionnaires. Couples in which both partners completed and returned all

of their questionnaires were entered into a random drawing for two US$500 cash awards,

which were given at the conclusion of the study.

All couples were invited to our laboratory 6-month postpartum (Time 2). At this visit,

each couple engaged in two support discussions following procedures used by Pasch and

Bradbury (1998). Specifically, each participant was video-recorded in two roles: as a

potential support provider and as a support recipient in two separate discussions, each of

which lasted 8 min. Participants were first asked to identify the most important thing they

wanted to change something about themselves in their role as a new parent. This topic

was then discussed when each participant (partner) was in the role of support recipient.

One partner was then randomly assigned to be either the support provider or the support
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recipient in the first discussion, after which the roles were reversed in the second dis-

cussion. Prior to the first discussion, the support recipient was told: “We’d like you to

start the first interaction with the topic you generated. Please discuss something you

would like to change about yourself as a new parent.” The support provider was then

told: “Please be involved in the discussion and respond to your partner however you

wish.” Each couple then began their first discussion after the experimenter left the room.

After 7 min, the experimenter instructed each couple via a microphone in another room

to wrap up their discussion. Each couple then switched roles as support provider and

support recipient, and the same procedure was repeated for the second discussion.

Measures

Relationship satisfaction. To measure relationship satisfaction at each time point (i.e., all

five waves of the study), the 10-item satisfaction subscale of the Dyadic Adjustment

Scale was used (Spanier, 1976). Eight of the items on this scale were answered on a 6-

point scale, anchored 0 (never) to 5 (all the time), and one item was answered on a 4-

point scale, anchored 0 (never) to 4 (everyday). Sample items were “In general, how

often do you think that things between you and your partner/spouse are going well?”

and “How often do you and your partner/spouse quarrel?” (reverse-scored). Partici-

pants also rated 1-item for overall happiness with their relationship on a 7-point scale,

anchored 0 (extremely unhappy) to 6 (perfect). Items were reverse-scored and then

summed, resulting in a maximum possible score of 50; higher scores indicated greater

relationship satisfaction.

Pregnancy intention. Prior to the birth, each partner was asked to report on pregnancy

intention. Specifically, each partner was asked whether the couple’s pregnancy was

planned (they intended to get pregnant) or unplanned (they were not trying to get

pregnant). Pregnancy planning tends to be highly consistent in terms of reporting across

partners (Cox et al., 1999). In our sample, only seven couples disagreed on pregnancy

intention, so we treated it as a couple-level variable. When partners disagreed, we used

the mother’s report as recommended in past research (e.g., Cox et al., 1999).

Observer-rated aggressive and affiliative humor. Eleven trained coders independently wat-

ched and rated each couple’s discussion, focusing on the support provider’s use of

aggressive and affiliative humor in each video-recorded discussion. The purpose of these

codes was to gather a sample of the typical patterns of humor expressed by each partner

in each relationship. Coders provided global ratings of humor as developed by Howland

and Simpson (2014), which is based on the humor measures developed by Campbell

et al. (2008). Aggressive humor was defined as humor that put down, demeaned, dis-

paraged, and/or criticized the partner. Affiliative humor was defined as humor designed

to enhance the relationship and/or reduce interpersonal tension by telling funny stories,

laughing, and joking with one’s partner.

All coders were carefully trained to code both humor scales reliably and accurately.

During training, we addressed any discrepancies between coders in detailed discussions.

When coders were reliable and accurate, we randomly assigned half of them to code the
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males in the role of support providers and the other half to code the females in the role of

support providers. Each coder rated the provider’s use of humor and the extent to which

she/he used aggressive (or affiliative) humor during his/her interaction with the partner.

Ratings were made on a 7-point scale, anchored 1 (none) to 7 (a lot). The raters had high

interrater agreement: Cronbach’s a ¼ .83 for men’s use of affiliative humor, a ¼.85 for

women’s use of affiliative humor, a ¼ .83 for men’s use of aggressive humor, and a
¼.84 for women’s use of aggressive humor. Scores were computed by taking the average

score from the coder’s ratings. Thus, scores for each type of humor were computed by

taking the average of all of the coders’ ratings. Examples of each humor type are pro-

vided in Online Supplementary Material.

Control variable

Desire to have children. Prenatally, each participant also completed the Desire to Have

Children Scale (Rholes, Simpson, Blakely, Lanigan, & Allen, 1997), which consists of

12-items answered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Sample

items are “I have a strong desire to have children” and “Without children, I would feel

unfulfilled.” Items were averaged, with higher scores indicating a stronger desire to have

children. Cronbach’s as for the 12-items for men and women on desire to have children

were 0.83 and 0.83, respectively.

Results

Preliminary analyses

We first evaluated whether there were any differences between participants who com-

pleted the entire study versus those who dropped out. Individuals who dropped out by

Wave 5 were compared to those who remained. Independent samples t-tests revealed no

differences on any of the study variables except pregnancy intention. Individuals who

reported unplanned pregnancies were more likely to dropout, w2 (1, N ¼ 101) ¼ 17.08,

p < 0.001, than those who reported planned pregnancies. Demographic variables,

however, also varied, with individuals who dropped out having less education, M¼ 4.13,

SD ¼ 1.52 vs. M ¼ 4.95, SD ¼ 1.17, t (158.45) ¼ 5.07, p < 0.001, lower income,

M ¼ 2.84, SD ¼ 1.45 vs. M ¼ 3.41, SD ¼ 1.68, t (218.97) ¼ 3.27, p ¼ 0.001, being

younger, M¼ 26.19, SD¼ 4.27 vs. M¼ 28.08, SD¼ 4.22, t (383)¼ 3.96, p < 0.001, and

having been married for fewer years, M ¼ 2.34, SD ¼ 2.71 vs. M ¼ 3.01, SD ¼ 2.58,

t (370) ¼ 2.14, p ¼ 0.03, than those who remained throughout the study.

Data analytic models

Given the dyadic nature of our data, we tested our hypotheses within a multi-level model

framework using the Actor–Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Kenny, Kashy, &

Cook, 2006). The APIM is used for dyadic data in which actor and partner effects are

modeled simultaneously. Actor effects reflect the association between the actor’s

independent and dependent scores (controlling for the partner’s independent variable

score), whereas partner effects reflect the association between the partner’s independent
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variable score and the actor’s dependent variable score (controlling for the actor’s inde-

pendent variable score). The two-intercept model was used to examine the unique effects

of women and men simultaneously (Raudenbush, Brennan, & Barnett, 1995). We treated

sex as a distinguishable characteristic because of the well-documented differences between

women and men in the experience of parenthood. All independent variables were group-

mean centered prior to conducting the analyses to reduce multicollinearity.

To test H1, we entered affiliative humor, aggressive humor, and desire to have

children for each partner into the Level 1 equation. Pregnancy intention was then entered

into each of the Level 2 equations for the estimated main effects and interactions.

Following this, we tested H2 (our longitudinal hypothesis). To examine the changes in

relationship satisfaction over the 2-year study, we calculated each participant’s slope for

satisfaction over time (i.e., from Time 1 through Time 5) in order to conduct a growth

curve analysis. The first step involved running an unconditional growth model with time

as the only predictor of relationship satisfaction, once for men and once for women.

From the unconditional growth models, residual scores were extracted to measure

change in relationship satisfaction. These scores represent the slope of satisfaction for

each individual from Time 1 to Time 5. To test the longitudinal model, we repeated the

same model as in H1 with change in satisfaction as the outcome variable. Interactions

were decomposed using standard procedures (Aiken & West, 1991).

The means and SDs of the study variables are presented in Table 1. Due to the

nonindependence in the dyadic data, the bivariate correlations are used for descriptive

purposes only and are presented in Table 2.

H1: Within-time associations

H1 examined the interaction of pregnancy intention and humor use at Time 2, predicting

relationship satisfaction while controlling for desire to have children. There were two

significant main effects of actor’s affiliative humor on actor’s relationship satisfaction:

one for women (B ¼ 1.76, p < 0.05) and another for men (B ¼ 2.36, p < 0.05). These

effects support our hypothesis that actor’s own affiliative humor should be related to

their higher relationship satisfaction. The main effects for partner affiliative humor use,

however, were not significant (see Table 3). In addition, there was no significant

interaction between affiliative humor and pregnancy intention. There was, however, a

significant main effect for men in which actor’s aggressive humor (B ¼ 1.83, p < 0.05)

predicted their level of satisfaction as well as a significant interaction for men between

actor’s aggressive humor use and pregnancy intention predicting their satisfaction. This

interaction (see Figure 1) indicates that, for men who reported an unplanned pregnancy,

there was a significant positive association between aggressive humor use and rela-

tionship satisfaction. The association between aggressive humor use and relationship

satisfaction was not significant for men who reported planned pregnancies, however.

H2: Growth curve analyses

H2 examined the interaction between pregnancy intention and humor use in predicting

changes in relationship satisfaction. There were no significant effects for women
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(see Table 4). However, there was a significant actor effect for men’s affiliative humor

use (B ¼ 0.45, p < 0.01) as well as a partner effect for men’s aggressive humor use (B ¼
�0.34, p < 0.01) predicting changes in satisfaction. Specifically, for men, affiliative

humor use was positively associated with their own changes in relationship satisfaction,

and aggressive humor use by their partner was negatively associated with men’s changes

Table 1. Mean, SD, minimum, and maximum values for the study variables.

Men Women

N M SD Min. Max. N M SD Min. Max. t (df) p

Satisfaction
Time 1

194 42.41 5.29 6.00 50.00 192 42.88 4.99 15.00 50.00 �1.48 (191) 0.14

Satisfaction
Time 2

168 42.29 4.99 21.00 49.00 167 42.29 4.73 26.00 50.00 0.03 (163) 0.97

Satisfaction
Time 3

155 41.58 6.83 10.00 50.00 150 42.50 4.88 26.00 50.00 �1.56 (148) 0.12

Satisfaction
Time 4

152 41.30 6.53 11.00 49.00 148 42.41 5.63 14.00 50.00 �2.51 (145) 0.01

Satisfaction
Time 5

142 40.96 6.86 1.00 49.00 136 41.54 6.77 0.00 50.00 �2.39 (134) 0.02

Change in
satisfaction

191 �.49 0.90 �5.71 1.34 194 �0.35 0.80 �5.27 1.33 �1.95 (191) 0.05

Aggressive
humor

165 2.36 1.10 1.00 6.83 165 3.03 1.41 1.00 6.80 �6.99 (165) 0.0001

Affiliative
humor

165 3.91 1.10 1.17 6.67 165 4.09 1.19 1.40 6.40 �1.98 (165) 0.05

Desire to have
children

191 5.38 0.99 2.67 7.00 194 5.71 0.90 2.00 7.00 �4.50 (190) 0.0001

Pregnancy
intention

189 0.73 0.45 0.00 1.00 189 0.73 0.44 0.00 1.00 �0.38 (185) 0.71

SD ¼ standard deviation.

Table 2. Bivariate correlations between the study variables.

Study variables

Study variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Satisfaction 0.57*** �0.05 0.33*** �0.29*** 0.27*** 0.17*
2. Change in satisfaction 0.10 0.42*** 0.05 �0.08 0.07 0.06
3. Affiliative humor 0.12 0.18** 0.54*** �0.59*** �0.24** 0.01
4. Aggressive humor �0.11 �0.16* �0.39*** 0.56*** 0.09 �0.12
5. Desire to have children 0.20** 0.17** 0.02 �0.03 0.46*** 0.04
6. Pregnancy intention 0.19** 0.29** 0.03 �0.06 0.16* 0.90***

Note. Correlations for women appear above the diagonal; those for men appear below the diagonal. Correla-
tions between partners appear along the diagonal in bold.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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in relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, there was an interaction between men’s own

affiliative humor use and pregnancy intention predicting changes in men’s relationship

satisfaction. As shown in Figure 2 and consistent with H2, for men who reported a

planned pregnancy, affiliative humor use was unrelated to their own changes in rela-

tionship satisfaction. For men who reported an unplanned pregnancy, however, their use

of affiliative humor was positively associated with changes in their relationship satis-

faction. In particular, at lower-than-average levels of affiliative humor use, men who

reported an unplanned pregnancy had more significant declines in relationship

Table 3. Mens’ and womens’ affiliative humor, aggressive humor, and pregnancy intention pre-
dicting Time 2 relationship satisfaction.

Men Women

Predictor variable Coefficient SE t p Coefficient SE t p

Intercept 41.73 1.12 37.30 0.001 40.77 0.99 41.18 0.001
Pregnancy intention 1.03 1.23 0.84 0.40 1.44 1.09 1.32 0.19
Actor affiliative humor 2.36 1.09 2.17 0.03 1.76 0.89 1.98 0.05

Affiliative� Pregnancy Intention �1.98 1.19 �1.67 0.10 �0.60 0.99 �0.61 0.55
Partner affiliative humor �0.56 1.03 �0.55 0.59 0.29 1.00 0.29 0.77

Affiliative� Pregnancy Intention 0.74 1.14 0.65 0.52 �0.35 1.08 �0.32 0.75
Actor aggressive humor 1.83 0.92 1.98 0.05 �0.52 0.73 �0.71 0.48

Aggressive� Pregnancy Intention �2.49 1.05 �2.36 0.02 0.59 0.83 0.71 0.48
Partner aggressive humor �0.67 0.83 �0.81 0.42 0.15 0.81 0.19 0.85

Aggressive� Pregnancy Intention 0.34 0.95 0.36 0.72 �0.81 0.93 �0.88 0.38
Desire to have children 0.59 0.36 1.64 0.10 1.23 0.34 3.55 0.001

Note: Coefficients are unstandardized. df ¼ 155. SE ¼ standard error.
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Figure 1. Interaction between men’s aggressive humor and pregnancy intention predicting men’s
relationship satisfaction at Time 2. **p < 0.01.
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satisfaction than men who used higher-than-average affiliative humor. In fact, men who

used higher-than-average levels of affiliative humor and reported an unplanned preg-

nancy reported almost no decline in relationship satisfaction.

Discussion

The purpose of the study was to examine first-time parents’ relationship satisfaction

across the transition to parenthood. Our first aim was to examine within-time (6-month
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Figure 2. Interaction between men’s affiliative humor use and pregnancy intention predicting
men’s change in relationship satisfaction overtime. *p < 0.05.

Table 4. Mens’ and womens’ affiliative humor, aggressive humor, and pregnancy intention pre-
dicting relationship satisfaction overtime.

Men Women

Predictor Coefficient SE t p Coefficient SE t p

Intercept �0.45 0.19 �2.31 0.02 �0.61 0.19 �3.16 0.002
Pregnancy intention 0.07 0.22 0.35 0.73 0.29 0.21 1.35 0.18
Actor affiliative humor 0.44 0.18 2.45 0.01 0.23 0.17 1.40 0.17

Affiliative � Pregnancy Intention �0.42 0.20 �2.05 0.04 �0.28 0.19 �1.48 0.14
Partner affiliative humor �0.24 0.17 �1.43 0.16 �0.10 0.18 �0.55 0.58

Affiliative � Pregnancy Intention 0.28 0.19 1.43 0.15 0.13 0.20 0.67 0.51
Actor aggressive humor 0.17 0.16 1.11 0.27 0.15 0.14 1.06 0.29

Aggressive� Pregnancy Intention �0.22 0.18 �1.20 0.23 �0.21 0.16 �1.27 0.21
Partner aggressive humor �0.33 0.14 �2.32 0.02 �0.12 0.15 �0.81 0.42

Aggressive� Pregnancy Intention 0.29 0.17 1.74 0.08 0.08 0.18 0.45 0.65
Desire to have children 0.06 0.06 0.89 0.37 0.03 0.07 0.40 0.69

Note: Coefficients are unstandardized. df ¼ 161. SE ¼ standard error.
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postpartum) associations between humor use and pregnancy intention predicting rela-

tionship satisfaction. Our second aim involved using growth curve analyses to determine

how humor use and pregnancy intention were associated with changes in relationship

satisfaction across the first 2 years of the transition to parenthood. Prior research on

humor in romantic relationships has focused on the use of humor during romantic

relationship initiation, as an emotion regulation strategy in relationships, and during

conflictual interactions between established couples. We extended research on humor in

romantic relationships by focusing on the use of humor within potentially supportive

interactions in the midst of an often difficult, chronically stressful life transition—the

transition to parenthood.

The within-time analyses revealed positive associations between men’s use of

affiliative and aggressive humor and their own relationship satisfaction. Regardless of its

valence, greater use of both types of humor was associated with higher levels of satis-

faction in men. It is important to note, however, that the level of aggressive humor

displayed in our study was relatively low, and the results need to be interpreted with this

in mind. In some prior studies (e.g., Campbell et al., 2008), greater use of affiliative

humor has been linked to higher relationship satisfaction, whereas more aggressive

humor has been associated with lower relationship satisfaction. The broader literature on

aggressive humor, however, has mixed findings, especially with respect to men’s level of

satisfaction. Prior work indicates that men tend to engage in aggressive humor more

(Martin et al., 2003) and appreciate and prefer hostile forms of humor (Crawford &

Gressly, 1991; Prerost, 1995). Men, therefore, may view aggressive humor as more

normative and perhaps more similar to affiliative humor than women do and, in certain

contexts, it might be perceived as one way to express affection or closeness (Prerost,

1995). Indeed, Dyck and Holtzman (2013) found that the expression of aggressive humor

was related to more perceived social support among men. Further, humor can be used to

promote resilience and well-being through cognitive reappraisal of stressful life events

(Kuiper, 2012). For example, humor use is a strategy people can use to shift their per-

spective on stressful situations to help cope with the stress or to adapt the view of the

stressful situation (Cann & Collette, 2014). For example, Fritz, Russek, and Dillon

(2017) found that under conditions of high life disruption, aggressive humor had a stress-

buffering effect in that people who reported using more aggressive humor had less

psychological distress. At the highest stress levels, such as during the transition to

parenthood, the use of aggressive humor may provide a protective effect, which

demonstrates the importance of context.

Although aggressive humor is generally negative, the intended use of humor is often

designed to achieve some communicative goal (Hall, 2013). Within romantic relation-

ships, the influence of humor is likely to depend on how it helps partners communicate

an attitude, emotion, or relational goal (Hall, 2017). During the transition to parenthood,

humor may help men communicate attitudes or emotions about their experience of

parenthood. In the current study, we found that men’s relationship satisfaction was

higher when they used more aggressive humor in the context of having an unplanned

pregnancy. When a pregnancy is unplanned, the transition may be less intentional, which

could make the experience more stressful. In such stressful situations, adaptive behaviors

can mitigate the negative impact of stressful experiences on individuals’ relationship
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satisfaction (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Aggressive humor displayed by men might be an

adaptive behavior. Indeed, men who display more aggressive humor during and fol-

lowing an unplanned pregnancy may have higher relationship satisfaction because it

allows them to openly express some of their emotions about handling the challenges of

parenthood (Hall, 2017). Past research suggests that one function of humor is to release

pent-up tension, stress, and frustration (Thorson & Powell, 1993). Thus, aggressive

humor may be one mechanism through which men are able to communicate how they are

truly feeling about parenthood and alleviate some of the stress associated with being a

new parent. For men, however, we found that if their female partners display aggressive

humor, this does not affect men’s relationship satisfaction. Aggressive humor use for

men, in other words, may result in a double-standard, which might be influenced by

men’s notions of what is “acceptable feminine behavior” (e.g., Gilbert, 2002). Even men

who endorse less traditional gender roles and ideologies often fall into more traditional

gender roles, especially during the early stages of the transition to parenthood (e.g.,

Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003). Women, therefore, who display more aggressive humor

may be outside of what is considered “typical female behavior,” resulting in men being

less satisfied in their relationships.

Although aggressive humor had short-term benefits for men, relatively long-term

change in satisfaction was predicted by their positive use of humor in support interac-

tions. Cast another way, even though expressing more negative emotions may have

allowed men to communicate what they were feeling, being able to positively express

and deal with a stressful experience was more adaptive over the long-term. Consistent

with this, we found that more affiliative humor use by men forestalled declines in their

level of relationship satisfaction across the transition. This important finding aligns with

other research showing that individuals who use more affiliative humor are more sat-

isfied in their romantic relationships (e.g., Campbell et al., 2008). Affiliative humor

displayed by men appears to be especially beneficial for relationship satisfaction, and it

could serve as a stress-buffering communicative factor during the transition to parent-

hood. These findings also align with the SBM by suggesting that humor may be an

adaptive behavior that protects relationship satisfaction from decreasing over time.

When men in our study exhibited low levels of affiliative humor and reported unplanned

pregnancies, they reported fairly pronounced declines in relationship satisfaction. The

use of affiliative humor might create a more positive social environment for the rela-

tionship, and when couples are transitioning through a chronically stressful period, this

type of environment might be vital for sustaining the long-term well-being of most

relationships (Aune & Wong, 2002). Moreover, greater use of affiliative humor is

associated with more intimacy in romantic relationships, and it is affirming to the self

and partners (Martin et al., 2003). Accordingly, when men display more affiliative

humor, they may feel more connected to their partners. These findings reveal the

importance of using humor in positive ways to help maintain relationship satisfaction

across time.

Regardless of the type of humor expressed, there were positive within-time and over-

time effects for men, as discussed above. The same was not true of women, however.

Several previous studies of couples not undergoing the transition to parenthood

have found affiliative humor to be positively related to satisfaction in both sexes
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(e.g., Campbell et al., 2008; Cann et al., 2011), but Hall (2013), in a study of married and

dating couples, found that affiliative humor has a positive effect on only the relationships

of men. Thus, for women, the specific context of the transition to parenthood could have

impacted the influence of humor on relationship satisfaction. Our results did, however,

reveal one significant within-time effect for women, such that women’s use of affiliative

humor was positively related to their own level of relationship satisfaction. Women’s use

of affiliative humor may be a coping strategy to deal with the stress of parenthood and

the additional demands it places on their lives (Caird & Martin, 2014; Thorson & Powell,

1993). For women, therefore, humor might also be beneficial to their romantic rela-

tionships to the extent that it is an outlet for expressing their feelings and a way to

communicate positive emotions to their partners.

Unlike men, however, we found no differences in satisfaction between women who

reported planned versus unplanned pregnancies. Regardless of whether or not a preg-

nancy is planned, women are typically expected to perform their new parenting role

competently (Cowan & Cowan, 2000). Moreover, because the division of childcare is

usually inequitable (especially early in the transition to parenthood), most women

encounter rapidly elevated responsibilities and, thus, greater parenting stress than most

fathers do (Dempsey, 2002). Having an unplanned pregnancy, therefore, should have

less overall impact on the relationships of new mothers than it does on those of new

fathers (Wall & Arnold, 2007).

Likewise, partners’ humor use had no effect on women’s level of relationship

satisfaction. Women’s relationship satisfaction may be less dependent on partner char-

acteristics and behaviors because mothers, in particular, face changes in the demands on

their time with more focus on family work (e.g., Belsky, Lang, & Huston, 1986) and less

with their romantic partner (Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008). Researchers have found the

role conflicts women experience, as well as increased workload, are major reasons for

relationship dissatisfaction (Twenge et al., 2003). Therefore, the additional focus on

childcare and the needs of the new member of the family may be more pertinent to

mother’s relationship satisfaction than partners’ humor use. More studies are needed to

disentangle the nature of these associations for men and women.

Regardless of sex differences, however, both partners are affected by the transition to

parenthood, and one variable that influences their transition is their pregnancy intention.

Post-birth relationship outcomes have been shown to be different for couples based on

pregnancy intention (e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 2000); however, few if any other studies

have accounted for the variance of pregnancy intention when looking at partner’s

relationship satisfaction. Doss et al. (2009) in their 8-year prospective study concluded

that pregnancy intention was unrelated to post-birth functioning; however, they did not

control or account for desire to have children. Not accounting for desire to have children

could create problems with interpreting the results because people who had unplanned

pregnancies with a high desire to have children are likely to be happier with the preg-

nancy than those with a low desire to have children (e.g., Rholes, Simpson, & Friedman,

2006). We found evidence that pregnancy intention (above and beyond the desire to have

children) is associated with relationship satisfaction, and, for men, it was a significant

predictor of satisfaction across the transition to parenthood. Thus, future studies should

examine pregnancy intention while accounting for desire to have children.
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This longitudinal study had some limitations. Our sample was largely Caucasian,

moderately well-educated, married, and fairly satisfied in their marriages. Given these

sample characteristics, the current results may not necessarily generalize to other sam-

ples. Our participants were recruited from childbirth classes. Individuals who attend

childbirth classes may differ from those who do not in terms of having prepared and

educated themselves about the impending birth of their first child. Most data were

collected through self-reports, which may have been biased or subject to faulty recall.

Specifically, our measure of pregnancy intention was self-reported, and it could have

been affected by social desirability concerns. The data are correlational, meaning that no

causal inferences can be made. We did not have a group of nonparents against which to

compare to our sample of parents. Although the transition to parenthood is stressful, it

remains possible that, over time, all married individuals (both parents and nonparents)

would show declines in satisfaction. Lastly, we focused on humor production versus

humor appreciation, and it may be that appreciation is more closely aligned with rela-

tional outcomes.

Despite these limitations, the current study has several important implications.

Although previous research has documented declines in relationship satisfaction across

the transition to parenthood (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2008), we show that certain adaptive

behaviors appear to buffer the impact of this stressful event on men’s relationship

satisfaction, which aligns with the SBM. In men, for example, greater use of affiliative

humor appears to forestall declines in their relationship satisfaction. More broadly,

different forms of humor may promote or sustain higher levels of relationship satis-

faction in men across the chronically stressful transition to parenthood because they

serve key communicative functions. Indeed, this information is important because

practitioners and educators can use this knowledge to inform couples about the impor-

tance of using humor to communicate important attitudes, emotions, and relational goals

more effectively. Specifically, when implementing communicative behaviors into cou-

ples’ conversations, practitioners and educators could demonstrate how specific forms of

humor can be used to alleviate distress or communicate true feelings about an experi-

ence. Although this information is valuable for practitioners and educators, future

research needs to disentangle the question of whether the intention or perception of

humor is more influential on relationships and whether or not discrepancies in partners’

perceptions of humor is related to relational outcomes.
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Shapiro, A. F., Gottman, J. M., & Carrére, S. (2000). The baby and the marriage: Identifying

factors that buffer against decline in marital satisfaction after the first baby arrives. Journal of

Family Psychology, 14, 59–70. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.14.1.59

Shiota, M. N., Campos, B., Keltner, D., & Hertenstein, M. J. (2004). Positive emotion and the

regulation of interpersonal relationships. In P. Philippot & R. S. Feldman (Eds.), The regulation

of emotion (pp. 127–155). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Simpson, J. A., Rholes, W. S., Campbell, L., Wilson, C., & Tran, S. (2002). Adult attachment, the

transition to parenthood, and marital well-being. In P. Noller & J. A. Feeney (Eds.),

Theisen et al. 19



Understanding marriage: Developments in the study of couple interaction (pp. 385–410). New

York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Spanier, G. B. (1976). Measuring dyadic adjustment: New scales for assessing the quality of

marriage and similar dyads. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 38, 15–28. doi:10.2307/

350547

Stamp, G. H. (1994). The appropriation of the parental role through communication during the

transition to parenthood. Communication Monographs, 61, 89–112. doi:10.1080/

03637759409376327

Thorson, J. A., & Powell, F. C. (1993). Development and validation of a multidimensional sense of

humor scale. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 49, 13–23.

Twenge, J. M., Campbell, W. K., & Foster, C. A. (2003). Parenthood and marital satisfaction: A

meta-analytic review. Journal of Marriage and Family, 65, 574–583. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.

2003.00574.x

Wall, G., & Arnold, S. (2007). How involved is involved fathering?: An exploration of the

contemporary culture of fatherhood. Gender & Society, 21, 508–527. doi:10.1177/

0891243207304973

20 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships XX(X)



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 500
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 500
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1270
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <FEFF00530065007400740069006e0067007300200066006f007200200073007500700070006c00790069006e00670020005000440046007300200074006f002000480065006e007200790020004c0069006e00670020004c0069006d0069007400650064000d>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2540 2540]
  /PageSize [1134.000 1134.000]
>> setpagedevice


