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Introduction

Late 20th-century family sociology is faced with new and interesting
challenges related to intimate realities barely known half a century ago.
Society swarms with unfamiliar social manners and life forms such as TINScouples (two incomes, no sex), DINK-couples (double income, no kids),
LAT-relations and the new man. However, more familiar social models such
as marriage continue to arouse family researchers' interest, the more so
since marital relationships are increasingly prone to failure. This proneness
is due to macro-level shifts such as the expansion of the welfare state, individualization and the emancipation of women, turning marriage into a risky
business. The socially prescribed 'ought' to marry, as well as to stay married,
has lost its compelling character. Hence, we do not only marry less and later
but also get divorced more and earlier. The normative uncertainty ensuing
from this behavior makes our intimate relationships less predictable and
more diverse than ever (Cheal, 1991).
For some, this self-ruled private scenery is not only the most in-depth
social change of the past decades but also the most problematic one.
Prophets of doom such as Popenoe (1993) even identify this private
turmoil as a 'great disruption' or a 'dramatic change'. Intimate partners are
suspected of enforced hedonism, turning them into economical utility
calculators weighing up self-interests and desires against the costs and
rewards offered by a marital relationship. Others, such as Cheal (1991) and
van Stokkom (1997), refute this cultural pessimism and interpret the same
evolution as a process of re-integration instead of de-integration and even as
moral progress. It is striking, though, that both logics revolve around the
same issue of relationship quality and satisfaction. While some argue that the
quality of partnership has considerably deteriorated, others put forward
exactly the reverse argumentation, emphasizing partners' motivation to
develop satisfying marriages. This puzzlement poses the question whether
marital quality has actually changed during the past decades. The answer,
however, is not obvious since several and diverse social transformations all
clot together in individuals' personal experiences. Positive and negative
social forces might largely offset one another as well, resulting in apparent
1
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stable marital quality throughout time while actually considerable changes
have been taken place. In fact, asking the question about changes in marital
quality may be irrelevant because of the risk to judge past reality according
to current standards and vice versa.
Nevertheless, the present circumstances in many Western countries
attest to a vulnerable marital institution. More than ever in history, the
survival of marriage seems to depend on the quality and satisfaction it can
offer for the parties involved. Therefore, the question as why some partners
are more satisfied with their marriage than others became increasingly
significant in light of the profound social and cultural transformations of
the past century. If the degree of satisfaction with one's partnership is
indeed substantial and even of utmost importance in partners' legitimation
of partnership, gaining insight in this evaluation criterion is vital for understanding the nature of contemporary marital bounds.
The present study aims to contribute to this understanding by
examining spousal marital satisfaction in the Netherlands. Although an
overwhelming body of research on marital satisfaction and its determinants
exists, our knowledge on this theme is primarily based on American studies.
For the Netherlands, however, this field is still unexplored. Moreover,
previous studies leave important questions unaddressed as to long-term
associations, spillover effects, and the different manifestations of marital
experiences in higher and lower social groups. Therefore, the central aim of
this study is to examine the underlying processes and correlates of Dutch
spouses' satisfaction with marriage, about 40 years after the onset of the socalled second demographic transition. The latter term is usually reserved for
referring to the interlinked demographic developments observed in
Western Europe in the sixties and seventies (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa,
1986; Van de Kaa, 2001), resulting in both external and internal transformations of partnership.
For our research purpose, data of a Dutch longitudinal project "Family
and Child-Rearing in the Netherlands" (Gerris et al., 1992; 1993; 1998) is
used. Husbands and wives included in this project are generally born at the
end of World War II. Thus, the present study is directed towards a specific
social group, i.e. the pioneers of the current demographic conditions. It was
the baby boom generation, born between 1940 and 1955, and socialized
with the ideal type of the nuclear family, that instigated enormous quantita-
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tive and qualitative changes in the private sphere. Hence, this generation
has inherited a whole other private story than the one they would write
down themselves. This experience might have important sociological consequences for the intimate relations this generation would develop later in
their life. Actually, they were a generation confronted with old realities and
new ideals. Precisely this tension makes the study of their marital experiences
very interesting.
The work presented here is a collection of the studies that were conducted over the past four years on the determinants and processes underlying marital satisfaction. Three major parts are distinguished.
Part I is conceived as the societal background and scientific impetus of
the present study. By drawing attention to the broader social context fuelling the micro-level experiences of husbands and wives, the social significance of a micro-sociological phenomenon like marital satisfaction is clarified. In particular, attention is drawn to the Dutch context. Part I also
discusses the theoretical and methodological background of the present
study and the distinct research questions formulated to gain insight in
Dutch husbands' and wives' marital satisfaction. This part is concluded with
a description of the data, the sampling procedure and the validation of the
sample.
Part II of this study consists of six chapters. Each chapter addresses a
particular research question on marital satisfaction covering four broad
themes: gender, communication, parenting and, spousal social and cultural
position. Since an attempt was made to preserve the possibility that each
chapter can be read on its own, some degree of repetition inevitably exists.
The overlap predominantly concerns the description of the method and the
theories that are applied. Doing so, the reader can choose a chapter of
interest without lacking information already addressed in another chapter.
Part III of the present study summarizes the key findings of individual
chapters and endeavors to go beyond these findings in order to arrive at a
broader reconsideration of research results. The different studies are also
evaluated in terms of the theoretical approaches and methodology used. To
conclude, future directions for research are delineated.

3

PART I
Social Background and Research Agenda

1. Marriage and Partnership in a Changing Social
Landscape

Marital partners initiate and develop their current relationships in a societal
climate that is very different from mid 20th century's context. In the same
way, marital and intimate life underwent several external and internal
changes during the past decades. By marking these broad social contours,
this chapter aims to illuminate the social forces being at work in spousal
daily experiences and evaluations of their partnership.
Because marital experiences at the micro-level cannot be fully captured
without taking the larger social context into consideration, the first section
of this chapter draws attention to major socio-demographic changes characterizing the second half of the 20th century as well as to the structural and
cultural factors put forward to explain it. Since the present study deals with
Dutch couples, Dutch material is used to illustrate the demographic
trends. 1
In the second section, the socio-demographic discussion is situated
within the broader theoretical perspective of individualization and emotionalisation. Specific emphasis is placed on the vulnerable character of
marriages today as well as on the identity-building function of current partnership.
The third section addresses the consequences of the described demographic and social transformations for spousal experiences at the microlevel. Specifically, attention is paid to gender-specific and parental issues
prevalent in contemporary marriage.

The evolution of Dutch partnership throughout the past three decades is extensively described in the Family Report [Gezinsrapport], which was published in
1997 by the Dutch Secretary of State of Public Health, Welfare and Sport and the
Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands (SCPON) (Van Praag &
Niphuis-Nell, 1997). In this section the contributions of various authors to this
Family Report will be overviewed to highlight the findings of interest for the present study. Main attention will be paid to married couples with children, as the latter constitutes the sample of this research.
1
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Marriage and Partnership in a Changing Social Landscape
1.1. DEMOGRAPHICAL ISSUES
The first paragraph deals with recent external and internal transformations
characterizing Dutch family and marital life. The interpretations of these
transformations are discussed in the second paragraph. Because the shifts
in family and marital life are a source of serious social concern, the third
paragraph endeavors to put this social debate in the proper perspective.
1.1.1. The 'New' Outlook of Dutch Partnership
Half a century ago, the landscape of private life was less diverse than it is
now. The ideal construct of the typical family dovetailed more or less with
the empirical reality; most people left the parental home to get married
young, promptly had several children and stayed with their partner until
death. All sociological and demographic indicators pointed to what later
would be identified as the standard life course (Dumon, 1997). Within this
standard course, there was little room for individual experimentation:
gender roles and expectations were clearly delineated and socially accepted.
(Matthijs & Van den Troost, 1998).
Since the seventies, this standard family pattern underwent rapid quantitative and qualitative transformations. Almost all Western countries
witnessed a downturn in fertility and in the intensity of (re)marriage.
Whereas in the Netherlands married couples with children still represented
56% of the households in 1960, today they account for about one out of
three households.
This evolution can be partially put down to the total fertility rate,
decreasing from 3.11 children in 1960 to 1.53 in 1995. Dutch couples do
not only opt for fewer children but they also prefer to have them later in
life. Of the female cohort born in 1945, 59% had their first child at the age
of 25 whereas this is only true for 19% of the women born in 1970. Moreover, it appears that nowhere in Western Europe the mean age of mothers
at the birth of their first child - i.e. 28.5 years in 1995 - is as high as in
Dutch society (Kuijsten & Schulze, 1997). According to van Praag (1997)
postponement of child bearing is so strongly pronounced in the Netherlands due to a strong existent ideology of individual self-development and
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the relatively lack of the necessary social provisions to fulfill this cultural
desire.
Besides the decrease in fertility rates, the numerical and social popularity of marriage began to wane in the '70s. Although van Praag (1997) asserts
that marriage remains by far the most common tool through which families
are formed in the Netherlands, the preamble to marriage has changed since
the seventies (Van Praag, 1997). The evolution of age at first marriage
attests for this changed prelude. For men, the mean age at first marriage
increased substantially from 26.8 years in 1960 to 29.7 in 1995. For women,
these figures are respectively 24.5 and 27.3 years. These statistics echo a
tendency to delay marriage and to initiate intimate relationships in different
ways than fifty years ago (Kuijsten & Schulze, 1997).
This quantitative decline of marriage was, however, not indicative of a
diminished enthusiasm towards relationships. On the contrary, it was
largely compensated by the social desire to cohabit. Today, unmarried
cohabitation is a phenomenon occurring at all social levels. This "normalization" of the cohabitation phenomenon does not only play an important part
in couples' postponement of marriage but also increasingly functions as a
durable alternative to it. Therefore, public marriage seems concurring with
informal marriage (Latten & De Graaf, 1997; Latten, 2004).
Alongside the rise in cohabitation, the institution of marriage further
wanes in importance due to rising divorce rates. Whereas in 1960 only 5.7%
of Dutch marital dissolutions were ended by divorce, this figure raised to
37% in 1995. Although these statistics demonstrate that the majority of
marriages still end by the death of one of the partners, the divorce risk (i.e.
the likelihood that a marriage will be ended by divorce considering the
contemporary divorce figures) considerably increased to about one out of
three marriages ending in divorce. In the last decade of the 20th century,
divorced couples had been married for about 12 to 13 years when they
broke up. The mean age of men at the time of divorce was 42,7 in 2002. At
the beginning of the nineties this was 39,9 years. During this period the
mean age of women at divorce increased from 37,1 to 39,8. Experiencing a
divorce is also socially influenced. Highly-educated women in the Netherlands are more likely to break up than lower-educated women. This holds
for women born in the period 1945-1954 as well as for those born ten years
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later and might be due to the higher economic independence of these
women or to the less likely presence of children (de Graaf, 2000).
The divorce explosion is historically a completely new phenomenon
with a plethora of individual and social outcomes (Matthijs & Van den
Troost, 1998; Vanhove & Matthijs, 2002). One of these outcomes is the
effect of imitation or social contagion. Because divorce has become so common, more people take advantage of the opportunity. Hence, people now
enter marriage with a set of risks and choices unknown to their parents.
These quantitative transformations are also associated with qualitative
shifts. The greater involvement of women in education and employment
during the '70s and '80s meant a real challenge for couples in harmonizing
professional and family responsibilities. In the Netherlands, women's participation in the labor market was a slowly progressing phenomenon and
until recently, it was low as compared to other West-European countries.
This situation has changed. Whereas in 1960 only 7% of married women
had a paid job, this figure increased to about one out of two in 1995
(Alders, Latten, Pool, & Esveldt, 2003; Niphuis-Nell & de Beer, 1997).
With a participation level of 53%, Dutch women now leave Spanish, Italian,
Greek, Irish and Belgian women behind them.
Despite the increase in female employment, husbands' and wives'
earnings continue to be unequal due to women's high level of part-time
labor (Niphuis-Nell & de Beer, 1997). Compared to other Western countries, part-time employment in the Netherlands is by far the highest (see
Table 1.1.). Whereas at the end of the seventies, Swedish and Norwegian
women still surpassed their Dutch counterparts with respect to part-time
employment, two decades later the latter largely outnumbered them. Halfway the nineties, about two out of three Dutch women were employed on a
part-time contract whereas this is only true for 16% of men (Kuijsten &
Schulze, 1997). These figures indicate that the increase in Dutch women's
employment during the last decades is mainly due to their strong part-time
employment. Apparently, women 'benefited' more from the relative strong
growth of part-time jobs in the Netherlands (Latten & De Graaf, 1997). It
is unclear, however, whether women's participation is cause or consequence. Did women decide to participate more in the labor market because
of the availability of part-time jobs or did employers create more part-time
jobs because their employees preferred it?
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Table 1.1
Part-time Employed Women in Some Western Countries, 1979-1995
(% of the Labor Force)
1979

1983

1995

Norway

51.7

54.9

46.6

Sweden

46.0

45.9

40.3

Belgium

16.5

19.7

29.8

France

17.0

20.1

28.9

Netherlands

44.0

50.3

67.2

Italy

10.6

9.4

12.7

Source: OECD, 1996

Thus far, we have not specifically focused on women with children. When
considering mothers in particular, it appears that in the last two decades of
the 20th century their employment levels show a continuous rise as well,
indicating the weakening of the barrier of parenthood for women's participation in the labor market (Kuijsten & Schulze, 1997). In accordance with
the general trend, women with children seldom work full-time (Kuijsten &
Schulze, 1997). Apparently, they solve the compatibility problem between a
paid job and childcare by working part-time.
Besides the increased possibility of part-time employment, the rise in
mothers' labor participation might also reflect the larger supply of informal
childcare arrangements. Until the eighties, the Netherlands endorsed a noninterventionist or implicit family policy (Dumon, 1991; Jonker, 1990). Instead
of encouraging women to enter and remain in the work force, policy in the
Netherlands rather induced mothers to stay home (Mills, 2000). It was only
at the beginning of the nineties that an emancipation policy was established,
resulting in the availability of formal (subsidized) childcare and more flexible regulations of maternity leave (Kuijsten & Schulze, 1997; Niphuis-Nell
& de Beer, 1997). Thus until then, the steady increase in mothers' employ-
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ment was therefore a phenomenon that evolved in spite of the absence of
structural incentives, rather than because of incentives 2 .
At the couple level, Dutch mothers' employment situation implies that
the two-income family does not frequently occur among couples with children (Niphuis-Nell & de Beer, 1997). With the arrival of children, the typical 'one-earning family', with the husband as major provider, or the 'one
and a half-earner model', with the husband as main provider, become the
dominant models. This is especially true for lower educated couples but
although in lesser extent for middle- and higher-educated pairs.
The unequal participation of the sexes in full-time and part-time employment may be a significant impediment to implementing labor division
inside the family and to usher in new forms of social pressure such as shifting power balances between men and women. Therefore, the question
arises to what degree external divisions of labor in the Netherlands have an
internal pendant as regards household and childrearing tasks. From Table
1.2 it becomes clear that in all stages of the family life cycle, the time
mothers spend on household and childrearing tasks sharply exceeds that of
fathers (Van der Lippe, 1997). As children become older, Dutch mothers
seem to spend more time at childrearing tasks but less on household
chores. Fathers, in contrast, spend less time on both household and childrearing tasks as children grow up.

This policy as regards to the (lack of) availability of public services making family
life compatible with women's demand for economic independence caused EspingAndersen (1999) to classify the Dutch welfare state as a conservative regime.
Nonetheless, the Netherlands cannot be totally subsumed under a conservative
heading as Dutch policy also emphasizes income maintenance (Esping-Andersen,
1999).
2
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Table 1.2
Hours per Week and Trend (1975-1995) in Spending Household and
Childrearing Tasks of (Married) Cohabitating Husbands and Wives
in the Netherlands, According to Age of the Youngest Child
Women

Men

1995

Trend

1995

Trend (a)

Youngest child 0-5 years
Household tasks
Childrearing

26.0
19.6

-++

8.6
8.4

++
++

Youngest child 6-14 years
Household tasks
Childrearing

28.3
6.7

---

9.9
2.6

++
no change

Youngest child > 14 years
Household tasks
Childrearing

30.4
2.7

no change

7.7
0.5

no change
no change

(a)

Source: Van der Lippe, 1997
(a) --/++ significant at 1%-level, +/- significant at 5%-level

The conclusions about the evolution in husbands and wives' participation
in family labor are somewhat more optimistic. By means of '+' or '-', Table
1.2 also indicates whether significantly more or less time is spent at that
specific task during the period 1975-1995. As can be seen, the past decades
have witnessed a decrease in women doing family tasks while men spend
more time at these tasks than twenty years ago. At least this is true for
fathers of which the youngest child is 5 years old maximum. When the
youngest child is at least 14 years old, no significant change shows up. For
women, largest 'positive' change took place with respect to childrearing
tasks when the youngest child is between 0 and 5 years old. Overall, these
findings support the idea that young fathers and mothers significantly
changed their behavior with respect to childcare, paving the way for propagating the phenomenon of the 'new father' in the next generations.
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1.1.2. Transitions in Partnership Interpreted
The aforementioned family changes were accompanied by other major
shifts in society such as secularization, birth control, expansion of the
welfare state and the emancipation of women (Beck, 1992; Espenshade,
1985; Van de Kaa, 1987). At a theoretical level, demographers have usually
defined the structural and cultural family changes since the '60s as the second
demographic transition (Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 1988; Lesthaeghe & Van de
Kaa, 1986).
According to several authors (Ariès, 1980; Lesthaeghe, 1993; 1999;
Shorter, 1975), clear distinctions can be identified between the demographic changes that took place prior to the 1950s and those brought about
by the baby boom generation since the 1960s. In contrast to the first demographic transition 3 during which the 'traditional' family model became dominant, the second transition was associated with a more individualistic partnership model, directed towards self-fulfillment and quality of partnership.
Compared to spouses in the first half of the 20th century, marital partners
increasingly sought getting more personal satisfaction out of a relationship
(Lesthaeghe, 1993). In this way, a considerable part of the second demographic transition does not relate to classical demographic orientation
points such as birth and death, but rather to changes in partnership and
family functions. Therefore, it can be identified as a qualitative rather than a
quantitative transformation (Matthijs, 2001).
It is definitely not a sinecure to establish causal lines in the transformations within the private sphere. One of the reasons is that family functions
and behavior reflect individual, dyadic as well as broader social tensions and
desires (Matthijs, 2001). As a result, explanations put forward in the literature to understand individuals' private behavior remain limited and can
merely offer general frameworks rather than claiming strong explanatory
power (Straver, van der Heiden, & van der Vliet, 1994). The explanatory
efforts revolve around economic or cultural aspects as forces of change.
Economic explanations contend that the labor division between
women and men provides the primary incentive to form stable unions
(Becker, 1981). The economic emancipation of women is therefore argued
The first demographic transition (period between 1880 and 1930) was characterized by a decrease in mortality as well as a decrease in marital fertility.
3
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to be the cause of the weakening of marriage, leading to a reduction of
women's economic gains in marriage and simultaneously to an increase in
opportunity costs. The time women once spent on household labor now
represents a high cost given the fact that they can exploit this time in the
labor market. According to this economic line of reasoning, the shift in
marital behavior is the outcome of micro-economical utility calculations
driven by changing sex roles, female labor market participation and the
increased cost of children. This economic reasoning, however, has been
criticized by some authors, among them Oppenheimer (1994; 2001). She
states that, although it is closely connected to long-held views of traditional
family functioning, this economic theory of marriage encounters, among
other difficulties, the problem that the assumed beneficial effect of sex-role
specialization, i.e. the traditional division of labor, is also related to individual and social costs. A traditional labor division may be disadvantageous
because a temporary or permanent loss of one 'specialist' may endanger the
well-being of the whole family.
Besides economically oriented explanations, the demographic changes
since the '60s cannot be separated from Inglehart's (1977) silent revolution.
Inglehart stresses a shift in dominant values as the force behind family
change. This shift from 'materialist' values towards 'post-materialism'
reflects a Maslowian evolution in which growing welfare and economical
security resulted in emphasizing self-expression and quality of life. As such,
concerns about 'having', are replaced by concerns about 'being'
(Lesthaeghe, 1987).
This dynamic is associated with the erosion of normative prescriptions
and the emergence of individual autonomy (Lesthaeghe, 1999). The latter,
however, does not point to egocentric behavior but to the fact that external
norms are no longer taken for granted. Everyone 'makes' his/her own life.
This manifestation of individual independence and the associated change in
values is illustrated by Dutch trend data (see Table 1.3), showing that nontraditional and egalitarian values gradually emerged and spread after World
War II. The new set of values of increased individual autonomy concerning
norms, values and life styles along with a waning influence of traditional
institutions was the breeding ground for the pluralization and informalization of living forms (Halman, 1991; Latten, 2004).

15

Marriage and Partnership in a Changing Social Landscape
However, instead of pinning down the recent family transitions to
either an economic or a cultural explanation, Lesthaeghe (1999) pleads for
not solely relying on one set of factors but instead considering both the
economic and cultural aspects in tandem to capture the current state of
intimate affairs.
Table 1.3
Value Changes in the Netherlands: 1965-1984 (% of Survey
Respondents Agreeing with Value Statements)
'65 –69

'70 -74

'75-'79

'80 -84

Sexual relations permitted if intention is to
marry

21

60

59

72

Husbands' unfaithfulness acceptable

20

46

49

/

Virginity not to be preserved before
marriage

29

62

/

/

Tolerance for homosexuality

56

69

84

/

Divorce inadmissible if children still home

48

13

9

6

Voluntary childlessness is acceptable

22

60

70

83

Source: Lesthaeghe, 1999

1.1.3. Much Ado About What?
Sociologists use 'big words' like de-standardization of family patterns or the
pluralization of family life to indicate the breakdown of traditionally prescribed foundations and the emancipation of the private sphere (Beck &
Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; Mills, 2000). The latter have caused marriage to
become one among others. Strong pillars, however, are not easily removed.
The current social 'playground' and in specific the vulnerable character of
marriage is a considerable cause for concern and fin de siècle anxiety. The
concern is mainly centered on the functional loss of the family as well as on
the pursuit of self-fulfillment at the expense of private commitment (Lewis,
2001; Popenoe, 1993).
The former is the result of a social process of functional differentiation,
which developed with the transition from a traditional to a (post)modern
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society. In this structural process, previous multifunctional institutions are
split up into unifunctional institutions (Felling, Peters & Scheepers, 2000).
In this way, a multitude of social systems developed side by side; each with
their own finality. The family system became a specialized agency with
demarcated sex roles, i.e. instrumental roles for men and expressive roles
for women. Also within one system such as the family, different subsystems
developed autonomously and hence the parental and the spousal system are
increasingly split up too. Matthijs (2000) typifies this emancipation within
the private sphere as expressive segmentation. It essentially concerns a similar
process as functional differentiation at the broad social level, which carves
its way at lower levels and even at the individual level. Actually, it is the
cultural pendant of functional differentiation: individuals within the new
unifunctional and specialized institutions increasingly function as independent subjects who are relatively free to decide on their own life project.
Through this differentiation process the family as a social system has
lost some of its previous functions. From its original functions, such as the
economical, socializing, religious, and affective/procreative function, only
the latter has remained as vigorous as in prior eras. Popenoe (1993) is one
of the strong adherents of the idea that this functional loss is detrimental 4 .
He raises great concern about the family as a weakening institution in
carrying out its traditional functions and claims that "Families have lost
power functions, social power and authority over their members. They have
grown smaller in size, less stable and shorter in life span. People have
become less willing to invest time, money and energy in the family, turning
instead to investments in themselves" (Popenoe, 1993, p. 528).
Apparently, the social worry does not only relate to the de-institutionalization and differentiation of family life, but also to the de-investment and
higher valorization of the individual. In line with the latter, a recurring
theme in this debate is the negative effect of women's employment and its
consequences for the partner, children and the organization of family life.
Other authors, however, accentuate the new opportunities and functional
gains that modern family life has to offer. According to Kellerhals (1998),
The conclusion that the family would have lost is production function is contested. According to Esping-Andersen (1999, p. 48) the family might no longer
represent the main unit of production, but it surely does provide non-monetarized
goods and services.

4
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for example, the importance of the contemporary family lies in its personal
identification dimension. Since many of the choices family members currently make are merely options instead of socially prescribed patterns, it has
become difficult to find coherence in the development of one's identity
(Giddens, 1991). Within the affective climate of the family, individuals can
create their unity and their self-identity (see also § 1.2.2).
Table 1.4
Reasons for Divorce Retrospectively Reported by Dutch Husbands
and Wives (%)
Men

Women

Communicational problems

59

64

Incompatible characters

57

56

Sexual problems

24

29

Incompatible plans for the future

27

34

Disagreement about having children

8

9

Financial problems

14

24

Addiction problems

5

20

Infidelity

37

35

Other reasons

29

34

Among which: Loss of interest in partner

5

5

Social differences

4

3

Physical or mental problems

6

3

Job situation

4

1

Started the relationship too young

1

2

Family/children

1

2

Abuse

/

7

Source: de Graaf, 2000

Families also fulfill the essential function of offering emotional care and
well-being to its members. The undeniable significance of this function,
however, is at the same time endangered as the family increasingly stands or
falls with the quality of the marital relationship. The cultural norm of
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romantic love and high qualitative relationships may inflate partners'
expectations to levels that are hardly feasible. Paradoxically, individuals may
attach greater value to the importance of a close relationship while its social
importance seems to decrease.
The qualitative character of intimate bonds also become manifest in
the prerequisites for a successful marriage as reported in values studies.
Factors such as 'mutual understanding and respect', 'marital fidelity' and
'understanding and tolerance' are considered the most important conditions
for successful partnership (Van den Troost, 2000). Also spouses' reported
reasons for divorce reveal the qualitative nature of partnership. As can be
derived from Table 1.4, more than half of the Dutch divorced men and
women indicated, 'incompatible characters' or communicational problems
as important reasons for their broken marriage. In summary, these findings
indicate that the survival of partnership increasingly hinges on the willingness to take the other partner's well-being into consideration.
According to Dumon (1974) and Scanzoni (1987) the functionality
and the mutual dependency between partners should become the central
point of social orientation instead of the institutional bounds or prescribed
behaviors. Because intimate life is no longer a standardized but rather a
makeable project, other models than the nuclear family can be conceived to
fulfill individual needs. Not the form but the content and nature of interactions should be the criterion of differentiation.
This also becomes clear in studies on family definition. Using a sample
of university students, Matthijs & Van den Troost (1998) demonstrate that
by subtle weighing up of elements such as the parent-child relationship,
living situation, sexual inclination or marital status, students distinguish
clearly between a more emotional concept of 'family' and a more de facto
or material perception of 'household'. Interpersonal configurations consisting of a parent-child relationship and of cohabitation are mostly considered as a family. Marital status, for example, appears to be less important in
this consideration. The reason why a plurality of configurations is considered to be a family should be sought in their common characteristic.
Apparently, they all function as person-supporting systems (Dumon, 1997).
Indeed, it appears that families, be it in different forms, continue to
fulfill several emotional, psychological, social and economical functions.
Intimate relationships even appear to be the key to individual happiness. In
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his study Conditions of Happiness, Veenhoven (1984) confirms that people
with a steady life partner are happier than people who live alone. In the US
and the Netherlands, the differences have even grown in the post-war decades. As to marriages in specific, recent analyses demonstrate that the
strong association between marriage and well-being is not primarily due to
social selection processes - i.e. individuals with particular characteristics are
more prone to marry - but rather to the protective effect of the relationship
on individuals (Gove et al., 2000; Kim & McKenry, 2002). According to
Gove et al. (2000) the strong association between marital relations and general happiness is caused by the intimate and expressive characteristics of a
relationship rather than by the instrumental ones.
This brings us back to the aforementioned qualitative nature of the
second demographic transition. Lesthaeghe (1999) identifies the quality of
dyadic relations as an important motivation underlying this transition. "Quality" can be defined as characteristics of an object that are valued by the user
(Lesthaeghe, 1993). Since it is an essential feature of a relationship that not
one but two users are involved, its quality evaluation depends on the fulfillment of both partners' desires. The belief that recent family changes are
motivated by relationship quality may be derived from the fact that the
early rise of divorce was borne by the baby boom generation, being socialized in the conviction that marriage is a lifelong commitment "for better or
for worse" (Lesthaeghe, 1999).
In conclusion, relationships in general and marriages in specific still
fulfill vital functions, contributing to individuals' general well-being. More
than ever, the expressive side of the marital picture came to the fore.
Therefore, the foundations of social worry regarding marital and family life
seem to be dictated by the loss of traditional institutions and habits, rather
than by the validity of claiming moral deterioration or decline. This argument will be further elaborated in the next section.
1.2. THEORETICAL ISSUES
As indicated above, the modernization of society is characterized by many
interdependent processes such as industrialization, specialization, urbanization and geographic mobility. These structural processes also have a cultural
pendant of secularization and growing individualization, mirroring a transi-
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tion from tradition- and religion-based values towards an emphasis on personal autonomy and individual preference (Halman & Ester, 1995). In this
respect, it is often mistakenly assumed that individualization equals egoism.
In contrast, though, individualization refers to the process in which traditional meaning-delivering systems diminish in importance. Hence, this concept needs to be distinguished from individualism as individual autonomy
in decision making. However, the loss of social prescriptions along with the
broad pattern of options that has become available for individuals in different areas of life has created both risks and opportunities for the marital
relationship. Theoretical thinking about these risks and opportunities will
be described below in function of the consequences for the intimate and
marital sphere. The discussion elucidates that alongside new living forms
and options, 'traditional' marriage is also in motion.
1.2.1. The Homo Optionis: Choice, Risk and Partnership
In the standard biography of the 50s, sexuality, reproduction, partnership and
marriage were inextricably bound up with each other (Giddens, 1992). Everyone traveled along the same roads of intimate life, guided by clear and
externally controlled expectations (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). This
standard biography has now been replaced by a choice biography (Wouters,
1985). Few aspects of individual action follow a socially preordained path.
Whether one marries or not and how one shapes his/her intimate relationships have largely become matters of choice. In this respect, partners'
mental horizons are broadened. This is not to say that individuals cannot
make decisions based on traditional norms and prescriptions. They can.
The difference is that this decision is no longer obvious and that a plethora
of options have become available: one can reproduce without sex or have
sex without reproduction or partnership (Giddens, 1992). All these agreements depend on the partners legitimating them. As a result, personal life
consists of an endless chain of decisions. The individual has actually
become an actor.
The source for acting also increasingly becomes the individual and not
a social collectivity. This idea is precisely the meaning of the concept individualization. Individualization does not refer to the content but to the
source of meaning (Beck, 1992; Laermans, 1993; Lewis, 2001). Therefore,
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in an individualized society, individuals must learn to conceive themselves
as the center of action, as the planning office of their own biography, relationships and so on (Beck, 1992, p. 135). Paradoxically, this freedom of
action and choice also creates new constraints; everyone is now obliged to
make and justify his or her choices. In this way, there is now a 'new' social
pressure for self-constraint (Beck, 1992; Lammertyn, 1998).
The image of the 'active actor' also applies to partners choosing a lifelong marital commitment. Marital partners are confronted with multiple
options and choices that direct them to one or another outcome at a particular point in time. Because one can walk along non-institutionalized and
therefore various roads, choices and decisions are potentially insecure and
uncertain. By analogy with Beck's (1992) Risk Society, the choice biography
is essentially a risk biography. This risk culture implies that individuals (are
forced to) reflexively organize and 'calculate' the pros and cons of their
(future) actions. For example, some individuals may decide not to marry
because of their awareness of high divorce rates or the experience of their
parents' divorce; whereas others can choose to enter the institution with the
idea that leaving it is much easier than half a century ago.
The choice to marry, however, enrolls individuals in a changed 'traditional' institution that is now part of a risk society. The inside character of
marriage is changed and its meaning is evolved because marriage no longer
establishes a couple (Mills, 2000). To marry has become an individual and
risky decision today. The reasons are well known. First of all, the stability of
marriage is not as externally controlled as five decades ago (Giddens &
Pierson, 1998). Society has created ways of leaving this institution. Even the
presence of children does no longer strongly cement the marital system.
Second, it seems that relationships in general and marital relationships in
particular need to prove their value hic et nunc. Duration depends on the
energy invested by the partners. In this way, breaking up a relationship is a
'forced' or 'obliged' choice. Those who do not succeed in developing a successful relationship are now held responsible for this outcome. What is
more, they have to justify their pursuit of a less successful arrangement,
since other choices and options are possible. This results in new social
mechanisms coming to the fore. Apparently, cohabitators now upgrade
their partnership at the expense of marriage. Since they engage in a 'non-
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institutionalized' partnership, they feel the need to choose more consciously
for their partner.
The social fact that relationships cannot be taken for granted implies
that they have to be continually made explicit and actively maintained from
within (van der Avort, 1987). This is what Giddens (1992) defines as the
pure relationship. This type of relationship is not socially anchored to kinship
networks or tradition, but reflexively organized by the couple itself. Key
sustaining dynamics are mutual intimacy, open communication and the appreciation of each other's unique qualities (Giddens, 1992; Jamieson, 1999).
In essence, the pure relationship is a democratic system because it is supposed to be a reciprocal and open relationship between equals who are
freed from the ballast of rigid expectations (Giddens, 1992).
However, the strong emphasis on individual's responsibility in Beck's
and Giddens's view, might obscure the social construction of risks that
continue to exist. Therefore, intimacy and relational satisfaction are still
social products. Beyond the uniqueness of each relationship, the evaluations and emotional states associated with private life have their roots in
social definitions and meanings. The social, economic and cultural contexts
in which partners act, outline the options that are recognized and the
choices that are made (Allan, 1993). Therefore, developing satisfactory
relationships involves knowledge of appropriate relationship models. This
is not to say that socially agreed scripts regarding relationships are overly
specified and deterministic, rather it points towards the social boundaries in
which partners can 'freely' act and make 'risky' decisions.
According to Comaille (1998) the persisting existence of social
boundaries results in a contradictory situation. Even though current private
constellation can be seen as liberation from traditional constraints, individuals have an unequal access to new private arrangements. Due to
unequal personal resources (social class, age or gender), individuals are differently exposed to risks. Risks are not democratic but inscribed in social
hierarchy and power relationships. We do not take decisions and choices in
a social vacuum but need to bear for example, working conditions or policy
decisions in mind, when making our own biographies. This points to the
close tie between private life and structural factors outside our reach.
Hence, we are faced with difficulties and risks that we can hardly deal with.
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Especially less advantaged groups in our society are proportionally more
affected by cumulative risks fostered by this new climate (Mills, 2000).
1.2.2. Emotionality, Identity, Stability and Vulnerability
As a consequence of increased individual freedom of choice and due to the
self-produced biography, it is sometimes asserted that the meaning of existence has been lost. People experience a loss of inner stability because
identities are less pre-given and many reference frames have become candidates in providing meaning and offering a personal anchoring place (Beck
& Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). Individuals should have lost their well-steering
vehicle to find their place in a complex and socially wider environment.
Things were different in pre-industrial societies, providing individuals
with a consistent view of life and a stable self-definition. Personal identity
was tied up to the roles and specific functions of individuals (Pattyn & Van
Liedekerke, 2001). In the transition to a more complex and mobile society,
however, individuals have become more self-reliant and independent. This
freeing of the individual implies that one has to develop his/her own personal identity. Thus not roles and functions of an individual but the human
behind them are central (Pattyn & Van Liedekerke, 2001). The social identity is replaced by a self-identity.
It appears that the private sphere represents an important area for
individuals to seek psychological stability and to develop their self-identity
(Giddens, 1992; Gove et al., 2000). Beck & Beck-Gernsheim (1995) identify
this historically new identity as person-related stability. This term refers to the
fact that our emotional and mental stability has become increasingly
dependent on the close support and love of others. To the degree that traditional anchor points are disappearing 'the other' increasingly represents a
reference point to give meaning to our lives.
Against this background, marriage plays a crucial part in what Berger
and Kellner (1964) already described in the 60s as nomos-building, referring
to the process through which individuals construct a meaningful and consistent reality. In this process each partner's definitions and interpretations
of reality must be continually correlated with the other partner's. Berger and
Kellner (1964, p. 64) state that "this process […] is ideal-typically one in
which reality is crystallized, narrowed and stabilized. Ambivalences are con-
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verted into certainties. Typifications of self and of others become settled."
To put it simply, through continuous and intense dialogue with the other,
men and women build up their own subworld with shared expectations,
beliefs, habits and experiences. Therefore, the development of close relationships increasingly relies upon the internalization of another persons'
view of the world. By lack of external standards and outside authorities,
partners' selves are increasingly defined and (re)created by internal standards This creation of an intimate nomos world facilitates the quest for
finding one's self.
The statement coined by Berger and Kellner (1964), has been
critisized, however, for ignoring the issue of power in intimate relationships
and for neglecting the tension between identity and stability (Askham, 1976;
Ferree, 1990). With respect to the former, it must be stressed that marital
business is not symmetrical but rather asymmetrical. Therefore, Berger and
Kellner have overemphasized the autonomy that men and women have in
creating their self-identity within marriage. Whereas the authors might be
correct in their understanding of marriage as an ongoing-process and open
dialogue, they ignore the fact that not everything needs to be discussed in a
relationship (Askham, 1976). Although the search for identity might require
open communication, the search for stability might require the reverse, i.e.
not every preference is articulated and some conversations are avoided.
Hence, the tension between identity and stability - i.e. between the creation
of a sense of self and the importance of continuation of the relationship substantially pervades the marital dialogue (Lewis, 2001).
It is precisely this tension that touches the fragility of current partnership. Societies with a strong hierarchical structure leave little room for this
kind of dialogue and for the freeing of individuals' emotional households.
Actually, love and emotions are a threat to social hierarchy (Borscheid,
1986; Shorter, 1975). That is the reason why economic considerations and
property concerns, which primarily regulated marriages in a more traditional society, provided more stability for marriage than love, which is
intrinsically unstable. Love is a risk.
The love between men and women is prone to failure. Therefore,
marriage became a risky business (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). This is
not to say that husbands and wives attach less importance to intimate relationships or that they are less committed (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).
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On the contrary, expectations are high; often so high that it surpasses the
capabilities of the other partner. Thus, it is not the lack of consideration of
the partners but rather the high standards set on living together that might
explain current vulnerability in the intimate sphere (Jacobs, 2000). Because
relationships are justified by their bilateral and emotional character, it is
legitimate that they are also broken up when the emotional basis becomes
weaker (Latten, 2004). "People marry for the sake of love and they get
divorced for the sake of love" (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p. 11).
1.3. GENDER ISSUES
In the previous sections it became clear that traditional cementing blocks
are eroding to the advantage of individual experimentation. Because
marriages are less externally controlled, they are increasingly established
from within. Therefore, the question arises how the main figures, i.e.
husbands and wives themselves, experience their intimate life and the
changes it underwent. If they have distinct perceptions of their marital relationship and use different criteria to evaluate it, then marital satisfaction is
not only a social product but also a gender-specific product.
1.3.1. Who Gets the Best Deal?
About thirty years ago, Bernard (1972) speculated that there are two
marriages, his and her marriage, with his marital experiences more positive
than hers. According to the author, the statistical basis for the argument
that marriage is more beneficial for men than for women is convincing.
Support might be found in the lower rates of mental illness of married men
(see also Gove et al., 2000) and the higher scores of depression and anxiety
reported by married women (see also Dempsey, 2002). Bernard (2002)
demonstrates that these differences are related to the marital status of husbands and wives and thus not are merely sex differences.
Besides these health problems, women also report more marital problems, more negative marital feelings and less positive companionship
(Bernard, 2002). This may be why women are less likely to remarry than
men (Walker, 1999). Moreover, research on divorce motives illustrates that
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women blame their partners more often for the breakdown of their marriage than vice versa (Matthijs, 1986).
Hence, there are indications that marriage is more advantageous for
men than for women. An interesting study in this respect is that of
Dempsey (2002). Husbands and wives were interviewed about their view
on who gets the best deal from marriage. About three-quarters of the
women and almost one out of two men reported that men got the best deal
whereas only a minority of the respondents asserted that women were
better off than men. Table 1.5 presents the different arguments formulated
by men and women in support of their opinion. From this list it becomes
clear that both husbands' and wives' arguments revolve around men's burden of being the main financial provider and women's burden of permanently delivering both emotional and household services.
Table 1.5
Arguments Formulated by Husbands and Wives on Who Gets the
Best Deal from Marriage
Men get the best deal

Women get the best deal

Women's explanations

Women's explanations

Women's double burden: paid and
unpaid work
Women are expected to be always
available
Men are looked after more than women
Men are free from emotional and
physical homework
Men have more freedom

Men serve as main economic provider
Women have opportunity to raise
children

Men's explanations

Men's explanations

Women's responsibilities at home never
stop
Mothering activity
Men have more autonomy

Women are more in need of support
Women are economically dependent on
men
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The contrast between the emotional labor of women and that of men (see §
1.3.2) also became clear in Rubin's (1983) study Intimate Strangers. In this
study, Rubin (1983) vividly illustrates how men's rational instead of emotional expressions takes its toll in intimate relationships. Women complain
that their partners give too little emotional support and hardly, if ever, talk
about their personal emotional experiences. The connotation of men and
women as intimate strangers is derived from the conclusion that the sexes
have incompatible goals in marriage with women seeking for an empathetic
partner more than men, and with men non-disclosing as a central part of
their masculine identity.
Women's emotional complaints are socially significant because emotional factors play an essential part in spousal marital quality and stability
with little or no constraints to stay in a less successful marriage. Therefore,
women have become important social actors as to marital instability. Actually, the exploding divorce phenomenon has largely been driven by women.
Women seem to initiate a divorce more often than men and they are also
more deliberate in their decision (Matthijs, 1986). Beck & Beck-Gernsheim
(1995, p. 62) put it this way, "If they were disappointed, women used to
give up their hopes; nowadays they cling to their hopes and abandon their
marriage".
1.3.2. The Gender Division of Emotion
The structural position of men and women seems to be at the heart of the
explanation why women are more dissatisfied with marriage than men.
About half a century ago, the position of men was strongly tied up to a specific role repertoire, which sociologists refer to as instrumental roles. Men
were expected to provide the means and instruments to develop and maintain the family. A side effect of this position was that men not only brought
in money but also derived their social status and that of their family from
this external position (Dumon, 1977).
This strongly contrasts with the expressive roles traditionally associated with the female position. Women were considered to be responsible
for caring, loving and parental tasks in the private sphere. The fact that
women were the main suppliers of affection and emotion is sometimes
referred to as the emotional division of labor (Duncombe & Marsden, 1993;
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1995). At present, however, the gender divisions in emotional and in
domestic labor continue to exist (Duncombe & Marsden, 1993; 1995).
Women still take the burden of household and childrearing to their account
(Glorieux & Vandeweyer, 2002; Van Praag & Niphuis-Nell, 1997); they still
supply more emotional care than they obtain and are the family member
par excellence to whom other members vent their feelings (Duncombe &
Marsden, 1993).
In reaction to this gender bias, there is a cry for 'new men' and 'new
fathers'. These new male humans are now socially allowed to carry out
formerly female tasks, domestic as well as expressive ones. It is striking,
however, that the scientific, and in Belgium and the Netherlands also public
discourse 5 , is mainly concerned with husbands' domestic labor and to a
lesser degree with their emotional labor in relationships. This might support
Duncombe and Marsden's (1995) assertion that the gendered emotional
labor is the last frontier of gender inequality.
Emotional asymmetry apparently accounts for the fact that in marital
and divorce literature, women's marital complaints concentrate primarily on
affective factors such as poor communication and lack of attention, while
instrumental factors such as disagreement about household labor is less
frequently mentioned (Amato & Rogers, 1997, Dempsey, 2002; Matthijs,
1986). The study of Duncombe and Marsden (1993) on longer-term relationships illustrates the argument of asymmetry and marital misunderstandings. In their interviews with 60 married or cohabitating couples, a
woman affirmed that, "It is not that you necessarily want them to do the
housework; it is that you want them to understand that you do it"
(Duncombe & Marsden, 1993, p. 227). The pervasiveness of emotional
asymmetry also becomes clear in the following citation of a male respondent "Sometimes it is easier to help more in domestic work and childcare
than it is to change the tone and character of our emotional and sexual
relationships" (Duncombe & Marsden, 1993, p. 232).
In Belgium a large public discourse on the 'new man' was held as a result of
Glorieux's study on the division of labor within the family. Popular magazines paid
a lot of attention to the research findings and Mieke Vogels, the former Flemish
Minister qualified for family affairs opened up a public forum on the internet as a
result of the study. In the Dutch campaign "Who does what?" emphasis is also
primarily put on household rather than on childrearing tasks.

5
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Historical family research explains the gender-specific division in emotional labor as the outcome of the interplay between biology and social
institutions. The emotional division of labor is socially channeled and its
roots date back to the 19th century. According to Matthijs (2003), the
accentuation of the affective and expressive functions of the family and the
dyadic power of women became possible through women's economical
exclusion in the 19th century. Women's marginalization in public life evoked
a counter reaction by developing a separate female identity in the domestic
sphere. Women developed a range of skills to recognize and meet the emotional needs of family members (Matthijs, 2003). They became the relational specialists. Over time, the persistence of the gender-specific
arrangement led to the social reproduction of two different emotional
cultures, one for men and another for women.
In this way, the historical explanation of emotional asymmetry goes
further than explanations merely focusing on socialization, such as
Chodorow's (1978) theory, which stresses the different separational experiences of men and women in earlier childhood. For the current discussion,
the historical explanation is important because it cautions us to conclude
that women's incorporation of emotional themes in their discourse occurs
because women are relational (Fisher, 2000). Since women were excluded
from the privileges of men, through which the latter confirm their identity
and status, they looked for their own identity and validation in close relationships. That may also explain why men assert that they show their love
in an instrumental way through shared physical activity and being a good
provider (Rubin, 1983). Ignoring the social steering of this discourse, risks
assessing men by feminine criteria, and hence overemphasizing emotion to
the expense of instrumentality (Cancian, 1989). Men just like women are
social products and changing men will imply changing broader social and
economic structures (Segal, 1990).
This situation might change to the extent that women gain more
equality through paid work and its consequences cannot be foreseen at the
moment. Some assert that we move towards an androgynous individual
adopting both feminine and masculine qualities (Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber,
1989). This would imply that it is socially accepted that men become more
feminine, as advocated in the 'new man' discourse, but also that women
become more masculine. It is striking to note, however, that the existent
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discourse on the 'new woman' is less strongly pronounced given the fact
that her role in the public sphere is socially increasingly approved.
Perhaps the break-through of the masculine/feminine transfer in
stereotypical qualities is made difficult because of the loss of power that
might be associated with it. The socially managed suppression of men
showing their emotional needs openly represents a source of male power.
Reversely, women can derive power from holding back their emotional services for men, indicating that not only economic sources but also emotional
sources function as power mechanisms (Lewis, 2001). The latter is especially apparent in divorce motives. Women seem to be prepared to leave a
marriage for emotional reasons. Therefore, the ability to fulfill the other
partner's emotional needs and desires might have become a significant
resource in current partnership.
The reason why women's ability to exert emotional power over their
men remains limited, is due to the social steering of both men's suppression
of their emotional needs and women's reserve to withhold emotional
services for men (Duncombe & Marsden, 1995). Both are at the core of the
stereotypical masculine and feminine identity. Precisely this stereotypical
identity does not seem to fit very well in a social environment emphasizing
emotional communication in partnership. The difficulties men might have
with this behavior may emerge as a significant source of private trouble,
underlying the statistics of rising divorce rates. In the near future, it seems
that sustaining partnerships will increasingly demand the emotional labor of
both partners. Or to voice Vansteenwegen (1988), "Love is a Verb".
1.3.3. The Gendered Impact of Children
Spousal marital experiences can also be illustrated by means of the role and
impact of children. Notwithstanding the social fact that motherhood is a
central feature of the traditional feminine identity, having children is no
longer obvious and subjected to personal legitimation (Knijn, 1997). Because of the increasing spectrum of options available in one's personal life,
motherhood has to compete with other roles such as women's labor market
participation. Women are now forced to make choices within both realms.
This choice is not evident, all the more because the meaning of having children underwent qualitative changes. In pre-industrial society, children con-
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tributed to the economical well-being of the family, whereas the exact opposite is the case in post-industrial society (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).
Children are no longer the raison d' être of marriage. Today, their rewarding
aspect rather needs to be sought in their psychological and emotional
(added) value (Knijn, 1997). This is reminiscent of the nature of current
partnership as well. For both parenthood and partnership, economical motives are decreasing or disappearing and are replaced by the emotional
needs of the parties involved. In this way, children may become a threat to
partnership unless they can make significant contributions to the emotional
well-being or self-actualization of husbands and wives (Mills, 2000).
Children may also serve as an important anchor point. Whereas other
close relationships have become increasingly arbitrary and revocable
bounds, the parent-child bond is non-interchangeable and permanent, not
including the risk of being abandoned (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).
Parenthood cannot fail in the same way as love relations can. At least it
would be considered deviant if it does. The different social and personal
meaning attached to parenthood and partnership also becomes clear in the
fact that marriage is increasingly chosen as a living form with the orientation on the child and not primarily on the partnership (Tyrell & Schulze,
1997).
This does not imply that children are beneficial for marital well-being.
In contrast, parents seem to report lower marital satisfaction than nonparents and the decrease in parents' marital satisfaction often coincide with
the transition to parenthood (Hooghiemstra, 1997; Twenge, Campbell &
Foster, 2003). This might be due, among other things, to the reorganization
of roles, the restriction of freedom clashing with one's personal development, or the expensiveness of having children. Besides, the high hopes
individuals set on raising children, makes childrearing a difficult and complex task. Not only the demands placed on our intimate partners and on
ourselves have risen, but so did the standards of raising children, turning
parenthood into a tough psychological job (Hooghiemstra, 1997). This saddles individuals up with the difficult task of how to combine the objectives
of 'wanting the best for my child', 'being a good partner' and 'living a life of
my own'.
Women in particular are confronted with this dilemma and its effects,
as they are still the main figures in rearing children. Moreover, in the Neth-
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erlands a strong belief in the importance of the 'always-available' mother
still exists (Knijn, 1997). Along with the fact that mothers are also important relational gatekeepers, marriage and motherhood have increasingly
become a balancing act for women. Indeed, the more energy poured in by
one family member, the less energy is left for the other (Beck & BeckGernsheim, 1995). Despite the fact that fathers hardly sacrifice labor time
for raising their children, they also increasingly attach importance to an
emotional-affective relationship with their children (Knijn, 1997). Society
even expects them to do this.
1.4. CONCLUSION
The above discussion of social forces driving the everyday marital reality of
couples unequivocally demonstrates the social relevance of our study
object. Particularly, two mutual reinforcing forces meet each other within
marriage. Marital partners do not only want to get more out of a relationship than fifty years ago, they are also embedded in a social climate simplifying the possibilities to leave a marriage not fulfilling their needs. The vanguard of these transformations in partnership was the baby boom generation, born between 1940 and 1955. They grew up with a relational scheme
built around the complementary public and private roles of men and
women. Sex role expectations were clearly delineated and individuals' identity was nourished by or even reduced to the roles one was expected to
play.
Due to broad structural and cultural transformations, described in this
first chapter, this clear-cut social reality has been undermined, broadening
the package of options available to husbands and wives in working out their
life trajectory. As a consequence, contemporary couples are now faced with
new marital realities barely known half a century ago and for which they
have no established models at their disposal. This may account for the
difficulty of developing marriages that satisfy the needs and desires of both
partners.
Four factors attract our attention in this discussion, representing a lead
of departure for the present research. First, the erosion of 'tradition'
resulted in changes with respect to gender practices and values. Because both
relate to an upgrading of women's social position, they may represent a
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potential source of marital problems. This chapter, however, also demonstrates that the economic position of Dutch women remains limited due to
prevailing part-time labor. Related to the erosion of tradition, is the weakening impact of individuals' sex role position in building a personal identity.
As husbands' and wives' identity is no longer exclusively based on the performance of expressive and instrumental roles, it can be supposed for the
same reason as with respect to gender role behavior and attitudes, that the
endorsement of a non-stereotypical identity may be a potential source of
marital stress.
A second striking element is the paramount role of communication. Since
marital relationships are increasingly maintained by the partners themselves,
marital communication lies at the heart of partnerships. Its significance also
becomes clear in couples' divorce motives and marital narratives. These
learn that communicational problems are an important stumbling block in
maintaining marital relationships. More specifically, marriages seem to be
taxed by a gender-specific communication style accounting for wives more
negative evaluations of their relationship.
Third, its significance notwithstanding, parenthood is no longer an
intrinsic need in marital relationships but rather an option among many
others. In this way, the presence of children may even be a threat to the
relationship because other options must be given up. Because women are
still held responsible for taking primary care of children, they may feel more
hindered in exploiting other opportunities offering themselves, than men.
These gender-specific parental experiences may put marital relationships
under pressure.
A fourth noteworthy factor characterizing the transformations in partnerships is the structural inequalities that continue to exist. Not everyone
acts on the basis of the same relational model. Individuals have even
'unequal' access to new relational schemata put forward by some authors.
Therefore, marital satisfaction may not only be a gender-specific but also a
class-specific phenomenon.
These four concerns ensuing from the social discussion introduced in
this first chapter steer the present study on marital satisfaction and its
underlying processes. In the following chapter, the theoretical and methodological background from this study is elaborated and the research questions are specified.
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The present research consists of six different studies examining the determinants and underlying processes of husbands and wives' satisfaction with
marriage. In the first section of this chapter a general theoretical framework
covering the complete set of studies is introduced. This framework, along
with the themes introduced in the previous chapter, leads to the specification of six major questions. These research questions are presented in the
second section. The third section gives an overview of the structure of the
different studies.
2.1. IMPETUS OF THE STUDY
Research on the factors that contribute to marital satisfaction is prolific and
dispersed among various disciplines. To organize this myriad of determinants, several authors have attempted to develop comprehensive classification schemes. These efforts proved to result in the distinction of three
groups of determinants: (a) individual factors, (b) social and economic
factors, and (c) dyadic factors (Holman, 2001; Lewis and Spanier, 1979).
Such classification runs parallel to the levels of analysis as distinguished in an ecological thinking on marriage (Bubolz & Sontag, 1993). In
his social ecology model of marriage, Huston (2000) considers three levels
of analysis: (a) the individuals characterized by their own physical, psychological and cultural attributes or resources, (b) the marital relationship as a
behavioral system embedded within a larger network of relationships and
(c) the social context in terms of macro-social forces but also in terms of
smaller ecological niches in which individuals and couples function (e.g.
neighborhood). The latter is already extensively dealt with in the first
chapter. The two other levels are addressed throughout the present
research. As can be seen in Figure 2.1 all three levels mutually influence
each other and operate in complex and interdependent ways.
As indicated above, the central aim of the present study is to examine
the degree to which these individual, contextual (i.e. approximate context)
and dyadic factors account for variation in spousal marital experiences.
Because this objective covers a broad research agenda, a particular set of
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factors or topics need to be selected. This selection is primarily made on
the ground that the topics must significantly concern the everyday life of
married couples and thus being consequential for spousal marital experiences. In the social definition of our research problem, as described in
Chapter 1, four themes were put forward as stumbling blocks in developing
intimate relations in general and a marital relationship in particular: (a)
spousal social position and cultural orientations, (b) communication, (c)
gender attitudes, identity and behavior, and (d) parental experiences. These
themes lay the foundation of our specific research questions, addressed
below.
Figure 2.1
A Three-Level Model for Viewing Marriage
Macro-environment
Partners' ecological niches (daily settings)
Macro-social context (nations, subcultures and neighborhoods)
See Chapter 1: Marriage and partnership in a changing social landscape

Individuals
Attitudes and beliefs
Psychological and physical properties
See Figure 2.3

Marital behavior in micro-context
Marital system
Social network
See Figure 2.3
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Beyond the integration of issues that are assumed to significantly affect
people's marital experiences, a secondary goal of this study is to make
methodological as well as theoretical contributions to current marital scholarship. The proceeding of this aim involves two steps. First, the separate
narratives as regards the above selected topics must be subsumed under a
new overarching theory that should enable us to develop new hypotheses
about the interrelationships between the distinct groups of determinants. A
theory that is qualified for meeting this requirement is the VulnerabilityStress-Adaptation model of marriage, hereafter referred to as the VSAmodel. Second, gaining insight into husbands' and wives' marital satisfaction involves, among other things, a methodological approach that can
model the dyadic dependency of husbands and wives. In the remainder of
this section both issues are addressed.
2.1.1. The Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation Model of Marriage
The VSA-model of marriage is a theoretical framework that became prominent in recent thinking on marital relationships. To develop this model, the
authors reviewed 115 longitudinal studies of marriage in combination with
four major theoretical perspectives used to explain marital quality and
stability: (a) social exchange theory, (b) behavioral theory, (c) crisis theory,
and (d) attachment theory.
These four theories were evaluated in terms of three distinct criteria.
First, it is questioned to what degree the theory encompasses a full set of
predictors for marital outcomes and whether it provides links between
different levels of analysis. Second, the theories are evaluated on their
capacity to specify mechanisms of change within marriage. By stressing this
feature, the authors attach great importance to explain how marriages
accomplish different outcomes, rather than limiting oneself to predict why
they succeed or fail. Third, it is required that the theory accounts for variability in marital outcomes, between couples as well as within couples over
time.
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Table 2.1
Evaluation of Theoretical Perspectives on Marriage
Social exchange
theory
Link
Barriers such as
micro-macro? social norms
may be macro
whereas attractions such as
interaction may
be micro.

Behavioral
theory
Main focus is
on interaction
between
spouses.

Attachment
theory
Focus is on the
link between
childhood and
adult relationships.

Mechanism
for change?

Not clear how
couples may
change over
time

Each interaction
affects global
marital evaluations, which in
turn affect subsequent interactions.

Not clear how
couples may
change over
time

Within and
between couple variation?

No within
variation but
addresses how
some couples
may be unhappy but stable and others
happy but unstable.

Within-variation No within- and
in one direction between- variabut no between- tion
variation

Criterion

Crisis theory
Links external
life events to
adaptation
within marriage.

Resources and
adaptation
may change in
response to
life events.

Partners with
inadequate
coping resources will
dissolve when
crises occur
but may endure until
then.

Source: Karney & Bradbury, 1995

Table 2.1 summarizes the results of their critical analysis, showing that no
theoretical perspective satisfies all criteria. A more in-depth discussion of
the similarities and differences between the distinguished theories is
addressed in Karney and Bradbury (1995). Based on this theoretical analysis, the authors integrated the distinct strengths of the theoretical perspectives along with the results of their meta-analysis into a new framework, the
VSA-model (see Figure 2.2). The model claims that "couples with effective
adaptive processes who encounter relatively few stressful events and have
few enduring vulnerabilities will experience a satisfying and stable marriage,
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whereas couples with ineffective adaptive processes who must cope with
many stressful events and have many enduring vulnerabilities will experience declining marital quality, separation or divorce" (Karney & Bradbury,
1995, p. 25). In the following the different relationships, as visualized in
Figure 2.2, will be explained in greater detail to show the integrative nature
of this framework
The authors define a reciprocal relationship between the ongoing
processes of adaptation within marriage and the marital satisfaction experienced by the spouses. The concept of adaptation or adaptive processes is
defined as the ways individuals and couples contend with differences of
opinion, with individual and marital difficulties and transitions (Bradbury,
1995). It refers to how spouses regulate and manage (non) marital events
(Bradbury, Cohan & Karney, 1998). Thus, adaptation primarily concerns
the positive and negative marital interaction styles but may also point, for
example, towards the capacity to provide social support. So far, however,
marital researchers paid an almost exclusive attention to the effect of interaction on marital satisfaction, leaving open the possibility that the strength
of the effect from satisfaction on interaction might be stronger than the
opposite effect.
The degree to which spouses adapt depends on the stressful life events
they encounter. Stressful life events refer to the developmental transitions,
situations, incidents, and chronic or acute circumstances that impinge on a
couple's relationship and create tension or stress (Bradbury, 1995). Among
others, examples are health problems, unemployment and concerns over
raising children. The attention paid to this component highlights how
circumstances external to the couple affect the longitudinal course of
marriage by means of spouses' adaptive processes. In line with crisis theory,
it is also presumed that adaptive processes may determine the stressful
experiences spouses encounter. Indeed, unsuccessful recovery may provide
a context for stressful events to continue or even exacerbate.
Partners' adaptive capacity is not only related to the stressful events
they encounter but also to the enduring vulnerabilities that each spouse
brings into marriage. Bradbury (1995, p. 461) defines vulnerabilities as
"stable demographic, historical, personality and experiential factors that
individuals bring to marriage", such as educational attainments and experiences in the family of origin. These characteristics are expected to be rela-
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tively stable and to 'set the stage' for marriage. In this way, they may
contribute to stressful experiences encountered by the spouses and to their
adaptive processes (Bradbury, Cohan & Karney, 1998). For example, some
personality characteristics are associated with the arousal of stressful situations but may also cause individuals to experience events as more stressful
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Finally, an effect of marital quality on marital
stability is presupposed. Declining marital quality should result in higher
marital instability 6 .
Figure 2.2
The Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation Model of Marriage
Enduring
vulnerabilities
Adaptive
Processes

Marital
Quality

Marital
Stability

Stressful
Events

Because of the close integration of theory and empirical research, the model
is amenable to empirical application. The VSA-model provides a framework
to pose specific questions as regards marital satisfaction and to develop a
more in-depth understanding of the processes underlying marital experiences. Hence, the model endows us with a conceptual toolkit to translate
the selected topics in well-delineated research problems.

Note, that despite this well-replicated finding, the effect is not strong (Karney &
Bradbury, 1995). This might be due to social exchange assumptions, predicting that
the path from quality to stability is likely to be influenced by the barriers to leave
the relationship and by attractive alternatives outside the relationship. Hence,
spousal alternatives must outweigh the barriers to stay in the relationship before
one decides to leave an unhappy marriage.
6
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2.1.2. From a Conceptual to a Methodological Toolkit
Before arriving at the specification of our research questions, it is necessary
to take note of the methodological implications of the VSA-model as well as
the sidetracks it leaves open.
First, the added value of the VSA-model must be sought in its dynamic
character. Attention is shifting away from predicting marital satisfaction to
explain the processes through which marriages arrive at different outcomes.
By identifying adaptive processes as a key mechanism through which external events and individual characteristics impinge on the marital system, the
model includes the opportunity to examine processes underlying marital
satisfaction. However, it leaves open the possibility to examine whether
different processes underlie the marital experiences of husbands and wives
in different social contexts (see Figure 2.1). Beyond the consideration of
communication as a mediating mechanism, the present study also endeavors to grasp the dynamic character of marriage by considering moderating
social contexts.
Second, the VSA-model is conceived as an abstract model that is adaptable to the specific research context in which it is used. In the present study
explicit attention will be paid to the applicability of the model as regards
husbands and wives' marital experiences. The reason for this emphasis
relates to the shortcomings that characterize current scholarship in this
respect. For the most part, research looses sight of an in-depth consideration of gender in marriage. The latter can be thought on two distinct levels.
For one, a specific variable may affect men and women's marital satisfaction differently and for another, men's variables may affect the marriage in
a different way than are women's. However, because in the majority of
research designs data were only gathered by one of the partners, studies fail
to address these specific gender questions.
Moreover, to capture the complex and dynamic nature of partnerships,
the evaluation of one spouse's marital experiences, should be controlled for
the characteristics of the other partner. Indeed, a defining feature of relationship research is that measurements of one partner not solely refer to
the individual him/herself but also to an interpersonal system. Hence,
pooling men and women's information may mask interesting interpersonal
aspects of marriage. Therefore, this study attempts to capture the sheer
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nature of marriage by including both partners' characteristics in the models
to be tested and by evaluating the different marital experiences of husbands
and wives.
2.2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Our central research objective is directed towards examining the degree to
which contextual, individual and dyad characteristics influence spousal
marital satisfaction. This objective is translated into six research questions.
In the subsequent chapters of Part II, each research question is discussed
in-depth and situated within the marital research field. The following section introduces the six major questions and their sub-questions.
Research question 1: How to measure marital satisfaction and communication in a valid
and reliable way?
1a. Does the Dutch Marital Satisfaction and Communication Questionnaire, measuring
marital satisfaction, open communication and destructive communication, represent a
three factor structure?
1b. Can this factor pattern be replicated in an independent sample?
1c. Is this factor pattern stable across time?
Our first research question is addressed in Chapter 4 and is directed
towards the measurement of our central object of interest. In response to
both the controversial debate on the measurement of marital quality and
the lack of attention paid to the measurement invariance of instruments, we
examine the validity and stability of a Dutch instrument measuring (a)
marital satisfaction, (b) negative communication and (c) open communication. This self-report instrument consisted initially of 24 items that were
derived from the Marital Satisfaction and Stability Inventory and the Communication Inventory developed by Kerkstra (1985). The advantage of this
instrument is that it covers the most frequently used indicators of marital
quality, i.e. marital satisfaction and marital communication.
Using exploratory factor analysis, the factorial structure of the items is
examined in a sample of Dutch husbands and wives. The reproducibility of
the factor structure is explored in another independent sample by means of
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confirmatory factor analysis. To demonstrate the measurement invariance
of the scales, the factor structure is examined in the first sample of couples
participating in the same research project five years later. Both the internal
consistency of the identified scales as well as their construct validity is
demonstrated.
Research question 2: What is the long-term association between communication and
marital satisfaction?
2a. To what degree is communication a predictor or an outcome of marital satisfaction?
2b. Is the direction of the relation between satisfaction and communication the same for
both sexes?
Chapter 5 deals with the second research question, which relates to the
importance of communication in shaping current partnership. The importance and difficulties of communication are inherently associated with new
images of intimate relationships in terms of individual needs and egalitarianism. The significance of communication for marital well-being has been
well established both at the theoretical and the empirical level. However, in
the VSA-model of Karney and Bradbury (1995), a reciprocal relationship
between marital satisfaction and communication is assumed. Thus far, the
opposite relationship, i.e. the degree to which marital satisfaction affects
communication has received less attention and therefore the reciprocity
between marital satisfaction and communication remains elusive.
Moreover, the question arises to what extent this relationship might be
sex-specific. Because marriage and marital communication are shaped by
two individuals, each with a particular social position, the direction of the
relation between marital satisfaction and communication may be different
for husbands and wives. These questions will be examined with the help of
cross-lagged panel analysis.
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Research question 3: How and to what degree do economic and cultural indicators relate
to marital satisfaction?
3a. To what degree do spousal economic resources affect marital satisfaction?
3b. To what degree does spousal cultural orientation affect marital satisfaction, controlling for economic indicators?
3c. Do spouses' cultural orientations moderate the effect of women's employment on
marital satisfaction?
3d. Do changes in economic and cultural variables relate to changes in marital satisfaction?
The third research question relates to the economic and cultural factors
involved in marital experiences. At the macro-level, both economic and
cultural factors are used to understand contemporary partnership (see
Chapter 1). The question now arises to what degree these factors are also
important in understanding husbands and wives' marital satisfaction at the
micro level. Therefore, both economic and cultural dimensions are included
to predict current as well as subsequent marital satisfaction and to examine
the degree to which cultural variables significantly add to a model already
including economic characteristics.
Besides their relative importance, we are also interested in the interaction of economic and cultural variables. In the economic debate on marital
quality and stability, cultural variables are often neglected, therefore it
remains unclear to what extent the effect of women's labor market participation is moderated by the attitudes held by the spouses. These questions
are addressed in Chapter 6. Hierarchical regression analysis is used to
examine question 3a, 3b and 3c. The last question is studied using multiple
regression analysis.
Research question 4: How do stereotypical feminine and masculine qualities relate to
marital satisfaction?
4a. To what degree is one's gender role identity associated with marital satisfaction and
do these associations differ for husbands and wives?
4b. To what degree does gender role identity affect marital satisfaction in relation to
different social contexts?

44

Towards a Research Design for Marital Satisfaction
Gender roles and gender role identities have become uncertain in our
rapidly changing culture (see Chapter 1). Gender role identity is part of
one's personality and refers to the extent to which one incorporates
stereotypical feminine and/or masculine qualities into his or her self-concept. In this part of the study we are interested in the consequences of one's
gender role identity for spousal satisfaction.
As a result of the increased emotionalisation of partnership it might be
expected that feminine expressive qualities contribute more positively to
marital satisfaction than masculine qualities. The question arises, however,
whether this assumed association is equally strong for both sexes. Moreover, it remains unclear to what extent gender role identity, which is social
in nature, yields different outcomes for husbands and wives in different
social contexts. These contexts are indicated by marital stage, family
income, spousal educational level and whether wives are employed or not.
The results of the regression analyses are described in Chapter 7.
Research question 5: Are different gender characteristics consistently related to different
marital outcomes?
5a. Are distinct gender-related characteristics consistently related to marital satisfaction
and marital communication, and do these associations differ between husbands and
wives?
5b. Do associations between gender and marriage differ for husbands and wives in higher
or lower income groups?
In the previous research question, gender role identity was conceptualized
as a self-definition, i.e. the incorporation of stereotypical feminine and/or
masculine qualities into one's self-concept. Some argue that this is a too
limited definition of someone's gender. Attitudes towards sex roles or role
behavior such as performing household labor can also be considered as
indications of one's gendered position in the social structure.
Moreover, the fourth research question limited marital outcomes to
marital satisfaction whereas marital communication is a significant indicator
as well. The latter is interesting because identity theorists presume that a
feminine identity is associated with more positive communication behavior
whereas a masculine identity implies dominant and negative behavior. In
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this study theoretical identity assumptions are extended to other gender
characteristics than feminine and masculine qualities and to other marital
outcomes than marital communication.
Because previous work only paid limited or no attention to the possibility that the complex relations between gender and marriage differ
according to spouses' social position, it is additionally questioned if and
how gender differently operates in different income groups. The elaboration and results of these research questions are discussed in Chapter 8.
Research question 6: If and how does parenting spill over to marital relationships?
6a. To what degree can negative communication be considered a spillover mechanism
between parenting and marital satisfaction?
6b. To what degree do parents' resources and role demands affect their experiences of
parenting?
6c. To what degree do parents' resources and role demands affect their experiences of
marriage?
6d. To what degree can parenting be seen as a predictor or an outcome of marital satisfaction?
Drawing upon the VSA-model of Karney & Bradbury (1995) we finally
examine the effects of parenting on spouses' marital experiences. As indicated in the first chapter, parents need to combine parenthood with other
important objectives in life such as partnership and personal fulfillment. In
Chapter 9 we examine the impact of parenting experiences on spouses'
satisfaction with marriage. This relationship is addressed cross-sectionally as
well as longitudinally. In the short-term analysis (cross-sectional) the aim is
to predict marital satisfaction by husbands and wives' parenting experiences. More specifically, it is questioned to what degree negative communication functions as a spillover mechanism between parental experiences and
spousal marital satisfaction. Three indicators of parenting will be considered: (1) parental satisfaction, (2) parental stress and (3) parental role
restriction. By discerning three domains of parenting, it can be identified
which aspects are an important source of marital (dis)satisfaction.
Because the experience of parenting as well as one's marriage may
depend on available resources, we also assess which resources alleviate or
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aggravate husbands' and wives' parenting and marital experiences. The
inclusion of mothers and fathers in the same analysis, allows for the
assessment of the relative influence and sex-specificity of the distinct paths.
In addition to the short-term interrelationship between parenting and
marital satisfaction, the long-term associations will also be considered.
Including the distinct parental aspects in different cross-lagged models, this
study examines whether parenting can be seen as a predictor or an outcome
of marital satisfaction and whether this association is different for fathers
and mothers.
2.3. STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY
In the following, the exploration of the aforementioned topics is presented
in individual chapters. The general outline of these chapters is visualized in
Figure 2.3. Chapter 1 is also depicted in this Figure because it functions as a
broad preamble to our study of marital satisfaction. It dealt with the
(changing) social context in which husbands and wives develop their
current relationships and in which spousal marital satisfaction crystallizes.
Packed with this social baggage, we turn in Chapter 4 to the measurement of our central study object. Using exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis, the factorial structure of marital satisfaction, open and negative
communication is evaluated. Demonstrating the uniqueness of these concepts is a prerequisite for discussing the long-term relationship between
marital communication and spousal marital satisfaction in Chapter 5.
As can be seen in Figure 2.3, the fourth chapter makes use of dyadic
analysis. This term is used in the present study to specifically refer to analyses testing significant differences between husbands and wives belonging to
the same dyad. Dyadic analysis needs to be distinguished from an analysis
with partner effects. The latter is used to refer to analyses in which it is evaluated whether the characteristics of one partner affect the marital experiences of the other partner. This was for example the case in Chapter 6. This
chapter examines whether spousal economic and cultural characteristics
impact spousal marital satisfaction as well as the changes in satisfaction
between 1990 and 1995. Specific attention is paid to the question whether
cultural attitudes mitigate the effect of wives' employment on both
husbands' and wives' marital satisfaction.
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Figure 2.3
General Outline of This Study According to Topic and Method
CHAPTER 1
Marriage and partnership in a changing social landscape

CHAPTER 2 AND 3
Research design and method

CHAPTER 4
How to define and measure our central study object?
Method: exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

Associations between marital
satisfaction and communication

Associations between marital
satisfaction and spousal economic
resources and cultural orientations

Method: longitudinal and dyadic
analysis

Method: cross-sectional/longitudinal
analysis, interaction and partner
effects

CHAPTER 7 AND 8

CHAPTER 9

Associations between
marital satisfaction and gender role
identity, attitudes and behavior

Associations between marital
satisfaction and parental experiences

Method: interaction and partner
effects, dyadic analysis

Method: cross-sectional/longitudinal
analysis, partner effects, dyadic
analysis

CHAPTER 10
Marital satisfaction reconsidered
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Chapter 7 and 8 cover the exploration of gender in relation to spousal
marital experiences. The seventh chapter explores the significance of
husbands and wives' self-definitions in terms of instrumental and expressive traits. More specifically, it is attempted to investigate how and to what
extent this influence varies according to marital duration and social class.
Because instrumental and expressive qualities are only a limited indication
for understanding how gender operates in marriage, the analysis is extended
in Chapter 8 with gender role attitudes and role behavior in terms of
household and childrearing tasks. Both marital satisfaction and marital
communication are considered as outcomes in this analysis. Couple's
income position is used as an indicator for distinguishing between higher
and lower social layers in order to examine whether these gender-related
characteristics play a different part in different social strata when considering distinct marital outcomes. Chapter 7 and 8 both assess differences
between husbands and wives as regards gender and marital outcomes, and
include the characteristics of the partner in examining the other partner's
marital outcomes.
In Chapter 9 the short-term and long-term spillover of parenting
experiences on marital experiences is addressed. It is examined to what
degree marital communication can be considered as a mediating mechanism
by means of which the parental system affects the spousal system. Moreover, structural sources that may help couples to deal more effectively with
the stress and strain associated with rearing (young) adolescents are considered. Because of the reciprocal nature of both the parental and the marital
system, longitudinal analyses are additionally used to investigate whether
three indicators of parenting, (a) parental satisfaction, (b) parental stress and
(c) parental role restriction are antecedents or rather consequences of
marital satisfaction.
To conclude, Chapter 10 summarizes the key findings of the present
study and critically assesses the theoretical approaches and methods that
were used. By bringing the different research findings together, our findings
are interpreted in light of the discussion presented in Chapter 1.
Before presenting the results of the subsequent chapters, Chapter 3
firstly deals with the method of the present study. It discusses the longitudinal data that were used, the procedure of data gathering that was followed
as well as the internal and external validation of the sample.
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The six major research questions described in Chapter 1 are addressed
using secondary data. The option of using secondary data is inextricably
linked with the financial advantages it offers. However, disadvantages of
data gathered by other research teams such as operationalisation of
concepts or the specific sample composition must also be taken into
account. Therefore, the decision to make use of secondary data for the
present study was the result of careful consideration of the drawbacks and
the advantages offered by the available data. In the first and second section
of this chapter the longitudinal dataset and the procedure of data gathering
are described. Because only married couples are eligible for our research
purpose, the third section discusses the selection of this sub-sample. Since
non-response is a pervasive problem in longitudinal datasets, the fourth
section evaluates the external and internal validation of the sample. However, besides non-response of respondents, item non-response might also
pose difficulties. The fourth section therefore additionally addresses the
procedure that was used to save cases with missing values.
3.1. DUTCH PANEL DATA
The present study makes use of cross-sectional and longitudinal data from
the research project "Child-rearing and family in the Netherlands". This
national survey was undertaken to examine Dutch familial and marital life
(Gerris et al, 1992; 1993). The focus is upon subjective characteristics of
primary relationships as actualized in parent-child and husband-wife interactions. Properties of the broader social environment are measured both in
more objective as well as subjective terms. The central aim is to relate characteristics of the environment to the internal functioning of the family.
To select the families, a multi-stage sampling method was followed. In
a first stage, a sample was taken of all Dutch municipalities distinguished by
regional zone and degree of urbanization. Four regional zones were distinguished: (1) the North, comprising the provinces of Groningen, Friesland
and Drenthe; (2) the East comprising the provinces of Overijssel, Flevo51
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land and Gelderland; (3) the South comprising the provinces of Zeeland,
Noord-Brabant and Limburg and (4) the West, comprising the provinces of
Utrecht, Zuid-Holland and Noord-Holland.
To measure the degree of urbanization, the classification of the
Centraal Bureau van de Statistiek was employed (Gerris et al, 1992). Category "A" refers to rural municipalities with 20-50% of the economically
active population employed in the agrarian sector. Category "B" represents
the urbanized rural municipalities with a maximum of 20.000 inhabitants, in
which more than half of its active population works in the manufacturing
industry. Also included in this category are the resident municipalities of
commuters where 30% of the economically active population is commuter
and where 60% of the resident male population (of at least 14 years old) has
been born elsewhere. Categories "C1" to "C4" include country towns, small
or medium sized, with a population of 20.000 up to 100.000 inhabitants in
the urban center, containing urban institutions and services. The final category "C5" comprises large towns with over 100.000 inhabitants in the
urban center. For a more extended description of this classification see
Gerris et al. (1992).
The number of inhabitants in the specific combination of regional
zone and degree of urbanization was divided by the sample fraction, indicating the number of families to select. The sample fraction equals the
population divided by one thousand; for the Netherlands this is 14.804. For
practical reasons it was decided to approach a minimum of 10 families in
each selected city.
Families were selected on the basis of their target child. Therefore, in a
second stage, a random sample of children was taken from the municipal
registers in the selected municipalities. The target children were selected in
such a way that in each city as many boys as girls and as many children aged
9 to 12 as aged 13 to 16 were selected. The parents were automatically
selected via the target child. In most cases, the parents are the biological
father and mother of the target child, but also stepparents and one-parent
families were recruited. Twice as many families than ultimately intended
were chosen. If the address of the child and the parents was not the same,
for example because the child lived in an institution, the family was replaced by the next one on the list. The same principle was used when a family
refused to participate. In total, 1829 families were selected for an interview.
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Initially the interview time was calculated to be one and a half hour
but finally turned out to be two hours and fifteen minutes. That might be
the reason why more families than expected refused to participate in the
study or failed to finish the interview. This increased the cost of the fieldwork, and therefore it was decided to eliminate part of the interview and
decrease the number of families to be included. In the end, 788 families
participated in the project, which is a response rate of 43 % (1.829/788).
This ratio is comparable to the response rate in other panel studies such as
the Panel Study of Belgian Households (PSBH) but indicates the difficulty
of attracting families to participate in a longitudinal research project.
Families who refused to participate were asked for their reasons. The
reasons are presented in Table 3.1. As can be seen, the majority of the nonparticipants reported not to be interested or having no time.
Table 3.1
Reasons Why Families Refused to Participate In the Research
Project in 1990 and 1995
Reasons to refuse
Family was not interested or no time
Family was approached three times without
success
Address is unknown or not correct
Respondent was died, ill or on holiday
The child was too young or too old for being
eligible
Linguistic problem
Invasion of privacy
Couple was divorced or problems in the family
Prior research was too long ago
Otherwise
Total

Number of
families
in 1990

Number of
families
in 1995

761
79

72
10

43
32
22

6
7
0

76
0
0

1
7
8

0
28

9
23

1.041

143

Source: Gerris et al., 1992; 1998
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However, despite the reduction in the number of families, the sample was
representative regarding regional zone and degree of urbanization. In the
upper line of Table 3.2, the number (left column) and percentages (right
column) of families that had to participate to guarantee a representative
sample are presented. The bottom line shows the number and percentages
of families that actually participated.
Table 3.2
Number and Percentage of Families that Should Have Participated
and that Actually Participated in the Research Project
North
A

B

C1-C4

C5

Total

East

South

West

Total

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

25

3.2

21

2.7

17

2.1

27

3.4

90

11.4

33

4.1

26

3.3

11

1.4

17

2.2

87

11.0

24

3.0

65

8.2

91

11.5

119

15.1

298

37.8

15

1.9

64

8.1

101

12.8

132

16.8

312

39.6

27

3.4

44

5.6

55

7.0

86

10.9

212

26.9

33

4.2

29

3.7

49

6.2

96

12.2

207

26.3

9

1.2

30

3.8

32

4.0

118

15.0

188

23.9

11

1.4

36

4.6

30

3.8

105

13.3

182

23.1

84

10.7

160

20.3

194

24.6

350

44.4

788

100

92

11.6

155

19.7

191

24.2

350

44.5

788

100

Source: Gerris et al., 1992

Of the 656 families who agreed in 1990 to participate in the second wave,
627 could be traced five years later. The other families had moved or were
untraceable. 484 of the contacted families agreed to participate again (1356
of the 1881 contacted family members). This adds up to a response rate of
77% at the household level (Gerris et al., 1998). The reasons for refusal are
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presented in Table 3.1. As in the first wave, the most frequently reported
argument is "no time" or "not interested".
This sample still proved to be representative for regional zone but not
for degree of urbanization. It appeared that primarily participants from the
bigger cities refused to participate for the second time in the research
project.
3.2. PROCEDURE
The interviewers responsible for the collection of the data were selected on
the basis of their experience with administering surveys. Instruction meetings were organized to extensively inform the interviewers about the
project in general and specifically about the interview and the questionnaires. The fieldwork started in August 1990 and lasted until January 1991.
The selected families received a letter in which the purpose of the study was
explained (Gerris et al., 1992). Within three days after receiving this letter,
the interviewer contacted the families and made an appointment with both
parents and the target child.
Various kinds of data were gathered during the interview. Demographic information on the parents as well as on the family as a whole was
asked to both parents together by means of structured interviews. Background information such as spousal age, age of the target child, marital
duration, educational level, employment status and whether or not one's
parents had been divorced were included in the demographic questionnaire.
Other variables regarding attitudes, family characteristics and personal
properties were measured with questionnaires consisting of 7-point Likert
scale items. Most of the scales range from "not at all applicable" to
"completely applicable".
Both husband and wife had to fill in separately a questionnaire about
parenting including among others, parental satisfaction, parental stress and
feelings of restriction imposed by the parental role. They also filled in a
questionnaire about characteristics of the marital relationship. Items measuring marital satisfaction, negative communication as well as open communication were included.
Socio-cultural orientations on diverse aspects such as gender roles,
autonomy and work orientations, were measured by means of 5-point
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Likert scales ranging from 1 = "very important" to 5 = "unimportant" or 1
= "totally agree" to 5 = "totally disagree". The questionnaires on cultural
orientation were left with the family. The interviewer explained how to fill
out these questionnaires and requested that the family members completed
them separately. After sending these questionnaires back frank, the target
child received a reward of 25 Dutch Guilders.
In the second wave of the research project, some additional measures
were included. Of interest for the purpose of this study is the Personal
Attributes Questionnaire measuring femininity and masculinity as well as a
questionnaire on task allocation in the household.
Each of the aforementioned instruments and measures will be
described in depth in the subsequent studies addressed in the following
chapters.
3.3. SELECTION AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MARRIED SUBSAMPLE
In order to examine married couples, a sub-sample from the Dutch dataset
had to be selected. Because the original dataset also includes cohabitating
and one-parent households, we removed these observations from the
sample. The resulting sample of married couples, however, still included
first and higher order marriages. Although their relational satisfaction may
not be that different, previous studies have found that the marital processes
and characteristics in first and higher order marriages may differ (Booth &
Edwards, 1992). Therefore, only first marriages were selected. Because no
question was directed to the issue of first and higher order marriages, we
reconstructed the first married couples by using indicators about the
number of times the child experienced divorce or death of (one of) the
parents.
In the next step, ethnic mixed marriages were removed from the
sample. 7 Hondius (2003) has shown that couples consisting of partners
with a different ethnic background develop specific strategies to cope with
their interpersonal differences and with the reactions from their environBecause 96% of the fathers and 95% of the mothers reported to be born in the
Netherlands, this selection criterion did not result in a strong reduction of the
sample size.

7
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ment (Hondius, 2003). Moreover, Dutch statistics demonstrate that
marriages between autochthonous and allochthonous partners have the
highest divorce risks (Janssen, 2003). In comparison to non-mixed
marriages, couples in mixed marriages are more confronted with specific
problems relating to differences in preferences and behavior and may therefore confound the results with respect to the factors that differentiate
between more and less satisfied spouses.
In sum, first marriages consisting of husbands and wives with a Dutch
nationality were eligible for the study. The selection procedure resulted in a
research group of 646 couples in 1990 and 386 couples in 1995.
In 1990, the average age in our sample is 42.48 (SD = 4.88) years for
husbands and 40.06 (SD = 4.17) for wives. About 90% of the husbands
and wives included in our study were born between 1940 and 1955, roughly
representing the baby boom generation. At the onset of the study, couples
were married on average for 17 years (SD = 3.37). The range in marital
duration varies from 1 year to 31 years, with about 90% married between
11 and 22 years. About 85% of the respondents report that they did not
experience a parental divorce during their childhood. Couples have on
average 2.48 children (SD = 1.04). In one out of two families the target
child included in the study is the oldest child whereas in another 37% of the
families the child is second in rank. The mean age of the target child is 12.8
years (SD = 2.20). As can be seen in Table 3.3, about a quarter of the male
population enjoyed higher vocational or university education, while for
women this figure was approximately one out of eight. In comparison to
men, women are situated more often in the lower and middle-low educational levels. This gender pattern recurs when considering occupational
status. About 16% of women are employed in unskilled jobs whereas this
only holds for 4% of men. The reverse is true when considering higher
occupations. It appears that 9% of the employed women occupy a higher
profession; for men this is 18%. In general, the labor market participation
of Dutch fathers and mothers show large discrepancies. 95% of the
husbands are employed whereas less than half of the wives have a job. The
discrepancy also becomes clear when taking into account the number of
hours officially worked. On average, husbands work 38.4 (SD = 3.43)
hours while wives work 19.5 (SD = 10.2). Hence, the couples in our study
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primarily represent single earner- and main-earner households. Their average monthly family income is between 1250 and 1625 euro.
Table 3.3
Distribution of Men and Women According to Educational and
Occupational Level (1990) in the Research Project
Women

Men

Educational level
Lower
Middle-low
Middle-high
Higher

13.2
51.6
24.2
12.0

6.0
46.3
24.8
22.9

Occupational status
Unskilled job
Skilled job
Lower employee
Small tradesman
Moderate employee
Higher professions

15.7
10.1
50.8
5.6
8.6
9.3

3.8
17.8
24.4
11.6
24.1
18.3

3.4. VALIDATION OF THE SAMPLE AND MISSING CASES
In survey research in general and in panel research in particular, nonresponse is an important obstacle. The difficulty lies in the fact that this
non-response might not be ad random but characterized by selectivity, and
hence threatening the validity of a study (Billiet, 1993; Scott, 1995, Wothke,
2000). Selectivity signifies that respondents with particular characteristics
are more likely to refuse their participation than those characterized by
another profile. Studies show that individuals who refuse to participate
have a typical profile: male, low education and unmarried (Taris, 2000).
A sample characterized by strong bias is often more homogeneous
with respect to the variables of interest, because the latter might be related
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with the non-response. Therefore, selective non-response can strongly
distort the research results, and thus strongly reduce possibility of generalization to the entire population. Hence, one should always presuppose that
the non-response is systematically associated with the research subject of
interest (Billiet, 1993).
Attention to the non-response pattern is particularly relevant when
using a longitudinal design. The advantages of longitudinal research and
panel research in specific are offset by the risk of loosing panel members
throughout the study (Dennis & Li, 2003). The possibility that lost panel
members differ from all-waves-participants with respect to their attitudes
and behavior towards the issue under study, cast doubt on the validity of
the data (Dennis & Li, 2003). Therefore, this section aims to evaluate the
non-response of our sample. In the first paragraph, characteristics of the
participants of the first measurement wave are compared with characteristics of the Dutch population, i.e. the external validation of our sample. The
second paragraph addresses the internal validation of our sample by evaluating the characteristics of the panel members who only participated at the
first measurement wave with those of the participants who remained in the
study.
3.4.1. External Validation
As mentioned before, 43% of the selected households participated at the
first measurement wave, indicating a high non-response by international
standards. Latten and De Graaf (1997), however, allege that the public
willingness to participate in survey studies is lower in the Netherlands than
in most other countries. Therefore, a response of 43% does not diverge
greatly from typical rates in other Dutch studies conducted by the Netherlands Central Bureau of Statistics. For example in the Fertility and Family
Survey (FFS) conducted in 1993, the response rate at the household level
was 48,5%. A closer examination of the non-response in the FFS revealed
that men participated less than women, younger women refused more often
than older women and older men refused more often than younger men.
Because of the high refusal rate in the Netherlands, it is even more
important to evaluate in depth the bias introduced by non-response in the
sample used in this study. Unfortunately, the reasons for refusal notwith-

59

Method
standing, no registration was made of the demographic information of the
refusers. Therefore an indirect method is required to gain insight in the
specificity of the sample. To evaluate the non-response, characteristics of
the respondents are compared with the distribution of these characteristics
in the total population.
As already indicated, the representativeness of the sample in 1990 is
ensured with respect to the degree of urbanization and regional zone. In
1995 the sample was no longer significant with respect to the degree of
urbanization. Among other things, this may relate to the higher chance of
divorce in bigger cities (Weeda, 1981).
Besides regional zone and urbanization, we are interested in background characteristics such as educational level and employment characteristics. This comparison, however, poses serious difficulties as the sample of
married couples was obtained by means of a sample drawn on the basis of
children's age. Hence, information is required of a very delineated subgroup
of the population, i.e. first married couples with at least one child aged
between 9 and 16 years old. These data are not available and therefore, as a
second best solution, we use less specific data to situate our respondents
according to the following characteristics: (1) age at first marriage, (2)
employment status and (3) educational level of the spouses.
On average, the couples in our sample got married in 1973. In the
Netherlands the mean age at first marriage in the period 1970-1975 was
about 25 years for men and 23 years for women (see Chapter 1). In our
sample, mean ages at marriage are 25.11 for men and 22.68 for women,
which is fairly comparable with the mean age in the population.
With respect to spousal employment status, it appears that 47% of the
mothers and 95% of the fathers in our sample have a paid job. To evaluate
these proportions, the figures reported by Niphuis-Nell & de Beer (1997)
about the labor market participation of fathers and mothers may be interesting. 8 Considering the gross labor market participation 9 of women with
children in 1990, the figures show that 49% of mothers with a youngest
child of 6 years or older were employed. With respect to fathers' employThe figures presented by Niphuis-Nell & De Beer are computed on the basis of
data of the Central Bureau of Statistics.
9 The gross labor market participation is defined as working for at least one hour or
seeking employment for at least one hour.
8
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ment, Niphuis-Nell & de Beer (1997) only discuss figures for 1995. About
90% of fathers with a youngest child between 6 and 17 years old participate
in the labor market. Comparing these proportions with the figures in our
sample, we can assume that the labor market participation of the couples
included in our study approximates the employment situation in the population.
Of the employed spouses in our study, 5% of the husbands work less
than 35 hours per week whereas this is true for 88% of the wives. Considering the figures presented by Niphuis-Nell & de Beer (1997) regarding
couples with children between 6 and 17 years old, it appears that 6% of the
fathers are employed for less than 35 hours whereas for mothers this is
about 91%. Therefore, we can reasonably assume that the distribution of
part-time versus full-time employment in our sample of employed parents
reflects that of the population.
To evaluate the educational level of the respondents with that of the
population, we divided the different educational levels into three categories
representing lower, secondary, and higher education. The distribution is
presented in Table 3.4. Since no specific cohort figures of married people
with children are available, we compared our results with the distribution of
educational levels within the active population aged 45-64 in 1996 as well as
in 2002 (CBS, 2003). The population aged 45-64 in 1996 was born between
1932 and 1951; in 2002 they refer to the group born between 1938 and
1957. Hence, this population approximately covers the cohorts included in
our study. However, in contrast to the group selected in our study, the
general population also includes unmarried people or married individuals
without children as well as people who do not have the Dutch nationality.
Therefore, the comparison is only a rough indication and must be interpreted cautiously. Table 3.4 shows that women who are lower or higher
educated appear to be underrepresented in our study in favor of women
who received secondary education. In contrast, lower educated men are
somewhat over represented at the expense of higher educated men. Husbands who received secondary education, however, appear to be a good
reflection of the proportion in the population.
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Table 3.4
Educational Level of the Active Population Aged 45-64 Years in the
Netherlands, According to Sex (%)
Sample

Active population
in 1996

Active population
in 2002

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Lower
education

42.92

38.63

56.8

36.9

49.4

34.0

Secondary
education

46.07

38.47

28.7

38.9

32.1

37.9

12.0

22.9

14.4

23.9

18.4

27.9

Higher
education
Source: CBS, 2003

3.4.2. Internal Validation
To assess the selectivity of the panel attrition in our study, we compare the
structural, cultural and marital characteristics of the panel members who
remained in the sample during the period under study – this is between
1990 and 1995 – with those who only participated at the first measurement
wave. Three separate logistic regressions are conducted each testing if
particular individual properties relevant to the phenomenon under study,
could predict a couple's participation only at the first measurement wave.
The first model assesses the degree to which one-time participation depends
on socio-demographic characteristics of the spouses. The second model
examines whether both wave participants hold different cultural orientations compared to respondents who only participated once and whether
they have different network support and parental experiences. Finally, the
third model tests whether differences exist with respect to spouses' marital
characteristics in terms of marital satisfaction and communication.
Regarding the socio-demographic characteristics, the first logistic
regression includes the following variables of both husbands and wives:
age, educational level, occupational status, net family income, income satisfaction, year of marriage, parental divorce and whether one works or not.
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The χ²(14) = 21.4724 with p = .0901 is not significant at a .05 level. However, three variables appeared to be significant: husbands (p = .003) and
wives' income dissatisfaction (p = .02), and the educational level of the wife
(p = .07). The results demonstrate that the respondents participating twice
consist of husbands who are more satisfied with the family income, of
wives who are less satisfied with this income and of higher educated wives.
With regard to cultural orientations, we included spousal attitudes
towards (a) parenting as stressful, (b) parenting as personal restricting, (c)
parenting as a rewarding task, (d) togetherness and (e) freedom in the intimate relationship, (f) sex roles, and (g) traditional family values. Moreover,
the degree to which husbands and wives perceive to have access to network
support is included in the model as well. This model is significant with
χ²(16) = 26.9396 with p = .0422. Closer examination shows that husbands'
attitudes towards sex roles (p = .01) and traditional family values (p = .01)
differ significantly between the couples who remained in the study and
those who dropped out. The latter endorse less traditional family values but
are more traditionally orientated towards sex roles.
Regarding marital characteristics, it is of particular importance to
assess whether the couples that dropped out of the study were significantly
less satisfied with their marriage or display different communication
behavior than those who remained in the study. The factors that tend to
lower marital satisfaction may also tend to drive persons out of the married
population. Therefore, it might be expected that husbands and wives who
separated between Time 1 and Time 2 partially account for the dropout of
the panel. To examine this assumption, we tested a model including both
spouses' marital satisfaction as well as their perceptions of marital communication. This model, however, was not significant with χ²(6) = 3.3468 and
p = .7642, indicating that the panel dropout is not due to the satisfaction or
communication profile of the respondents.
Note that we established the nature of the panel attrition by testing
three separate multivariate models. However, to fully capture the impact of
our panel attrition on the various research problems and models dealt with
in this study, we will reconduct the above analysis for each particular
research problem. Specifically, this means that for each research problem
addressed in the following chapters, a logistic regression, including all the
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variables of interest to that particular part of the study, will be conducted
and evaluated.
3.4.3. Item Non-Response
Apart from the refusals of respondents to participate in a survey, observations can also be lost because of item non-response. The latter is a pervasive problem in empirical research because analyses rest upon a much
smaller sample size than the initial number of observations selected. Therefore the question arises whether this limited number of observations is still
representative. In this paragraph, we elaborate on the procedure that was
followed to save cases with missing values that would be lost in common
listwise deletion approaches as used in regression analysis.
Missingness can be either related or unrelated to the dependent or
independent variables in the analysis. Data are considered to be missing
completely at random (MCAR) if the missing value on a variable is unrelated to
the dependent variable or to any other variable in the study (Allison, 2001;
Jamshidian, 2004). A weaker variant of this assumption is missing at random
(MAR), referring to the idea that a missing value on a variable depends on
the values of variables without missings (observed characteristics). When
the missingness on a variable is additionally related to the missing values on
other variables, this is referred to as missing not at random (MNAR).
In statistical packages such as SAS, the default strategy to deal with
item non-response is listwise deletion, excluding the observations with one
or more missings on the variables of interest (Jamshidian, 2004). In spite of
the attractive simplicity of this strategy, it is not obvious that respondents
who have missing values on a particular variable are indifferent compared
to those with observed variables. Listwise deletion may result in biased
estimates under the conditions of MAR or MNAR (Jamshidian, 2004).
Instead of ignoring observations with item non-response, one can also
recycle the observation by imputing the missing value. The simplest technique is replacing the missing value by the mean of cases that have
observed data on the variable of interest. However, this method may lead
to biased estimates of variances (Allison, 2001; Wothke, 2000). The most
advanced techniques of imputation are (1) the method of full information
maximum Likelihood (FIML) using all the information of the observed
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data to estimate missing values, and (2) multiple imputation methods,
replacing missing values on a given variable with a set of simulated values,
generating different complete datasets. Each of these datasets is analyzed
and the results are considered together to draw inferences (Allison, 2001;
Jamshidian, 2004). It is clear that this strategy is time consuming and
cumbersome and therefore not employed in this study.
To save cases with missing values, a single imputation method was
used for variables with maximum 10 % missings. The imputation was
conducted as follows. For a given variable that requires imputation of
missing values (from here on referred to as the imputation variable), it is
assumed that whether or not an observation has a missing value depends
on some observed characteristics of the observation (MAR). Therefore, the
first step determines predictor variables for the missingness on the imputation variable. These predictor variables are denoted matching variables. The
general idea is to impute missing values on the imputation variable with
values from other observations that are as similar as possible to the
imputed observation with respect to their scores on the matching variables.
More specifically, imputation is performed as follows. 10
Suppose there are p matching variables, denoted X1, … , Xp and that the
imputation variable is denoted Y.
1. Standardize the matching variables. The standardized matching variables are denoted Z1, … , Zp.
2. For every observation i with a non missing value on the imputation
variable, compute:
p

SSi=

∑ (Z
j =1

j ,i

− Z j ,m ) 2

and m denotes the observation that requires imputation on the
imputation variable
3. Detect the n observations for which SSi is minimal.
4. If n=1 then Ym=Yi, i.e. the observation m which requires imputation on
the imputation variable receives the value of the single observation
with minimal SSi.
5. If n>1, then a variance ratio is calculated as follows:
I would like to thank my former colleague Dr. Jerry Welkenhuysen-Gybels for
developing and elaborating the imputation procedure.
10
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V=

S Y2,n
S Y2,total

where S Y2,n refers to the variance of the imputation variable Y for
the n observations with minimal SSi and S Y2,total denotes the variance of the imputation variable for the entire sample.
If V < 1 then one of the n observations with minimal SSi is
randomly selected to serve as the donor for imputing the Y value
of the observation m. If V > 1, no imputation is performed. The
latter condition is used to ensure that the variability of the Y
variable among the n possible donor observations is not too high
as compared to the variability of the entire sample.
Note that no imputation occurs if (1) observation m also has a missing
value for at least one of the matching variables; (2) there are no donor
observations without missing values on the matching variables and (3) the
variance ratio V is larger than 1. The imputation was only conducted for the
variables indicating individuals' score on a particular scale and not for the
separate items of each scale
In comparison to imputation based on observed covariates of the
imputation variable - instead of the covariates of the missingness on the
imputation variable - the advantage of this imputation strategy is that the
associations between the observed variables in the data set are not further
strengthened by the imputation procedure. 11

The main conclusions drawn from the regression analyses before and after imputing the missing variables were comparable, indicating that no strong bias was
caused by the imputation method.

11
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PART II
The Study

4. The Dutch Marital Satisfaction and Communication
Questionnaire. A Validation Study

4.1. INTRODUCTION
Marital communication and satisfaction represent two key elements in
understanding current marital dynamics. Since the maintenance of relationships has increasingly become dependent on husbands' and wives' appreciation of marriage, gaining insight in spousal marital satisfaction is of
utmost importance (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). Several researchers
and family therapists claim that one of the core elements in this appreciation of the marital relationship is communication (Becvar & Becvar, 1996;
Fitzpatrick & Ritchie, 1994; Meeks, Hendrick, & Hendrick, 1998). Communication is not only instrumental for marital satisfaction but even one of
the most crucial factors contributing to it (Karney & Bradbury, 1995;
Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990).
The close association between satisfaction and communication might
explain the conceptual confusion about these concepts in the past. Within a
Dyadic Adjustment approach, which was prominent during the seventies,
satisfaction and communication are both considered as indicators of a
broader concept labeled marital adjustment or marital quality (Spanier,
1976) 12 . This approach and the widely known Dyadic Adjustment Scale
that was developed within this thinking received much conceptual as well
methodological criticism (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987(a); Norton, 1983;
Sabatelli, 1988). The major drawback relates to the confounding of
descriptions of the marriage with its evaluation. As a matter of fact, the
12 Spanier (1976, pp. 127-128), one of the most important representatives of the
Dyadic Adjustment School, defines marital adjustment as "a process, the outcome
of which is determined by the degree of (1) troublesome marital differences, (2)
interspousal tensions and personal anxiety; (3) marital satisfaction; (4) dyadic
cohesion; and (5) consensus on matters of importance to marital functioning.”
According to this definition, adjustment functions as a sort of container term
consisting of diverse aspects, assumed to be necessary to build (up) a harmonious
marital relation (Spanier, 1976). However, a well-founded theoretical framework
that indicates why these specific five aspects need to be considered is lacking.
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dyadic adjustment approach makes it difficult to examine how marital
communication is related to spouses' satisfaction with marriage. Because
items used to measure communication overlap in content with items used
to measure marital quality, it is doubtful whether these measures assess
distinct constructs.
In answer to this content overlap, a new conceptualization of marital
quality, assessing only subjective evaluations of the marriage, was suggested
(Fincham & Bradbury, 1987(a); Norton, 1983). The underlying assumption
is that the person in question is the only expert with regard to his/her wellbeing. Thus instead of measuring different aspects of the marital relationship, only marital satisfaction, which is an overall evaluation toward one's
partner and the relationship, is used as a referent for marital quality 13 . This
approach is appealing, particularly because it allows researchers to draw
inferences about how communication behavior is associated with marital
satisfaction.
The latter embodies the quintessence of behavioral marriage therapy.
One of the goals behavioral therapists strive to is increasing the frequency
of positive communication behaviors and decreasing the frequency of
negative ones. It appears that the balance rather than negative and positive
interaction in itself distinguishes stable and unstable marriages. Gottman
(1994) report that in stable marriages a 5:1 ratio of positivity to negativity
during conflict was established whereas in unstable marriages this ratio was
8:1.
Yet, what 'good' and 'bad' or 'negative' and 'positive' communication
precisely is, cannot be easily defined and is often based on global notions
within the field of family and couple therapy (Kerkstra, 1985). Although an
excess of 'good' communication could also work out negatively whereas not
all 'bad' communication styles should be equally harmful, some negative
communication styles, such as withdrawal, criticizing and blaming the
other, have been systematically linked with lower marital satisfaction and
This specific point of view was subjected to a lot of criticism from the Dyadic
Adjustment School. Spanier en Lewis (1980, p. 832) point out that "….it is
unfortunate that at the time when many marriage researchers are attempting to
conceptualize and measure a marriage as a unit (a dyadic relationship), [some] have
chosen to employ an intrapersonal conceptualization (subjectively experienced
reaction), rather than an interpersonal conceptualization."

13
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higher rates of divorce (Brown & Rogers, 1991; Buunk & Nijskens, 1980;
Gottman, 1991, 1993, 1994; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Karney &
Bradbury, 1995). Reversely, sharing thoughts and feelings about the relationship and daily event talk are considered as instrumental and functional
for the relationship (Canary & Stafford, 1992; Wood, 1993). Evidence for
the beneficial effect of this behavior on relationship satisfaction is obtained
in several studies (Buunk & Nijskens, 1980; Canary, Stafford, & Semic,
2002; Honeycutt & Wiemann, 1999; Weigel & Ballard-Reish, 1999; 2001)
Moreover, both communication behaviors strongly correspond to two
relational maintenance strategies identified by Canary and Stafford (1992).
A first strategy is openness and includes behaviors such as discussing the
relationship and sharing relational feelings. A second maintenance strategy
is labeled positivity and refers to interacting in a polite, cheerful and uncritical
manner. This behavior represents the opposite of the aforementioned
negative interaction behavior.
Hence, the assessment of these communication behaviors along with
spousal marital satisfaction is therefore important for therapeutical as well
as theoretical aims. However, Dutch measures on this issue are scarce and
the few available instruments consist of a large number of items, validated
in relatively small research groups (see Kerkstra, 1985). As space is at a
premium in family survey research, the availability of brief, but valid and
reliable measures of marital satisfaction and communication would suit the
purpose of quantitative research designs (Schumm, et al., 1986).
In addition to this, validation studies on communication and satisfaction measures are mainly directed towards internal consistencies and crosssectional validation, failing to take into account the stability of the measures
across time. Particularly, within the scope of longitudinal research, the latter
is of utmost importance. When examining marital satisfaction and communication in a multiwave design, one needs to ascertain that questioning
quantitative change in marital satisfaction over time is meaningful at all, i.e.
the concept of interest at Time 1 should be comparable to the same concept at later points in time. Since individuals perpetually constitute and
reconstitute their interpretation of reality and events, it is conceivable that
at two different points in time, two different concepts are measured with
the same set of indicators (Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). This phenomenon is referred to as measurement variance or instability (Taris, 2000).
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It is therefore striking to note, though, that marriage literature is increasingly focusing on longitudinal research designs while it leaves the matter of
measurement invariance undiscussed. Nonetheless, it is a logical and inevitable prerequisite to analyze longitudinal hypotheses. Therefore, in contrast
to which has often been the case until now, research into concept validation should also address stability, equivalence or invariance across time.
4.2. RESEARCH AIM
To deal with the need for a valid but briefer and stable measure of the
above-cited aspects, we present in this study the development and validation of the Dutch Marital Satisfaction and Communication Questionnaire
(DMSCQ). The DMSCQ is an instrument designed to measure marital
satisfaction and spousal negative and open communication styles. The
initial 24-item questionnaire was derived from the Marital Satisfaction and
Stability Inventory and the Communication Inventory developed by
Kerkstra (1985).
From the former instrument, we exclusively retained those items
measuring global experience of the relationship and the partner, i.e. marital
satisfaction. This conceptualization precludes some difficulties expressed
on previous measurements such as blending general marital satisfaction and
satisfaction with specific aspects of one's marriage.
The Communication Inventory of Kerkstra (1985) assesses couples'
perception of the way in which they and their partner communicate in marriage. The items are derived from several communication questionnaires
such as the Communication Questionnaire of Buunk and Nijskens (1980),
the Primary Communication Inventory (Navran, 1967) and the Marital
Communication Inventory (Bienvenu, 1970). Using factor analysis, two
dimensions prove to be paramount, i.e. destructive communication and
intimacy. Although Kerkstra (1985) and Buunk and Nijskens (1980) also
identified a third factor tapping 'avoidance', these items yielded low reliability.
Because it was attempted to validate a brief battery of items regarding
marital communication, the items of the destructive and intimacy scales
were selected for the DMSCQ. Both communication scales measure the
perception of communication behavior and not individual communication
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skills. The Destructive Communication items measure to what degree certain forms of negative communication are characteristic of the marital relationship (e.g., "My partner often blames me when we are quarreling", or,
"My partner and I interrupt each other a lot when we are talking together").
In this study, we label this scale Negative Communication. The intimacy scale
maps out communication styles of which it is assumed that this way of
communicating results in emotional closeness and intimacy between the
partners. Because the items measure the openly sharing of personal experiences, we refer to this scale as the Open Communication scale.
Using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, we attempt to test
the factorial structure of the DMSCQ. Both the internal consistency of the
identified scales and their construct validity is demonstrated. We report on
three studies to describe the psychometric properties of the DMSCQ. A
first study explores the factor structure of the initial questionnaire in a sample of 646 couples followed by some validation tests. In a second study this
factor solution is evaluated in a sample of 1187 couples and the correlations
with five criterion variables are studied. The third study examines the
stability of the factor solution over time.
4.3. STUDY 1
The objective of the first study is to evaluate the initial 24-item questionnaire in a sample of Dutch married couples. Four criterion variables will be
used to assess the construct validity of the DMSCQ: (1) parental depression, (2) parenting stress, (3) conflictual family climate and (4) parental role
restriction. We hypothesize that parental depression and a conflictual family
climate perception is related to lower marital satisfaction, more negative
communication and less open communication (Beach, Katz, Sooyeon, &
Brody, 2003; Olson, McCubbin, Barness, & Hill, 1983). Because of a spillover effect between the spousal and the parental system, parenting stress is
expected to be negatively correlated with marital satisfaction and to result
in more negative communication (Wise, 2003). Because our measure of
open communication does not refer to the dyadic system but to the individual him/herself, it is not clear whether parenting stress is strongly associated with this communication behavior. Further we hypothesize that the
degree to which the parent report to feel restricted by his or her role of
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parenting in arranging one's personal life is negatively related to marital
satisfaction and open communication and may be associated with more
negative communication (Lavee & Sharlin, 1996; Rogers & White, 1998).
4.3.1. Procedure and Participants
The research sample consists of married men and women participating in
the longitudinal research project "Child-Rearing and Family in the Netherlands" (Gerris et al., 1992; 1993; 1998). Families were recruited using a
multi-stage sampling method. In the first stage, a sample was taken of all
Dutch municipalities; in a second stage a sample of children aged 9 to 16
years was selected in these municipalities. These children as well as their
parents were included in the research group. In 1990, this procedure
resulted in a sample of 788 families. The sample's representativeness
regarding regional zone and degree of urbanization was satisfactory. In
order to establish a homogeneous research group, only first married couples were selected. This selection resulted in 646 couples with children.
Data were gathered by means of structured interviews and questionnaires,
completed by both the child and the parents. Mothers were 40 years (SD=
4.88) and fathers were 42,5 years old (SD= 4.17) on average. The couples
had been married for about 17 years (SD=3.37)
4.3.2. Measures
All measures described below consist of 7-point Likert items, ranging from
1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable".
Marital satisfaction is measured by nine items referring to the degree to
which parents experience the marital relationship as satisfying and positive.
(e.g., "If I could choose again, I would choose the same partner").
The Negative Communication scale assesses the degree to which the partner reports to experience the communication and interaction with the partner as negative. The scale consists of nine items (e.g., "My partner often
blames me when we are quarrelling").
The Open Communication scale maps out the degree to which the parent
reports to exchange personal experiences in communication and interaction
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with the marital partner. It is a six-item scale (e.g., "I often talk to my partner about personal problems").
The Conflictual Family climate is a scale used to assess the extent to
which conflictual interactions are characteristic of the family (e.g., "We
quarrel a lot in our family"). The scale consists of 5 items with internal consistencies (Cronbach's alpha) of .66 and .70 for fathers and mothers respectively.
Parental Depression measures the degree to which the parent reports to
be confused about and to feel unhappy with his functioning as a person
and to be subject to feelings of depression (e.g., "Whatever I am doing, I
will never manage"). It is a 7-point Likert item scale consisting of 9 items.
Alpha coefficient is .79 (fathers) and .81 (mothers).
The Parenting Stress scale is a 3-items scale with alpha .77 for fathers
and .81 for mothers. It refers to the degree to which the parent reports to
experience child-rearing as a burden and as problematic (e.g., "raising my
child(ren) frequently causes problems").
The Parental Role Restriction scale consists of 5 items measuring the
degree to which the parent feels restrictions for their personal life from the
parenting role (e.g., "Because of your children you cannot plan your life as
you want"). Alpha is .67 (fathers) and .69 (mothers).
4.3.3. Results
Factorial structure
The factorial structure of the satisfaction and communication items was
analyzed separately for husbands and wives. The central aim, however, was
to obtain a similar structure for both spouses. In line with the aim to
develop concepts that are empirically and conceptually clearly separated
from each other, it was required that the resulting concepts were sufficiently reliable in terms of internal consistency.
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Table 4.1
Completely Standardized Factor Loadings and Reliabilities of the CFA's on the Marital Satisfaction, Open and
Negative Communication Items, Study 1, 2 and 3
Study 1

Study 2

Study 3

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

.41

.54

.64

.76

.53

.56

.75

.72

.71

.66

.76

.71

.76
.47
.46
.77

.75
.64
.59
.82

.79
.57
.39
.77

.82
.60
.49
.80

.84
.69
.59
.75

.87
.80
.57
.82

.49

.57

.48

.53

.47

.53

Cronbach's α

.80

.77

.81

.84

.84

.86

Negative Communication
nc1 My partner often blames me when we are quarrelling.
nc2 When my partner and I don't agree, we often get angry at each
other.

.72
.67

.70
.65

.76
.69

.70
.62

.80
.58

.80
.65

Marital Satisfaction
ms1 The way we treat each other now, I would like to stay with my
partner forever.
ms2 Compared to the past I am now less satisfied with the way my
partner and I treat each other.
ms3 I expected more from the relationship with my partner.
ms4 I think that the relationship with my partner is hardly a success.
ms5 If I could choose again, I would choose the same partner.
ms6 Actually, I think that the relationship with my partner should be
better.
ms7 Generally, I am dissatisfied with the relationship with my partner.

Study 1
nc3 My partner often pushes has his/her own way.
nc4 My partner and I interrupt each other a lot when we are talking
together.
nc5 My partner often finds fault with me.
nc6 When talking to me my partner sometimes uses a tone of voice I
don't like.
Cronbach's α
Open Communication
oc1 I often talk to my partner about personal problems.
oc2 I often talk to my partner about things in which we are both
interested.
oc3 I often talk to my partner about the nice things that happened that
day.
Cronbach's α

Study 2

Study 3

Men
.54
.53

Women
.62
.44

Men
.70
.58

Women
.67
.56

Men
.65
.49

Women
.62
.46

.74
.68

.60
.57

.68
.62

.67
.68

.76
.69

.67
.59

.81

.86

.84

.82

.83

.80

.41
.69

.47
.75

.59
.69

.60
.73

.65
59

.64
.63

.67

.54

.70

.68

.68

.81

.61

.62

.69

.70

.67

.71
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Using principal factor analyses (PFA) with oblique rotation, the relational
structure between the concepts was clarified. Items, which met the criterion
of a weight of .40 or more on the factor they intended to represent and a
weight of .25 or less on the other factors, were retained. This procedure
yielded a clear-cut pattern of three factors, which corresponded with the
hypothesized constructs. Eight items were removed from the analysis
because they did not meet the retention criteria. The factor solution results
in seven items loading on the factor 'marital satisfaction', six items on the
factor 'negative communication' and three items load significantly on the
factor 'open communication'.
Cross-loadings vary from .00 to .20, with the exception of one item
from the satisfaction scale with a cross-loading of .25, indicating that we
reached a simple factor structure with high loadings on the factor to be
represented and low loadings on the other factors. For men, the three
factors accounted for 40 % of the total variance; for women the total
variance explained was 42%. The factor solution (pattern matrix) and the
items are presented in Table 4.1.
Internal Consistency
Reliability coefficients (Cronbach's alpha) are reported in Table 4.1. As can
be seen the marital satisfaction and negative communication scales show
acceptable internal consistencies (alpha) of .77 or higher for both men and
women. The open communication scale is less reliable but this may be due
to the fewer items of which it is composed.
Construct Validity
Pearson correlations between the identified scales and the four criterion
variables (1) parental depression, (2) parenting stress, (3) conflictual family
climate and (4) parental role restriction are presented in Table 4.2. For both
men and women negative associations were found between marital satisfaction and these four criterion variables. Moreover, parenting stress,
parental depression, conflictual family climate and parental role restriction
are associated with more negative communication. From Table 4.2 it also
becomes clear that parental depression and a conflictual family climate are
negatively related to open communication for both spouses. Parental role
restriction shows a significant negative correlation with open communica78
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tion for women but not for men. Parenting stress appears to be unrelated
to the open communication.
4.4. STUDY 2
To examine whether the results of Study 1 can be replicated, a new independent sample of couples is used. The factorial structure is tested using
CFA. Besides this, internal consistencies and construct validity were established. With respect to the latter, correlations between the DMSCQ and the
scales of parental depression, parenting stress, conflictual family climate, life
satisfaction and well-being were examined.
4.4.1. Procedure and Participants
The research sample consists of a Dutch representative sample of 1.267
families (father and/or mother with one target child with ages between 0
and 18 years old) participating in the research project "Parenting in the
Netherlands" (Rispens, Hermans, & Meeus, 1996; van Ammers, et al.
1998). Families were recruited using a national family file controlled for
representativeness with respect to SES, degree of urbanization and family
composition (one- and two-parent families). Because 7 % of the sample
consists of one-parent families, the final sample for our study consists of
1.178 two-parental families. Data were gathered by means of structured
interviews and questionnaires, completed by both the child and the parents.
Mean age of mothers was 38.1 years (SD= 6.2) and of fathers 40.4 years
(SD= 6.0).
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Table 4.2
Pearson Correlations Between the DMSCQ-Scales and Criterion
Variables, Study 1, 2 and 3
Measures

Marital satisfaction

Negative
communication
Men
Women

Open
communication
Men
Women

Men

Women

-.46a
-.22 a
-.30 a

-.46 a
-.17 a
-.30 a

.50 a
.29 a
.37 a

.49 a
.22 a
.31 a

-.14 a
-.05
-.19 a

-.21 a
.02
-.13b

-.24 a

-.27 a

.29 a

.28 a

-.01

-.10 b

-.32 a
-.17 a
-.38 a

-.33 a
-.20 a
-.40 a

.34 a
.16 a
.44 a

.32 a
.19 a
.44 a

-.17 a
-.04
-.21 a

-.17 a
-.13 a
-.23 a

-.21 a

-.19 a

.21 a

.20 a

-.08c

-.06 c

.42 a
.27 a

.54 a
.33 a

-.27 a
-.24 a

-.30 a
-.21 a

.24 a
.17 a

.34 a
.19 a

-.39 a
-.18 a
-.32 a

-.39 a
-.10
-.41 a

.40 a
.16 a
.35 a

.42 a
.24 a
.40 a

-.28 a
-.06
-.20 a

-.17 b
-.06
-.20 a

-.23 a

-.33 a

.26 a

.30 a

-.11 c

-.11 c

Study 1
Parental depression
Parenting stress
Conflictual family
climate
Parental role
restriction
Study 2
Parental depression
Parenting stress
Conflictual family
climate
Parental role
restriction
Life satisfaction
Well-being
Study 3
Parental depression
Parenting stress
Conflictual family
climate
Parental role
restriction

Note : a p < .001 b p < .01 c p < .05
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4.4.2. Measures
The same criterion measures as in the first study were used. Additionally, a
life satisfaction scale and well-being indicator was used.
Well-being was measured by means of one question. "We would like to
know how you feel? You can indicate this below by circling the answer
(between 1 and 10) that is most applicable. Answering "1" means that you
are doing badly and a "10" means that you are doing well".
The life satisfaction scales measures the global evaluation of how satisfied one is with life in general. The scale consists of five items with
response categories ranging from "1" not at all applicable to "7" very applicable (e.g., "If I could have my life over again, I would change anything").
Alpha is .86 (fathers) and .88 (mothers).
4.4.3. Results
Factorial structure
Using LISREL 8.5 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996) two CFA's were conducted
separately for men and women. To evaluate the models, we consider two
goodness of fit indices (1) the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) and (2) the comparative fit index (CFI). Models with a RMSEA value
lower than .05 and CFI values over .95 indicate an acceptable fit between
model and data (Billiet & Mc Clendon, 1998; Byrne, 1998; Hu & Bentler,
1999; Mueller, 1996). RMSEA values between .05 and .08, and CFI values of
at least .90 are indicative of fair fit (Kline, 1998).
It was hypothesized that three prescribed factors underlie the sixteen
manifest items with each item loading significantly on the target factor and
having zero-loadings on the non-target factors. The factors were free to
correlate and except for two items of the marital satisfaction (ms1 and ms5)
scale and two items of the destructive communication scale (dc5 and dc6),
the error terms of the items were kept uncorrelated. The completely standardized factor loadings are presented in Table 4.1. Besides one item with a
factor loading of .39 all other loadings were above .40. As can be seen in
Table 4.3, both the male and the female model show acceptable fit: For
men χ²(99) = 333.57 with RMSEA = .045 and CFI = .982 and for women
χ²(99) = 323.65 with RMSEA = .044 and CFI = .986.
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Table 4.3
Goodness of Fit Indices of the CFA on the Marital Satisfaction, Open
and Negative Communication Items, for Men and Women, Study 2
and 3

Factorial
structure
Men
Non invariant
model
Women
Non invariant
model

Comparison
χ²
Study 2 (N = 1187)

χ2

Df

RMSEA

CFI

333.57

99

.045

.982

323.65

99

.044

.986

Both waves participants
Men
Non invariant
835.54
model
Λ invariant
853.33
Women
Non invariant
897.58
model
Λ invariant
914.82

U df

P

17.79

13

n.s.

17.24

13

n.s.

Study 3 (N = 386)
447

.047

.973

460

.045

.973

447

.047

.974

460

.041

.974

Internal consistency
The DMSCQ-scales were evaluated for internal consistency. For both men
and women, Cronbach's alpha showed a value of at least .81 for the marital
satisfaction and destructive communication scales (see Table 4.1). The
internal consistencies (Cronbach's alpha) of the open communication scale
were .69 for men and .70 for women.
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Construct validity
Table 4.2 shows the correlations between the DMSCQ-scales and parental
depression, parenting stress, conflictual family climate, parental role restriction, life satisfaction and well-being. In accordance with the results from
Study 1, the concepts 'parental depression' and 'conflictual family climate'
are negatively related to marital satisfaction and open communication but
show meaningful positive associations with negative communication. The
reverse pattern of associations is found for 'life satisfaction' and 'well-being'. Regarding parenting, it becomes clear that for both men and women
'parenting stress' and 'parental role restriction' are linked with more negative
communication and less marital satisfaction. Weak negative correlations
exist between open communication and parental role restriction. Parenting
stress is negatively related to women's open communication but unrelated
to men's open communication.
4.5. STUDY 3
Using a longitudinal measurement model, the objective of this study is to
examine the stability of the factor structure across time. This analysis is
conducted for the respondents that participated both in 1990 (see Study 1)
and in 1995. Internal consistencies of the DMSCQ scales and their correlations with the scales of parental depression, parenting stress, conflictual
family climate and parental role restriction are demonstrated.
4.5.1. Procedure and Participants
Of the 646 couples participating in 1990 (Study 1), 386 first married couples also participate in 1995. Their average marital duration is 22 years. Men
are on average 47.5 years old and women 45.0 years old.
4.5.2. Measures
The measures used in Study 1 were also used in this study. These concern
the scales on parental depression, parenting stress, conflictual family climate
and parental role restriction.
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4.5.3. Results
Factorial structure
Before testing the stability of the factor model, the factor solution of the
previous studies was examined within the sample of subjects who participated at wave 1 and wave 2. The results are given in Table 4.1. As can be
seen all factor loadings range between .46 and .87. Goodness of fit indices
indicate an acceptable fit for both the male and the female model. RMSEA
values are around .05 and CFI's are around .95
Stability of the factor solution over time
In a next step, the stability of the factor solution was examined across time.
According to Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998), and Vandenberg and
Lance (2000), two conditions may be fulfilled when assessing this measurement invariance: (1) the same items load on the same underlying factor
(configural invariance) and (2) the factor loadings are similar for the two
groups (metric invariance). If the purpose is to explore the basic structure
of a concept and to demonstrate whether items are similarly conceptualized
by two groups or at two different points in time, establishing the same
factor structure for these two groups (configural invariance) is sufficient.
Although not strictly necessary for this objective, the factor loadings may
also be expected to be equal across time (metric invariance). If these criteria
are not met, it may be supposed that after a while the (same) group of
respondents attached a different meaning to the same set of items.
To test the stability of the factor solution over time, a longitudinal
factor model was constructed with marital satisfaction, negative communication and open communication as latent variables at Time 1 and Time 2
and the respective items as their indicators. The same items load on the
same underlying factors. Latent variables were allowed to correlate within
Time 1 and Time 2 but also over time. Error terms between Time 1 and
Time 2 were not correlated. The covariance matrix containing covariances
between items at Time 1, Time 2 and between Time 1 and Time 2 was used
as the input matrix. Fit indices show that the presumed factor model fits
the longitudinal covariance matrix well: For men χ²(447) = 835.54 with
RMSEA = .047 and CFI = .973 and for women χ²(447) = 897.58 with
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RMSEA = .047 and CFI = .974 (see Table 4.3). Moreover, the lambda
coefficients are invariant across time. Imposing equality constraints on the
factor loadings of T1 and T2, chi-square difference tests demonstrate that
with respect to the male and female model, no significant differences are
found between T1 and T2. For men Δχ²(13) = 17.79, n.s. and for women
Δχ²(13) = 17.24, n.s.
In addition, correlations between concepts at Time 1 and Time 2 were
computed. Stability of concepts over time requires a positive correlation
between identical factors at Time 1 and Time 2. Table 4.4 presents the
correlations between the factors in 1990 (wave 1) and 1995 (wave 2). These
correlations have to be higher than correlations of that concept in Time 1
with other concepts in Time 2. The results support this assumption. For
men, marital satisfaction (r=.59), negative communication (r=.60) and open
communication (r=.38) were (much) more strongly correlated than with
any other construct at Time 2. This also applies for marital satisfaction
(r=.58), negative communication (r=.61) and open communication (r=.47)
among women.
Table 4.4
Pearson Correlations Between the Three Latent Factors of the
DMSCQ Across Time
[Women Beneath Diagonal, Men Above Diagonal]
M.S. '90
O.C. '90
N.C. '90
M.S. '95
O.C. '95
N.C. '95

M. S. '90

O. C. '90

N. C. '90

M. S. '95

O.C. '95

N.C. '95

-.44
-.52
.58
.36
-.46

.30
--.21
.29
.47
-.20

-.52
-.22
--.40
-.26
.61

.59
.25
-.36
-.42
-.64

.34
.38
-.29
.40
--.31

-.39
-.14
.60
-.57
-.28
--

Note: M.S. = marital satisfaction, O.C. = open communication, N.C. = negative
communication

4.6. DISCUSSION
The Dutch Marital Satisfaction and Communication Questionnaire is
designed to assess partners' marital satisfaction and their open and negative
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communication behavior. The latter two are specifically assessed because of
their relevance in understanding marital success. This article addresses three
properties of the DMSCQ: (a) the factorial validity of the instrument, (b)
the reliability of the identified scales and (c) their construct validity.
With respect to the factorial validity, the first study led us to conclude
that the three hypothesized constructs were established but that some items
did not successfully discriminate between the different factors. Removing
these items resulted in a 16-item version of the DMSCQ representing a
solid three-factor structure. This factorial structure is replicated in a new
and independent sample (Study 2) and across time (Study 3). Our findings
show that marital satisfaction, open communication and negative communication operate in the same way for different samples and for both men
and women. Measurement invariance was demonstrated in Study 3 for the
longitudinal sample.
Cronbach's alphas demonstrate that the internal consistency of the
marital satisfaction and negative communication scales is good. The open
communication scale, however, has a somewhat lower reliability, probably
due to the smaller number of items. Initially, this scale consisted of six
items but was reduced to three items because of the retention criteria.
The three studies reported above, provide support for the construct
validity of the DMSCQ. Most results confirmed our hypotheses with
respect to the relation between the DMSCQ-subscales and related variables
of interest. Evidence was obtained for the hypothesized negative relationship between parental depression and marital outcomes in terms of the
three identified scales. The same finding holds with respect to the association with conflictual family climate. The reverse results were obtained
regarding life satisfaction and well-being. In line with the spillover effect of
satisfaction with different areas of life, individuals who are more satisfied
with life in general also tend to be more satisfied with their relationship.
Apparently, they also communicate more openly and are less likely to
perceive the communication in negative terms. Spouses who feel restricted
by their parental role or experience parenting stress tend to be less satisfied
with their partnership and to perceive the marital communication as more
negative. However, these parents do not necessarily communicate more or
less openly. We contend that this lack of association may be due to the unit
of analysis. Both the marital satisfaction and negative communication scale
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refer to the marital relationship whereas the open communication scale is
formulated from the perspective of the respondent him/herself. It can be
speculated that the parental and marital system are more closely tied up to
each other than are the parental system and indicators on the individual
level.
In sum, an encouraging effort was made in designing a short, reliable
and valid instrument to assess partners' satisfaction and communication in
the Dutch-speaking region. Nonetheless, we see three important avenues
for future research. First, to increase the reliability of the open communication scale of the DMSCQ, it could be extended with new items. Recent
research of Caughlin (2003) on family communication standards may be a
source of inspiration for this adaptation. His scale of openness also consists
of items such as "openly discussing topics like sex" or "freely deal with
issues that may be upsetting". Second, the three identified scales of the
DMSCQ need to be further validated with observational studies and other
assessment methods. Because respondents reported their subjective evaluation of the marital communication processes, standardized procedures to
observe marital interaction may indicate the degree to which our measures
reflect "real-life" communication. This opinion may be validated for example, by asking partners to fill in the questionnaires for their own communication behavior as well as for one's partner communication. In this way,
own and partner's perceptions can be compared. Third, although our
instrument was primarily designed for research purposes, it may also be a
useful diagnostic tool. To this end, however, more research is needed on
the discriminant validity of the DMSCQ.
Despite these limitations and recommendations, our findings suggest
that the DMSCQ provides a psychometrically sound tool for assessing
relationship satisfaction and communication. Based on theoretical insights
in couple's behavior to develop and sustain a satisfying relationship, three
related but empirically distinct concepts are measured. The DMSCQ offers
an important alternative to researchers who need a brief but valid and reliable measure of marital satisfaction and communication. Moreover, because
of the satisfying criterion validity, the instrument it is not only suitable for
research purposes but also for the clinical practice.
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5. The Relationship Between Communication and
Marital Satisfaction: A Cross-Lagged Panel Analysis

5.1. INTRODUCTION
In the past two decades, a considerable body of research has focused on the
influence of interaction and communication behavior on marriage and
marital quality (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000; Matthews, Wickrama,
& Conger, 1996). Within this literature, it is widely assumed that marital
communication is instrumental for marital quality and even one of the most
crucial factors contributing to marital satisfaction (Karney & Bradbury,
1995; Lewis & Spanier, 1979; Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990; Olson,
McCubbin, Barnes, & Hill, 1983). According to Noller and Fitzpatrick
(1990, p. 839) "[there is] weight of evidence that marital interaction causes
marital satisfaction".
It is most unlikely, though, that only a one-way relationship from communication to marital satisfaction exists. The idea that marital satisfaction
may also affect how partners interact with each other is represented in
Karney and Bradbury's (1995) vulnerability-stress-adaptation model, but
also supported in several observational studies (Gottman, 1994; Gottman &
Krokoff, 1989; Noller, 1981).
Little attempt is made, however, to address the relative strength of the
two associations in order to clarify whether communication is rather an
antecedent or a consequence of marital satisfaction. Instead of cross-sectional studies, a longitudinal design is required to fully capturing this reciprocal relationship. An example is the study of Noller and Feeney (1994) on
encoding and decoding behavior of spouses. From their study, it became
clear that relationship satisfaction might be a stronger predictor of communication than communication is of later satisfaction. However, because the
majority of studies have not aimed to establish the relative strength of the
two directions, there is not much evidence for the antecedent-consequent
nature of the relationship between communication and marital satisfaction.
According to Karney and Bradbury (1995, p. 25) this lack of evidence
regarding the relative contribution of marital satisfaction to communication
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"leaves open the possibility that marital quality accounts for variation in
marital behavior more than marital behavior leads to changes in marital
quality". The main topic of our contribution is directed towards this
specific issue. Using panel data from 386 couples participating in a Dutch
research project, our objective is to provide insight in the nature of this
relationship.
Besides the relevance of gaining insight in this dynamic nature, a better
understanding of the longitudinal association between marital satisfaction
and communication is in particular important because some marital interaction patterns (e.g., disagreement, anger exchanges) may be harmful for
concurrent satisfaction but not for later satisfaction (Gottman & Krokoff,
1989). It is speculated that couples may develop a sense of confidence that
they can weather conflict together, positively affecting their satisfaction
with marriage. In American and Dutch samples it is demonstrated, for
example, that communication behavior such as "getting angry" and "interrupting each other" was negatively associated with spouses' current marital
experiences (Buunk & Nijskens, 1980; Gottman, 1991; 1993; 1994;
Kerkstra, 1985), though, it remains to be seen whether this set of behaviors,
hereafter called negative communication, also negatively predicts later satisfaction.
Understanding the longitudinal association between satisfaction and
communication is also appealing as regards communication patterns such
as "often talking about personal problems" and "often talking about things
that happened during the day" for which there is cross-sectional evidence
that this behavior is beneficial to partnership (Buunk & Nijskens, 1980;
Kerkstra, 1985). In the present study, this communication style is referred
to as 'open communication' and can be considered as the compound of two
relational maintenance behaviors. The first behavior refers to marital partners talking to each other about things that happened during their day. This
talk is considered as a type of instrumental and functional talk intended to
sustain the relationship (Wood, 1993). Honeycutt and Wiemann (1999)
provided support for the positive effect of this "daily event" talk on relationship satisfaction. Another behavior identified as a strategy to sustain the
relationship is "openness" (Canary & Stafford, 1992). Canary, Stafford, and
Semic (2002) assert that this "openness" strategy, which is defined as
discussing the relationship and sharing thoughts and feelings about the
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relationship, leads to greater satisfaction for marital partners and to the
maintenance of the relationship (Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 1999, 2001).
Behaviors labeled 'good' and 'bad' or 'positive' and 'negative' communication cannot be regarded as absolute but rather as context-specific qualities. The implicit assumption that good communication is open and honest,
and hostile communication is indicative of a lack of communication skills,
may be an expression of white, Western middle-class values (Coupland,
Giles, & Wiemann, 1991). Moreover, not all 'bad' communication styles are
equally harmful and not every 'lack' of openness necessarily indicates miscommunication (Brown & Rogers, 1991; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989).
Because the assumed longitudinal and reciprocal relationship between
marital satisfaction and both negative and open communication remains
elusive, our first research question addresses the degree to which open
communication and negative communication can be seen as a predictor or
an outcome of marital satisfaction. This question will be examined with
help of crossed-lagged panel analysis. Because Meeks, Hendrick, and
Hendrick (1998) assert that not only the actual communication behavior but
also the experience of this behavior is important in understanding its effect
on marital satisfaction, the perception of negative and open communication
and not the overt behavior will be considered in this study. Our theoretical
model is presented in Figure 5.1. For reasons of simplicity, two groups of
relationships are excluded from the Figure: (1) the effect of control variables and (2) the correlations between husbands and wife's variables at each
measurement point.
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Figure 5.1
Conceptual Model for Long-Term Association Between Open and
Negative Communication and Marital Satisfaction

Satisfaction
♂ T1

Satisfaction
♂ T2

Neg. com.
♂ T1

Neg. com.
♂ T2

Open com.
♂ T1

Open com.
♂ T2

Satisfaction
♀ T1

Satisfaction
♀ T2

Neg. com.
♀ T1

Neg. com.
♀ T2

Open com.
♀ T1

Open com.
♀ T2

Note: The curved arrow denotes the correlations between husbands and wives'
variables
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The second research question concerns the sex-specificity of the long-term
association between communication and marital satisfaction. In fact, men
and women may differ from one another in the degree to which they
communicate openly or negatively. This idea is expressed in the so-called
different cultures perspective (Mulac, Bradac, & Gibbons, 2001). It is a widespread view that marital communication may have different significance for
both sexes as women tend to be more relationally-oriented than are their
male counterparts (Acitelli, 1992; Goldsmith & Dun, 1997; Thompson &
Walker, 1989; Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 2001; Wood, 1993). Their greater
sensitiveness to interpersonal problems and subtleties of communication is
reflected in women's role as "relationship architects" (Wood, 1993). This
focus on the intimate relationship may stimulate the use of communication
behavior that positively contributes to marital partnership. For example it is
found that women are more likely to talk about daily events and relationship experiences than men (Canary, Stafford, & Semic, 2002; Rubin, 1983;
Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 2001; Wood, 1993). They also tend to complain
more about their partners being too little emotional intimate and too withdrawn (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Houck & Daniel, 1994; Rubin, 1983).
However, research evidence for these sex differences is mixed. Some
authors found no or small sex differences indicating that men and women
are not that different with regard to marital communication or, at least, that
these differences might be exaggerated (Canary & Dindia, 1998; Dindia &
Allen, 1992; Goldsmith & Dun, 1997; Wright, 1998). Burleson, Kunkel,
Samter, and Werking (1996) developed the same culture perspective to state
that similarities between the sexes far outweigh differences. With respect to
Dutch couples, Kerkstra (1985) also showed that men and women did not
differ in their perception of the marital communication as negative or open.
Whether or not sex differences are claimed may also be based on one's
interpretation of small effects (Allen, 1998). For some researchers they are
important whereas for others they are not important enough to call for differences. Because no conclusive findings are established for the Netherlands,
it remains unclear to what degree sex differences in communication can be
expected.
Besides, sex differences regarding the direction of the relationship
between communication and satisfaction may also be elusive. There is some
evidence to assume that, in comparison to men, women tend to experience
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lower marital satisfaction because of their likely dissatisfaction with marital
communication (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987(b); Houck & Daniel, 1994;
Jacobson & Moore, 1981; Margolin, Hattem, John, & Yost, 1985). In contrast, the "motivational approach" of marital communication suggests that
marital distressed women are more likely to perceive relational communication as more negative than do dissatisfied men (Denton, Burleson, &
Sprenkle, 1994). Husbands' satisfaction, however, seems to be more
strongly related to their own communication behavior than to the marital
communication of both partners. Research indicates that husbands' communication behavior may improve when they are more satisfied with their
relationship. So, men's capacity to communicate might be strongly associated with their experience of the marriage whereas for women this would
be not the case (Noller, 1981).
Due to the mixed results with respect to sex differences in marital
communication and because of the lack of longitudinal evidence for sexspecific directions of the link between communication and satisfaction, our
expectations are tentative. Therefore, our second research question is
whether the direction of the relation between satisfaction and communication is the same for both sexes, and whether open communication and
negative communication play the same role for both men and women.
5.2. METHOD
5.2.1. Procedure and Sample
The research sample consists of married men and women participating in
the longitudinal research project "Child-Rearing and Family in the Netherlands" (Gerris et al., 1992, 1993, 1998). Families were recruited using a
multi-stage sampling method. In the first stage, a sample was taken of all
Dutch municipalities distinguished by regional zone and degree of urbanization. In the second stage, a sample of children was taken in the selected
municipalities. These children were selected in such a way that in each city
as many boys as girls and as many children aged 9 to 12 as children aged 13
to 16 were chosen. These children as well as their parents were included in
the research group. In 1990, this procedure resulted in a sample of 1829
families. The response ratio was 43 % (N = 788). Of the 656 families who

94

The Relationship Between Communication and Marital Satisfaction
agreed in 1990 to participate in the second wave, 627 were contacted and
484 (77%) actually did participate in 1995. More technical details on the
database can be found in Gerris et al. (1992; 1993; 1998). The data were
gathered by means of structured interviews and questionnaires, completed
by both the child and the parents. In order to establish a homogeneous
research group, only first marriages in which both men and women have a
Dutch nationality were selected. This selection resulted in a research group
of 386 couples with children. In 1995, couples had been married for about
22 years. Husbands were 47.5 years, and wives were 45.0 years on average.
Men reported higher levels of education than did women. One quarter of
the male sample has a university degree, whereas for women this figure is
approximately one out of eight. For husbands, 48% reported to have a
middle low or low school degree whereas for women this is 61%. Sex
differences also exist with regard to employment activities. Whereas only
2% of the men are homemakers or not involved in paid employment, more
than one out of three women fall into these categories. Nine out of ten men
are employed, but this holds only for six out of ten woman (57%). In comparison to men, women are situated more in the "unskilled jobs" category
(13% women versus 2% men) and less in the "higher professions" group
(11% women versus 18% men).
5.2.2. Measures
Our three measures of interest (1) marital satisfaction, (2) open communication, and (3) negative communication are based on three scales developed
by Kerkstra (1985). The open and negative communication scales are
inspired by system- and communication theory and are composed of items
derived from the Primary Communication Inventory (Navran, 1967) and
the Marital Communication Inventory (Bienvenu, 1970). The marital satisfaction and negative communication scale originally consisted of 9 items
each; the open communication scale consisted of 6 items.
The satisfaction and the communication items were validated with the
aim to develop concepts that are empirically and conceptually clearly separated from each other. In line with this aim, it was required that the resulting concepts were sufficiently reliable in terms of internal consistency.
Using oblique factor-analytic rotation procedure, the relational structure
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between the concepts was clarified. Items, which met the criterion of a
weight of .40 or more on the factor they intended to represent and a weight
of .20 or less on the other factors, were retained. This procedure yielded a
clear-cut pattern of three concepts whereby each item loaded on only one
corresponding factor. This factor solution was obtained for men and
women in the first wave and was replicated exactly with the data of the
second wave as well as in an independent sample of husbands and wives
(see Chapter 4).
Marital satisfaction. To formulate the items of this scale, satisfaction
with the relationship and/or the partner was used as the guiding principle
(e.g., "Generally, I'm dissatisfied with the relationship with my partner" or
"If I could choose again, I would choose the same partner"). The scale
consists of seven 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". The scores were added together so that a
higher score indicates a more satisfied relationship. In 1990, alpha coefficient was .85 for women and .80 for men. In 1995, these values were .87
and .85 respectively.
Negative communication. Respondents were asked to indicate to what
degree certain forms of negative communication are characteristic of their
marital relationship (e.g., "My partner often blames me when we are quarreling" or "My partner and I interrupt each other a lot when we are talking
together"). The scale consists of 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 =
"not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". A higher score on the scale
indicates more negative communication. For women the alpha reliability
coefficient was .76 for 1990, and .80 for 1995. For men this coefficient was
.81 and .83.
Open communication. This scale is measured by items indicating the
degree to which personal feelings and experiences are shared (e.g., "I often
talk to my partner about things we both interested in" or "I often talk to my
partner about personal problems"). The scale consists of 7-point Likert
items, ranging from 1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". The
alpha coefficient for women was .63 in 1990 and .73 in 1995. For men these
coefficients were .66 and .68 respectively.
Control variables. Year of birth of the marital partners, marital duration
and the educational level of both spouses were included as control variables
because they could affect marital satisfaction as well as marital communica-
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tion (Houck & Daniel, 1994; Noller & Feeney, 1994; White, 1983). Marital
duration in 1990 and 1995 was indicated by the year of marriage. Education
was measured in response to the question "What is your highest educational level?" Nine levels were considered ranging from (1) elementary
school to (9) university education.
5.3. RESULTS
Descriptive Analysis
To compare mean scores on the three scales across time, paired-sample ttests were performed for both men and women. This test indicates that
there is a significant difference between the mean satisfaction observed in
1990 and in 1995, respectively t = 2.49, p < .05 for men (M90 = 6.13, SD =
0.93; M95 = 6.02, SD = 1.00) and t = 3.30, p < .01 for women (M90 = 6.09,
SD = 1.01; M95 = 5.92, SD = 1.09), showing that the degree to which partners are satisfied with their marriage decreased slightly between 1990 and
1995. This finding is in line with recent studies on the course of marital
satisfaction, showing a fairly gradually decline over the marital career
(VanLanningham, Johnson, & Amato, 2001). 14 Furthermore, the mean
score on the open communication scale for women in 1990 is significantly
different from the score in 1995 (t = -2.07, p < .05; M90 = 5.53, SD = 1.09;
M95 = 5.65, SD = 1.09). The perception of negative communication did not
change over time, for women (M90 = 2.69, SD = 1.03; M95 = 2.70, SD =
1.05), or for men (M90 = 2.73, SD = 1.09; M95 = 2.71, SD = 1.08).
A comparison of the mean scores across sex shows that in 1990 as
well as in 1995 women had a significantly higher score on open communication (M90 = 5.53, SD = 1.09; M95 = 5.65, SD = 1.09) than did men (M90 =
5.06, SD = 1.13; M95 = 5.16, SD = 1.16), respectively t = -7.39, p < .0001
14 Until the recent published counterfindings of VanLanningham, Johnson and
Amato (2001), the U-shaped pattern of marital satisfaction over the marital career
was a long-standing premise (Glenn, 1990). However, the preponderance of
evidence with respect to the U-curve is overshadowed by the methodological
limitations associated with most previous research such as the use of crosssectional designs. Using 17-years panel data from a nationally representative sample
of married individuals, VanLanningham, Johnson and Amato (2001) conclude that
marital happiness declines or flattens after a period of decline throughout the
marital career.
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and t = -7.56, p < .0001. The mean satisfaction and negative communication scores were not significantly different between men and women.
Structural Equation Model
Using LISREL 8.30 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1989, 1993), a cross-lagged panel
analysis with open communication, negative communication and marital
satisfaction was conducted jointly for husbands and wives. Cross-lagged
panel analysis is a technique that provides more insight into antecedentconsequent relationships between two variables that might mutually influence each other. 15 In a first equation, the effect of A1 and B1 on A2 is estimated, and similarly the effect of A1 and B1 on B2 is estimated in a second
equation. The standardized regression coefficients of A1 on B2 and of B1
on A2 can be compared with each other. The 'causal winner' is the relationship with the largest coefficient. Hence, the nature of the mutual relationship is interpreted on the basis of the cross-lagged relationship showing the
highest coefficient. The advantage of the cross-lagged approach is that the
stability effects between Time 1 and Time 2 are controlled when estimating
the cross-lagged effects.
Given that two waves of data are available, we modeled a Two-Wave,
Three-Variable model for husbands and wives simultaneously (Finkel,
1995). In this model, each variable at Time 2 is predicted by both its previous value at Time 1 and the other variables of interest. For the purpose of
this study, variables at Time 1 only were allowed to affect one's own variables and not those of the partner at Time 2.

Actually, this is a question about causality. A condition for causality is that the
variable that causes an outcome is temporally prior to the variable that is affected
(Scott, 1995). However, there is no consistent consensus on this issue. Some assert
that causality happens at such a manner in people's mind that it is no longer
observable in the temporal sequences of behavior. For example, there is a strong
association between the birth of the first child and women leaving the labor
market. Though, some only leave after the birth of the child whereas others already
leave before the child arrives. Both behaviors result from anticipations and
decisions that are made long before the actual behavior takes place. Therefore,
temporal order is not always an indication for causality, demonstrating the vital
importance of theory in causal suppositions (Nesselroade & Baltes, 1985; Taris,
2000; Willekens, 2001).
15
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Variables in this analysis are latent concepts measured by manifest
scale items. The use of latent variable analysis has the major advantage that
biasing effects of measurement errors can be controlled (Campbell &
Kenny, 1999). However, an important underlying issue of structural equation modeling is that of statistical power. When the sample size is too small
or too many parameters have to be estimated, the statistical stability of the
results may be doubtful (Mueller, 1996). In our study, the latter was the
case. Using the individual items as indicators for each of the latent variables
the number of parameters to be estimated is too large with respect to the
sample size (N = 386). The number of parameters and the number of
observations were in the proportion of 1 to 2, whereas generally criteria of
at least 1 to 5 or even 1 to 10 or higher are preferred (Mueller, 1996). A
technique to deal with this problem is item parceling. Instead of using the
original items as indicators for latent variables, parcels are used. Parcels are
combinations of subsets of items underlying a latent variable. Scores on
parcels are computed by either summing or taking the mean of a subset of
items. Item parceling must be used with care and under certain conditions.
Bandalos and Finney (2001) have studied possible problems by using parcels as substitutes for the original items. Their finding is that "unidimensional factor structures of the latent constructs have been well established
in other studies and parcels are formed within these factors" (Bandalos &
Finney, 2001, p. 288). Given the unidimensionality of the scales (only items
loading on their principal factor, no cross loadings) and the validity and
reliability of our measurement instrument (see Chapter 4) it is considered
sound to use item parceling. Therefore, for each construct, two parcels
were computed as the mean score of a subset of items. For marital satisfaction, a parcel of four items and one of three items was made; for negative
communication two parcels of each three items were retained, and for open
communication a parcel of two items and a parcel consisting of the one
remaining item were constructed. Theoretically, all parcels range from 1 to
7.
Using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (LISREL 8.30), the reliability and
validity of the three latent constructs and their indicators (parcels) were
demonstrated. Table 5.1 presents the standardized factor loadings and
alpha coefficients for the three latent constructs for both sexes in 1990 as
well as in 1995.
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Table 5.1
Lambda's of the Measurement Model with 6 Manifest Variables and
3 Latent Factors of the DMSCQ, According to Sex and Year
1990
Factor and
indicators
Marit. Sat. (F1)
ms1
ms2
Neg. Com. (F2)
nc1
nc2
Open Com. (F3)
pc1
pc2

Lambda
Men
α = .82
.82
.84
α = .81
.83
.81
α = .68
.85
.59

1995
Lambda
Women
α = .89
.88
.91
α = .74
.78
.76
α = .62
.78
.57

Lambda
Men
α = .86
.87
.87
α = .80
.85
.78
α = .71
.87
.64

Lambda
Women
α = .88
.90
.88
α = .78
.88
.74
α = .78
.90
.71

Note: Standardized coefficients, N = 386.
Marit. Sat. = marital satisfaction, Neg. Com. = negative communication, Open
Com. = open communication

For the evaluation of this factor model (and the other models used below),
two fit indices were considered: (1) the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and (2) the comparative fit index (CFI). Models with a
RMSEA value lower than .05 and a CFI value over .95 indicate an acceptable
fit between model and data (Billiet & McClendon, 1998; Byrne, 1998; Hu &
Bentler, 1999; Kline, 1998; Mueller, 1996). The model with df = 186
showed a χ²-value of 295.70 with RMSEA = .039 and CFI = .99, indicating
a very good fit.
In the next step, the measurement invariance of the three concepts
across time and across sex was tested to be sure that it is allowed to compare latent variables across time and between husbands and wives. Measurement invariance on the item level was already established (see Chapter
4). Therefore, it is expected that the parcels also show measurement invariance. To verify this expectation, factor loadings (lambda's) between the
manifest parcels and their latent construct at Time 1 were equated with the
corresponding loadings at Time 2. The same principle was done with
respect to husbands and wives.
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This model (with equating the factor loadings of marital satisfaction,
of negative communication and of open communication) showed a χ²-value
of 308.52 (df = 195) with RMSEA = .038 and CFI = .99, also indicating a
very good fit. The increase in χ² was 12.82 (df = 9) with p = .177 showing
that a factor model with equal factor loadings on comparable concepts
leads to a non-significant increase of χ². Our conclusion is that the three
concepts are invariant across time and across sex. Hence, for the next
analyses, the involved factor loadings (lambdas) were constrained to be
equal.
For the cross-lagged analysis, five variables were included as exogenous variables: marital duration, the age of both spouses, as well as their
educational level. The covariance matrix of these parcels and the five control variables was used as input matrix for the analysis. Their correlations,
means and standard deviations are shown in Table 5.2.
Due to the time span of five years, we did not expect error terms to be
correlated over time and thus we did not define these terms. The endogenous variables of husband and wives were allowed to correlate at Time 1 as
well as at Time 2. For the initial model, (see Figure 5.1) the control
variables did not appear to show any significant relationship with the
endogenous variables. For this reason these variables were excluded in the
next analyses. Testing the cross-lagged model with the relationships as
depicted in Figure 5.1, yields a χ²-value of 344.96 with df = 218, RMSEA =
.038 and CFI = .99, which fits very well. The majority of the cross-lagged
effects were not significant. First, none of the female cross-lagged effects
reached significance. Second, communication variables at Time 1 were not
related to marital satisfaction at Time 2, for women, or for men. Only
husbands' marital satisfaction at Time 1 predicted their perception of open
communication at Time 2. Without the non-significant cross-lagged
relationships, the χ²-value equals 353.23 with df = 224, RMSEA = .038 and
CFI = .99. The decrease in χ² equals 8.27, with df = 6 and p = .219, indicating that the omitted cross-lagged effects have a non-significant contribution in the cross-lagged model.
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Table 5.2
Correlation Matrix of the Parcels of the Open and Negative Communication, and Marital Satisfaction Scales, and
the Control Variables, According to Sex and Year [Women Beneath Diagonal, Men Above Diagonal]
t1ms1
t1ms1
t1ms2
t1nc1
t1nc2
t1oc1
t1oc2
t2ms1
t2ms2
t2nc1
t2nc2
t2oc1
t2oc2
ym
yb
edu

.80
-.44
-.43
.38
.30
.52
.50
-.39
-.38
.33
.28
.04
.09
-.08

M
SD

6.12
1.04

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***

t1ms2
.69
-.46
-.46
.37
.34
.54
.54
-.44
-.37
.32
.30
.05
.10
-.10
6.03
1.11

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***

t1nc1
-.42
-.41
.59
-.18
-.08
-.33
-.36
.58
.44
-.21
-.23
-.13
-.06
.02
2.72
1.23

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
*

t1nc2
-.48
-.46
.68
-.19
-.15
-.32
-.33
.46
.48
-.21
-.21
-.13
-.10
.02
2.67
1.10

***
***
***
***
**
***
***
***
***
***
***
*
*

t1oc1
.22
.23
-.16
-.19
.45
.28
.27
-.21
-.21
.48
.34
.04
.11
.02
5.36
1.23

***
***
**
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
*

t1oc2
.22
.24
-.13
-.15
.51
.17
.18
-.07
-.08
.28
.29
.06
.11
-.01
5.85
1.33

t2ms1

.51
.52
-.31
-.32
.20
.23
.79
-.63
-.48
*** .38
*** .32
-.02
* -.00
.02
***
***
**
**
***
***
***

6.04
1.07

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***

t2ms2
.52
.58
-.33
-.34
.21
.21
.76
-.61
-.49
.38
.34
-.01
.02
-.03
5.77
1.24

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***

t2nc1
-.33
-.31
.54
.46
-.05
-.09
-.56
-.50
.64
-.35
-.25
-.02
.00
-.02
2.59
1.13

***
***
***
***

***
***
***
***
***

t2nc2
-.37
-.36
.52
.55
-.10
-.16
-.48
-.46
.70
-.22
-.19
-.03
-.02
.00
2.81
1.18

***
***
***
***
*
**
***
***
***
***
***

t2oc1
.32
.36
-.26
-.33
.41
.22
.35
.38
-.26
-.28
.63
.03
.09
.05
5.51
1.19

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***

t2oc2
.20
.21
-.11
-.20
.28
.27
.30
.30
-.15
-.15
.55
.02
.06
.02
5.93
1.17

***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
**
**
***
-

ym
.07
.03
-.06
-.07
-.06
-.01
.03
-.01
-.10
-.05
-.11
-.09
.72
.03
72.76
3.27

*
*
***

yb

edu

-.01
.06
-.02
-.02
.05
.04
.04
-.02
-.06
-.07
-.11
-.09
.62
-.16

-.10
-.11
.07
.03
-.05
-.09
-.10
-.09
.01
-.02
.02
*
-.01
*** -.02
-.12
**

50.06
4.26

3.24
1.65

M

SD

* 6.18 0.97
* 6.07 1.07
2.80 1.19
2.67 1.18
4.91 1.23
5.30 1.43
* 6.07 1.00
5.93 1.10
2.63 1.13
2.79 1.19
5.02 1.25
5.38 1.30
72.76 3.27
* 47.52 4.94
- 3.87 2.01

Note: t1 = wave 1, t2 = wave 2, ms = marital satisfaction, oc = open communication, nc = negative communication, ym = year of
marriage, yb = year of birth, edu = educational level
*p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
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To examine whether the cross-lagged relationship between marital satisfaction at Time 1 and open communication at Time 2 is different for men and
women, a second model was tested. In this model the paths between
marital satisfaction at Time 1 and open communication at Time 2 were
initially left free. For this model, χ²(223) = 351.98. For the model with the
two paths constrained to equality χ²(224) = 360.26, a significant increase of
χ² with 8.28 and df = 1 and p = .004. This equality constraint apparently
worsened our model. The restricted model was less successful in accounting for the observed relationships between the latent constructs. In other
words, a sex difference exists with respect to the effect of marital satisfaction (Time 1) on open communication (Time 2). For husbands, marital
satisfaction was positively related to their perception of open communication five years later, but this finding does not hold for women. The results
are presented in Figure 5.2.
As can be seen from Figure 5.2, the correlations at Time 1 and Time 2
demonstrate for both husbands and wives strong negative associations
between marital satisfaction and negative communication and significant
positive associations between open communication and marital satisfaction.
The relation between concurrent marital satisfaction and negative communication perception appears much stronger than their relationship across
time. For both sexes, the cross-lagged effects between marital satisfaction
and negative communication were not significant. However, our results
support the hypothesis that husband's marital satisfaction is predictive of a
change in open communication behavior. It appeared that satisfied
husbands are more likely to share personal experiences over time and to
talk about things that happened during the day. Wives' marital satisfaction
was not predictive of their open communication.
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Figure 5.2
Cross-Lagged Model for Open and Negative Communication and
Marital Satisfaction
Husbands
.74***

Satisfaction
♂ T1

.02

Satisfaction
♂ T2

R²=.54

.31***
-.65***

-.69***
.05

.35***

R²=.58
.78***

Neg. com.
♂ T1
-.24***

.49**

Neg. com.
♂ T2
-.32**

.07

R²=.36

Open com.
♂ T1

.42***

Open com.
♂ T2

Wives
.56***

Satisfaction
♀ T1

.03

Satisfaction
♀ T2

R²=.41

.08
-.65***

-.77***
.09

.55***

Neg. com.
♀ T1

R²=.59
.75***

-.33***

-.36**
.02

Open com.
♀ T1

.60***

Note: Standardized Parameter Estimates.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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.46**

Neg. com.
♀ T2

R²=.42

Open com.
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5.4. DISCUSSION
This study was designed to gain insight into the relationship between marital satisfaction and communication. Based on previous literature, it was
unclear (1) whether marital satisfaction accounts for variation in marital
communication more than communication leads to changes in marital satisfaction and (2) whether the cross-lagged relationships might be sex-specific.
Our major finding is that communication is not predictive of later
marital satisfaction. Spouses appear to be no more or less satisfied during a
five-years interval when they communicate more openly or less negatively
with their partner. This finding holds for both husbands and wives.
More evidence was obtained for the assumption that satisfaction
predicts open communication. Moreover, this effect was found to be sexspecific. Marital satisfaction was positively related to husbands' but not
wives' open communication. Along with the failure of husbands' open
communication to predict later marital satisfaction, it is suggested that satisfaction potentially influences open communication.
When considering negative communication, we found no support for
assuming any cross-lagged relationship with marital satisfaction. The nonsignificance of the cross-lagged effects between marital satisfaction and
negative communication may indicate that marital satisfaction is more
consistently associated with current negative communication perception
than with later or prior assessments. Therefore, no longitudinal evidence
was obtained for the motivational approach on the basis of which we
expected a negative cross-lagged effect of marital satisfaction on negative
communication for women (Denton, Burleson, & Sprenkle, 1994). This
finding may account for the fact that the motivational approach is possibly
a short-term model or that women's perception of negative communication
is a reflection of their marital satisfaction rather than a predictor or
outcome (and vice versa).
A striking finding is that satisfied husbands were more likely to share
personal experiences with their partner. Thus, men linked their marital
experiences with their own communication behavior and not with the
communication behavior of their partner. The latter becomes clear from
the fact that men's satisfaction was not related with their perception of
negative communication, which focuses on the partner communication.
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This finding can supplement earlier findings such as those of Noller (1981)
and Gottman and Porterfield (1981). They demonstrated that dissatisfied
husbands fare poorly in decoding and encoding emotional nonverbal messages of their partners, abilities that appear to be relationship-specific
instead of being a general trait.
It is interesting to speculate about why men's supported "capacity" or
"willingness" to share personal experiences (open communication) should
decrease with declining satisfaction, whereas this finding did not hold for
women. At first sight, this result may be remarkable from the assumption
that women are more relationally-oriented than men (Acitelli, 1992). If men
are not so relationally attuned, why does their marital satisfaction predict
their communication over time? An explanation can be found in an earlier
finding of Antill (1983) with respect to femininity in relationships. The
author provided evidence for the overwhelming importance of femininity
on the part of both husband and wife for explaining each other's marital
happiness. In our study, it is suggested that in satisfied relationships, men
more closely approach a stereotypical feminine communication style. The
higher female scores on open communication in our study lend support to
this interpretation. That might also be the reason why this trend does not
show up in women's marital satisfaction and their perception of open
communication nor in men's marital satisfaction and their perception of
negative communication because both communication measures focus on
women. Indeed, one can expect that women were already characterized by
a more relational orientation.
Assuming that the aforementioned explanations are correct, our
results may be consistent with the possibility that wives' marital satisfaction
may simply reflect their communication behavior, whereas husbands' marital satisfaction may actually affect their communication behavior. Men in
satisfied relationships may develop communication behavior that their
wives already tend to use to a larger extent. It seems that a marital relationship might benefit not only from partner's pre-existing communication
behavior but also from communication behavior developed over the marital life course.
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Limitations
Because of some limitations of this study, our findings must be put into
perspective. First, the question arises whether the amount of time between
the two measurement waves was too lengthy to account for other associations. Longitudinal studies on marital satisfaction and attributions or maintenance behaviors are conducted typically within shorter time intervals (e.g.,
Fincham & Bradbury, 1987(b); Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 2001). Because the
strength of lagged effects in longitudinal studies depends on the period
between two consecutive waves, this is a very difficult issue to deal with
(Finkel, 1995). Unfortunately, there is no directive for the optimal lag for
marital satisfaction and communication to affect each other. Moreover, to
reach stronger conclusions regarding our variables of interest, at least three
measurement waves should be used. Therefore, future studies should
attempt to confirm our results using different time frames and several
waves of data.
A second point worth mentioning is the specific character of the
sample. The current project deals with relatively highly educated men and
women, who are on average 46 years old and have adolescent children. At
the second measurement point, couples were married for about 22 years.
Perhaps different cross-lagged relationships between satisfaction and
communication could be found when examined in a sample of younger
couples or less educated individuals. Moreover, it is possible not only to
find different cross-lagged effects but also different sex-specific effects
when examining other samples. That is why a definite causal and sexspecific interpretation of our findings is unwarranted at this stage. Because
no established longitudinal findings are at our disposal, future research is
needed to confirm our results over time.
Conclusion
Despite these limitations, our results are relevant. From a therapeutic point
of view, it is helpful to know that changing marital communication by itself
may not be as important for improving marital satisfaction as previously
thought. As Holmes (2000) emphasizes, 'good' communication cannot
eradicate, for example, incompatibility between the spouses. Therefore, a
therapeutic goal orientated towards the marital process or communication
might appear ineffective if it is opposed to spouse's interest. Theoretically,
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the study makes a valuable contribution to our understanding of relationship satisfaction and communication because of the longitudinal approach
in combination with a focus on sex. Parott (2000) asserts that emotions,
and thus satisfaction, can involve changes in thinking or behavior and,
therefore, can affect social interaction and relationships. To be (dis)satisfied
with one's partner and relationship might play a considerable role in men's
communication behavior within marriage. For women, the perception of
her own and her partner's communication behavior may be a reflection of
her marital satisfaction rather than a predictor or outcome. These findings
are relevant because the role of communication in marriage has moved
from the periphery to the centre (Fitzpatrick, 1988). This 'changed role' of
communication is a result of the prominent position of the emotional
function of partnership in society's view of marriage on the one hand, and
contemporary society's absence of fixed and clear external rules for partnership on the other hand.
Three directions for future research in this specific topic are recommended. First, the antecedent-consequent relationships between marital
satisfaction and marital communication need to be corroborated in different spousal samples. Second, the sex-specific nature of these cross-lagged
relationships has to be investigated. Third, and more profound, is the analysis of how marital satisfaction is built up over time. In other words, when
communication is not an important building block in established marriages,
is this also true in newlywed couples? And, which other factors contribute
to marital satisfaction in each phase of marital relationships?
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6. Effects of Spousal Economic and Cultural
Characteristics on Marital Satisfaction
6.1. INTRODUCTION
Do women's economic resources have a harmful effect on spousal marital
satisfaction and are there cultural conditions moderating this effect? These
questions are explored in the present study. The main purpose is to examine the influence of husbands' and wives' socioeconomic position and
cultural orientation on their satisfaction with marriage. Since both are
inherently connected, attention is particularly paid to the interaction
between economic and cultural factors. In fact, the increase in women's
educational level and labor force participation that the past 40 years
witnessed, are not only economical but also cultural in nature (De Graaf &
Vermeulen, 1997; Lye & Biblarz, 1993; Rogers & Amato, 2000; South,
2001). The shift in women's social roles is accompanied by other social
transformations, among which are changing gender role attitudes. We are
moving towards an androgynous egalitarianism emphasizing the similarities
rather than the differences in sex roles (Davis, 1984; Thornton, Alwin, &
Camburn, 1983). Moreover, individualization processes cause individuals to
think less traditionally about family life, no longer attaching primary
importance to marital life and raising children (Peters & Gerris, 1995). In
the present study, it is argued that these cultural changes need to be taken
into account when examining the relationship between women's economic
position and spousal marital satisfaction. Disregarding the cultural aspect,
as is often the case in studies examining the effect of spousal economic
resources on marriage, might partially account for inconsistent findings
regarding economic variables and marital satisfaction.
Besides, previous studies have been primarily done in the United
States. Accordingly, relatively little is known about this subject in Western
Europe and particularly in the Netherlands. Recent findings on the covariates of divorce among Dutch couples suggest that the effect of wives'
employment is not the same for all marriages and women (Kalmijn, De
Graaf, & Poortman, 2004). Whether outside employment gets translated
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into marital instability depends on wives' emancipatory values. It was
demonstrated that women's employment increases the chance of divorce
for traditional but not for more liberal women. Therefore, it is reasonable
to also consider this hypothesis with respect to Dutch couples' marital satisfaction.
Moreover, because prior studies on the association between marital
satisfaction and economic and cultural aspects mostly relied upon crosssectional designs, we cannot tell if changes in these variables are also associated with changes in spousal marital satisfaction. This issue invites further
investigation.
Using panel data of Dutch first-married couples, our aim is to incorporate cultural variables in tandem with economic proxies in order to
examine their separate and joint effects on marital satisfaction. This question is addressed cross-sectionally as well as longitudinally.
6.2. THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND
The importance of differentiated sex roles for a stable marital system is a
longstanding and influential tradition in the social science literature. Talcott
Parsons already emphasized this idea in the postwar period and later on
Becker elaborated the same theme in his economic theory of marriage. The
converging view is that marital satisfaction is higher to the extent that wives
have fewer labor market resources and husbands have more resources
(Ono, 1998).
Economic approaches, such as rational choice and social exchange
theories, emphasize the efficiency and productivity of a sex-segregated
arrangement. According to Becker (1981), the major gain to marriage lies in
spousal mutual dependence arising out of their specialized functions as
breadwinner and homemaker. Therefore, dual earner couples may develop
a less rewarding marriage as both sexes become less specialized and less
powerful in a domain that is important for the other. This non-specialization and imbalance of the marital relationship may result in lower satisfaction with marriage (Brennan, Barnett, & Gareis, 2001; Scanzoni, 1979).
Psychosocial approaches rather emphasize the change in options and
needs that couples are confronted with when wives dispose of more
resources. Proponents assert that the greater availability of women's
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resources may reduce the costs of leaving a distressed marriage (Davis,
1984). More economically independent wives might be less motivated to
work out their marital problems whereas their husbands may feel less
restricted or guilty to leave a relationship in which their wives are able to
support themselves (Kalmijn, De Graaf & Poortman, 2004; Peatsch, Bala,
Bertrand & Glennon, 2004).
The above ideas are commonly translated in the so-called wife's independence hypothesis and husband's income hypothesis (Ono, 1998). The former
states that women's labor market resources are likely to put marriage under
stress whereas the latter hypothesis reflects the opposite for men. Husbands' income hypothesis assumes higher gains for marriage to the degree
that husbands have more economic resources. Both arguments have
received widespread attention among sociologists as well as economists in
explaining recent family trends (see Oppenheimer, 1997; 2001).
However, research yields inconsistent results with respect to the effect
of women's resources on marital experiences. Even though studies in the
sixties (Axelson, 1963; Orden & Bradburn, 1969) confirmed the poorer
marital satisfaction of couples where the wife is employed, more recent
studies provide mixed support (see Oppenheimer, 1997). Some studies fail
to demonstrate a relationship (Glenn & Weaver, 1978) whereas others
obtain evidence that wives' labor market participation reduces husbands'
but not their own marital satisfaction (Booth, Johnson, Whyte, & Edwards,
1984; Greenstein, 1990; Kessler & McRae, 1982). The latter may hold
because wives' employment is not only driven by financial reasons but also
serves other goals such as personal development and improved social status
for women. When considering wives' occupation or earnings in specific,
Vannoy & Philliber (1992) failed to demonstrate a significant association
with husbands or wives' marital satisfaction. Using panel data, Rogers
(1999) found no support for the idea that a change in wives income is
related to changes in marital discord.
However, wife's independence hypothesis needs to be considered in
light of men's breadwinner status. As long as this status is unchallenged by
wives' employment, men's marital satisfaction is higher than in case their
breadwinner's position is threatened (Crowley, 1998). Hence, relative earning power rather than women's employment as such appears to be the
differentiating factor. Moreover, other findings do not support the disrup-

111

Effects of Spousal Economic and Cultural Characteristics on Marital Satisfaction
tive effect of wives incomes on marriage. A recent study of Gupta, Smock,
and Manning (2004) on the correlates of non-residential fatherhood in the
U.S. demonstrate that the probability of non-residence decreased to the
degree that both fathers' and mothers' incomes increased, suggesting the
stabilizing effects of women's income on family life.
Other evidence contrary to the independence hypothesis concerns
wife's educational level. Higher levels of education may be associated with
better relationship skills and hence higher marital satisfaction. Indeed,
Locksley (1982) found that higher educated wives are happier with their
marriage than those who are less educated. Kurdek (1993) reported similar
results for his 5-year longitudinal sample of newlywed couples. Whyte
(1990), in contrast, showed that women's education was unrelated to marital satisfaction. However, in this respect it is interesting to note that in the
Netherlands the likelihood of divorce is higher among better rather than
among lower educated women, questioning the validity of the American
hypothesis for the Dutch context (Kalmijn, de Graaf, & Poortman, 2004).
It remains to be seen whether this finding is also true with respect to marital satisfaction.
These mixed findings lead us to conclude that the wife's independence
hypothesis is contentious. More consistent support is found for the male
income hypothesis (Ono, 1998; Whyte, 1990). Vannoy and Philliber (1992)
demonstrate that employed wives are more satisfied with their marriage
when their husbands are higher educated. However, if women are not
employed, their marital satisfaction appears to be unrelated to men's education. Both findings are consistent with the interpretation that educated
husbands may be better prepared for developing an egalitarian marriage.
Although not entirely indicative, studies on marital instability also demonstrate that husbands' poorer economic position in terms of income and
education is linked to a higher risk of marital dissolution (Ono, 1998).
Economic factors might be accompanied by subjective appraisals,
which may also affect the marital relationship (Mugenda, Hira, & Fanslow,
1990). A review of White and Rogers (2000) suggests that subjective
evaluations of one's economic position are more strongly related to marital
outcomes than measures such as income and employment. Conger et al.
(1990) reported similar results and concluded that subjective assessments of
one's economic situation are important determinants of marital satisfaction,

112

Effects of Spousal Economic and Cultural Characteristics on Marital Satisfaction
rather than the material component of income or status. In a similar vein,
Mugenda et al. (1990) identified satisfaction with the financial status as an
important mechanism through which socioeconomic factors relate to quality of life.
Missing from the above studies, however, is the consideration of
cultural conditions. The inconsistent support provided for the independence hypothesis may be due to the lack of attention paid to circumstances
under which spousal resources are more or less beneficial for marital satisfaction. One of these conditions may be cultural in nature. Indeed, the
values that spouses hold towards sex roles and family life, for example, are
a cultural reflection of the shift in women's and men's social roles. However, values in a sociological sense of indicating culturally defined standards
serving as broad guidelines for social living, are seldom allowed in
economic approaches (Macionis, 1997; Moors, 2001). Nonetheless, studies
indicate the relevance of these values. Vannoy and Philliber (1992), for
example, even identify gender role identities and role expectations as a
primary explanation for marital experiences.
Considering cultural conditions may put economic effects on marriage
in a proper perspective, the more so since previous work has been shown
that the effect of gender attitudes on marital satisfaction is gender-specific.
Women with a nontraditional view on gender roles tend to experience
lower marital satisfaction whereas for men the reverse finding is true
(Amato & Booth, 1995; Lye & Biblarz, 1993). Husbands' egalitarian
attitudes might be advantageous for couples because those husbands tend
do more household labor and are more supportive for their employed
wives (Ferree, 1991; Suitor, 1991; Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989). Peters
and Gerris (1995) also demonstrated that the marital relationship of
spouses being strongly orientated on traditional family values such as being
married and living for your family, is more satisfying.
Despite the fact that economic and cultural explanations go hand in
hand, they are not always perfectly correlated. Although it may be more
acceptable for egalitarian than for traditional or familial spouses that wives
work outside, traditional women may also work outside because of financial
reasons while nontraditional women decide to stay home because of the
difficult combination of employment and family care (Kalmijn, De Graaf,
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& Poortman, 2004). Hence, there are reasons to assume that cultural and
economic characteristics interact in their effect on marital satisfaction.
Studies on this interaction hypothesis with respect to marital satisfaction are exceptional. Nonetheless, one study dealing with this issue tended
to find moderating effects. Vannoy and Philliber (1992) demonstrate that
husbands' gender role attitudes are more important for marital satisfaction
when the wife is employed than when she is not. These authors did not
examine, however, to what degree wives' employment has different effects
when holding more or less traditional attitudes. Hence, their finding justifies further investigation on the interaction between cultural characteristics
and economic aspects in their association with marital satisfaction. This
interaction assumption is also supported in research on marital stability.
Divorce studies suggest that the negative effects of women's economic
resources are conditional on cultural values with more negative or no
effects for women holding traditional gender ideologies (Greenstein, 1990;
Kalmijn, De Graaf & Poortman, 2004).
However, no attempt is made to examine the interaction between
women's labor market resources and spouses' familialism. Familialism
refers to the degree to which the private sphere of family and marital life is
considered important (Peters & Gerris, 1995). In general, this orientation is
associated with traditionalism and economic inequality. However, in the
Netherlands the connection between familialism and traditionalism has
become weaker during the nineties, indicating that the Dutch cultural
context of familialism has lost most of its traditional nature (Peters &
Gerris, 1995). In this way, the question arises whether the effect of
women's labor market resources on marital satisfaction might be contingent
upon spouses' familial orientation.
Besides their interaction, we are also interested in the effects of
economic and cultural factors across time. However, economic and cultural
explanations are seldom addressed jointly in a longitudinal design. Nonetheless, marital satisfaction can be better understood when it is compared
with earlier and later satisfaction. In this way, the issue is directed towards
the factors that contribute to an increase or decrease in marital satisfaction
over time. Because previous work mostly relied upon cross-sectional
designs it remains unclear to what degree economic and cultural variables as
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well as their change predict later marital satisfaction when considered
jointly. This issue needs further exploration.
6.3. PRESENT STUDY AND HYPOTHESES
As became clear from the above review, previous findings regarding
spousal economic resources and marital satisfaction did not provide
straightforward conclusions. We argued that the failure to include the
cultural dimension in this discussion might explain some of the contrasting
findings. Cultural variables not only need to be taken into account when
evaluating the effect of spousal economic position on the marital satisfaction experienced, they also need to be linked to cultural variables to examine the circumstances in which the association between economic indicators and marital satisfaction may become more or less positive. Therefore,
this study addresses the above issue by examining how economic and
cultural indicators – separately and jointly – are related to spousal marital
satisfaction. It is firstly hypothesized that cultural variables have an independent effect beyond the economic variables on the satisfaction reported
by husbands and wives. Second, we reassess the association between
women's economic resources and spousal marital satisfaction by considering this relationship as contingent upon spouses' cultural orientations. We
examine this topic using a Dutch sample of married couples that were
followed during a five-years interval (2 measurement points). Our analyses
are conducted separately for men and women.
A first model (Model 1) tests the independence hypothesis for women
and the income hypothesis for men. It can be expected that couples in
which the wife has more economic resources experience lower marital satisfaction than couples in which the wife has fewer economic resources.
Conversely, we hypothesize that couples in which the husband has more
economic resources experience higher marital satisfaction than couples in
which the husband has fewer economic resources.
A second model (Model 2) examines the first model supplemented
with husbands and wives' satisfaction with their income to spend. We test
the hypothesis that spouses, who are more satisfied with their financial
situation, are also more likely to be satisfied with their relationship.
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Third, we test the additional effect of cultural orientations (Model 3).
Spouses' attitudes towards both sex roles and traditional family values will
be considered. In general, it is hypothesized that nontraditional role attitudes are negatively associated with spousal marital satisfaction. More
specifically, we anticipate that this hypothesis holds primarily for women's
attitudes whereas men's liberal attitudes may positively affect spousal marital satisfaction. Regarding familialism, however, it can be expected that
both husbands and wives are more satisfied with their marriage when
endorsing family values. Based on the study of Vannoy and Philliber (1992)
we expect that cultural variables will have a significant effect on spouses'
marital satisfaction independent of their economic resources.
Fourth, the interaction hypothesis is examined by linking wives'
economic characteristics with the cultural variables of both husbands and
wives (Model 4). Whether wives are employed or not is considered in function of both spouses' orientations towards traditional family values and sex
roles. The same is done using wives' educational level as indicator of their
economic position. Husbands' economic characteristics are not related to
spouses' cultural orientations because this is not our main point of attention. To capture the employment status (employed or not) of the couple,
we also included the interaction term between wives and husbands' employment.
Because research has shown that family income (Conger et al., 1990),
parental divorce (Amato, 1996) and young age at marriage (Holman, 2001)
are negatively related to marital satisfaction, the following control variables
will be included in the analysis: age of the spouses, number of years
married, parental divorce, net family income and number of children.
6.4. STUDY DESIGN
We report on three studies. Using hierarchical regression analysis, we
examine in a first study the additional effects of cultural characteristics to
economic characteristics in understanding husbands and wives' marital
satisfaction. Subsequently we test whether the interaction between
economic and cultural characteristics add supplementary value to this
model. It is also examined whether female employment is less disruptive for
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spousal marital satisfaction in case husbands are unemployed. We use the
first wave data of a national panel study of couples.
In a second study we replicate the hierarchical models in a subset of
the larger sample used in Study 1. Specifically, we perform our analyses on
those couples that remain married through the two waves. The potential
selective character of the panel attrition may result in different results
within the two samples at the first measurement point. The findings from
this second study must inform us about the specificity of the both-waves
participants. This information must put the results of the third study in the
proper perspective.
In the third study, we assess spousal marital satisfaction five years after
the first measurement. It is analyzed whether changes in economic and
cultural variables relate to changes in marital satisfaction. Comparing these
results with those of the first and the second study must inform us about
the variables that are specifically associated with concurrent and later marital satisfaction.
6.5. METHOD
6.5.1. Procedure and Sample
The research sample consists of married men and women participating in
the longitudinal research project "Child-Rearing and family in the Netherlands". In 1990 and 1995 the same family members (mother, father and
target child) provided information about similar sets of measures. Families
were recruited using a multi-stage sampling method. In a first stage, a
sample was taken of all Dutch municipalities distinguished by regional zone
and degree of urbanization. In a second stage, a sample of children was
taken in the selected municipalities. The children were selected in such a
way that in each city as many boys as girls and as many children aged 9 to
12 as children aged 13 to 16 were chosen. In 1990 this procedure resulted
in a sample of 1829 families. The response ratio was 43% (N = 788). As
pursued, the sample was representative regarding regional zone and degree
of urbanization. Of the 656 families who agreed in 1990 to participate in
the second wave, 627 were contacted and 484 (77%) actually did participate
in 1995. This sample proved to be still representative for regional zone but
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not for degree of urbanization. More technical details on the database can
be found in Gerris et al. (1992; 1993; 1998). The data were gathered by
means of structured interviews and questionnaires.
Because the original sample includes married couples - both first and
higher order marriages - as well as one-parent households and households
with children of whom the parents are not married, we restrict our research
sample to first marriages because of the potentially different social processes involved when considering higher-order marriages. This selection
resulted in a research group of 646 couples in the first wave and 386
couples in the second wave. At the first measurement point, the couples are
averagely married for 17 years. Husbands age 42 years and wives are on
average 40 years old. 95% of the husbands in the sample are employed
whereas this only holds for 47% of women. The majority of the employed
women work part-time. Hence, the couples included in our study primarily
represent single earner- and main-earner households. Median monthly
family income is between 1250 and 1625 €. About a quarter of the male
sample enjoyed higher vocational or university education, while for women
this figure was approximately one out of eight.
Using logistic regression, we examined the selective character of the
panel attrition between the first and the second wave. The inclusion in
"both waves" versus "first wave" was regressed on all variables of interest
in this study. Two variables significantly predicted the likelihood of being
included in one of the two groups (χ² (19) = 28.94, p = .07): husbands' sex
role attitudes and their income satisfaction. Husbands who participate at
both waves are more satisfied with the net family income (p < .05) and
slightly more traditional in their sex role attitudes (p = .055).
6.5.2. Measures
Education was measured in response to the question "What is your highest
educational level?" Nine levels were considered ranging from 1 = "elementary school" to 9 = "university education".
Employment status of husbands and wives was dichotomized with 0 =
not employed and 1 = employed.
Income position is indicated by the net family income, measured in Dutch
guilders. One guilder is approximately 0.45 Euro. Seven income groups
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were distinguished: 1 = "1100-1600", 2 = "1600-1800", 3 = "1800-2100", 4
= "2100-2500", 5 = "2500-3250", 6 = "3250-4500" and 7 = "more than
4500".
Income satisfaction is indicated by the response to the question "Are you
satisfied with the income you can spend freely?". This is a 5-point item
scale rated from 1 = "more than enough" to 5 = "much too little".
Attitude towards sex roles measures the degree to which the respondent
reports to value a traditional division of roles and tasks between males and
females in household, career, child-rearing and education. This orientation
is measured with a scale consisting of 6 items. The response scale is a 5point Likert scale ranging from 1 = "totally agree" to 5 = "totally disagree"
(e.g., "A woman is better suited to raise small children than a man"). After
recoding, higher scores indicate higher valuation of this orientation. Cronbach's alpha is .78 for men and .83 for women.
The Traditional family values scale measures the degree to which the
respondent reports to value traditional characteristics of the family as a
living form. It is a 4-item scale with 1= "extremely important" to 5=
"unimportant" (e.g., "To live for your family"). After recoding, higher
scores indicate higher valuation of these family values. Internal consistency
for this scale is .76 for men and .77 for women.
The construction of the "Attitudes towards sex roles" and "Traditional
family values"-scales is reported in Gerris et al. (1992, 1993).
Marital satisfaction is measured by the Marital Satisfaction scale as
described and validated in Chapter 4. For formulating the items, satisfaction with the relationship and/or the partner was used as the guiding principle (e.g., "Generally, I'm dissatisfied with the relationship with my partner" or "If I could choose again, I would choose the same partner"). The
scale consists of seven 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at all
applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". For women the alpha reliability coefficient is .85 and .87 for 1990 and 1995 respectively. For men this coefficient
is .80 and .85.
Control variables: Because they could affect marital satisfaction as well as
our independent variables of interest, age of the marital partners (year of
birth), number of years married (year of marriage), number of children and
parental divorce were included as control variables. The year in which the
couple married indicates marital duration in 1990 and 1995. Marital dura-
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tion and age together represent a proxy for emotional maturity, which may
be crucial for developing satisfying relationships.
6.6. RESULTS
Before running the hierarchical regression analyses, correlations of the variables of interest are displayed in Table 6.1. Figures are presented for the
sample at Time 1.
Using paired t-tests, differences across time and sex are examined. The
between-sex results for the initial sample indicate that men are significantly
more educated than women (t = 8.85, p < .001). Results demonstrate that
both spouses are equally satisfied with the financial situation of the family.
Regarding gender role attitudes, it appears that husbands advocate a more
traditional orientation than women (t = 10.13, p < .001), which might be
due to the advantaged position of men in a sex-segregated role pattern (van
Yperen, 1990). Women, however, score higher on traditional family values
(t = -4.78, p < .001), lending support to the stronger relational and familial
orientation of women. Considering spousal marital satisfaction, a pairedsample t-test indicates that women and men are equally satisfied at the first
measurement point.
Within-sex differences across time reveal that both men (t = 2.13, p <
.05) and women (t = 3.30, p < .001) become less satisfied during the period
of the study. T-tests demonstrate that spousal orientation towards sex roles
(Men, t = 2.37, p < .05; Women, t = 4.75, p < .001) and family values (Men,
t = 3.34, p < .001; Women, t = 3.31, p < .001) becomes less traditional. A
comparison of the mean satisfaction with the family income shows that
both men (t = - 4.00, p < .001) and women (t = -2.71, p < .01) had become
less satisfied during the period under study.
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Table 6.1
Correlation Matrix of Spousal Economic and Cultural Variables and Marital Satisfaction at Time 1,
Men [Above Diagonal] and Women [Below Diagonal]

.01

.24***

.05

11
Employment

10
Sex role
traditional.

9
Familialism

8
Income
dissatisfaction

7
Income

6
Year birth

5
Education

4
Parental
divorce

3
Number of
children

2
Year of marriage

Marital
satisfaction

1

1
2

/

.05

-.00

-.14*

.02

-.07

.02

.07

/

-.13***

.02

.01

.63***

-.04

-.02

-.03

-.10**

3

.04

-.13***

/

-.03

.06

-.15***

.03

-.01

.05

.11**

.02

4

.02

-.01

-.02

/

-.06

-.09*

.00

-.00

-.01

-.11**

-.06

5

-.08*

.04

-.02

-.05

/

-.11*

.57***

-.24***

-.17***

-.21***

.11**

.69***

-.15***

-.01

-.08*

-.01
.11**

6

.12**

/

-.06

-.02

-.01

-.11**

.20***

7

.01

-.04

.03

-.00

.40***

-.06

/

-.45***

-.13***

-.29***

.20***

8

-.11**

.00

.06

.02

-.22***

-.01

-.46***

/

.03

.11**

-.19***

/

.21***

-.06

9

.27***

-.06

.13***

.02

-.15***

-.02

-.13***

.03

10

.00

-.13***

.08*

.05

-.29***

-.10**

-.23***

.09*

11

.00

-.14***

-.05

.20***

.04

.27***

-.15***

.05

Note: *p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001, Employment, 1=yes, 2=no.

.20***
-.04

/
-.25***

-.06
/

Effects of Spousal Economic and Cultural Characteristics on Marital Satisfaction
The correlational analysis presented in Table 6.1, clearly demonstrates the
interrelation between economic and cultural factors. For both sexes,
negative associations are found between education and familialism as well
as between education and sex role traditionalism. The same conclusion can
be drawn using income instead of education. From Table 6.1 it also become
clear that familialism and sex role traditionalism are positively correlated,
suggesting that familialism in our sample reflects a rather traditional orientation. This would contrast the earlier statements made in the introduction
that familialism increasingly looses its 'traditional' character in the Netherlands.
Study 1
Using the data of the first measurement wave, separate hierarchical regression analyses were conducted for men and women. In order to reduce the
problem of multicollinearity, raw scores on all the variables of interest were
mean-centered (Jacard, Turussi , & Wan, 1990). Because in none of the
models, control variables had a significant effect, their results will not be
presented in the Tables.
For both husbands and wives we found that despite the significant
effect of female education, the model including both spouses' economic
characteristics was not significant. Adding men and women's satisfaction
with their income free to spend to our model, it becomes clear from Table
6.2 that husbands' satisfaction is negatively related to both spouses' educational level but not associated with spousal financial satisfaction. This result
contrasts the findings for the female model. Wives are more satisfied with
their marriage to the degree that they are lower educated and more satisfied
with the financial situation. Women's employment does not seem to make
any difference for the marital satisfaction experienced by the spouses.
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Table 6.2
Regression of Marital Satisfaction on Economic and Cultural
Variables, (Un)Standardized Coefficients, Study 1
Men
Model 2
Socioeconomic
variables
Education, H

Women
Model 3

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Income
dissatisfaction, H

-.12 *
(-.06)
-.10 *
(-.06)
.01
(.05)
-.03
(-.05)
.03
(.02)
.02
(.02)

-.10 †
(-.05)
-.10 *
(-.06)
.04
(.18)
-.04
(-.08)
.05
(.04)
.03
(.04)

-.01
(-.00)
-.11 *
(-.07)
.07
(.35)
.00
(.00)
-.01
(-.01)
.06
(.07)

-.01
(-.01)
-.11 *
(-.07)
.08
(.42)
-.02
(-.04)
.01
(.01)
.01
(.02)

-.00
(-.00)
-.10 *
(-.07)
.06
(.32)
-.02
(-.05)
.00
(.00)
.00
(.00)

Income
dissatisfaction, W

-.05
(-.05)

-.06
(-.07)

-.15 *
(-.17)

-.11
(-.12)

-.10
(-.12)

-.12 *
(-.18)
-.01
(-.01)
.07
(.10)
.27 ***
(.42)

-.12 *
(-.18)
-.01
(-.01)
.06
(.09)
.27 ***
(.42)
.09 *
(.24)

Education, W
Employment, H
Employment, W
Family income

Role and family
orientations
Role traditionalism, H

-.07
(-.09)
-.03
(-.05)
.20 ***
(.27)
.18 ***
(.25)

Role traditionalism, W
Familialism, H
Familialism, W
Employment, W*
Familialism, H

.10 *
(1.06)

Employment, W*
Employment, H
F
N
R²

1.53
584
.03

4.52 ***
563
.12

1.93 *
586
.04

4.82 ***
564
.13

4.90 ***
564
.15

Note: † p < .10 *p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
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Adding cultural characteristics to the economic model, our results show
that men are more satisfied when their wives are lower educated. This
finding supports the independence hypothesis. Moreover, it appears that
men report higher satisfaction when they and their wives both endorse
family values such as "being married" and "to live for your family" (also
labeled familialism). Comparing this model to the previous model, we see
that the effect of husbands' education is less significant, showing that the
negative effect of husbands' educational level is partially based on the fact
that those men endorse less traditional family values. More or less conservative attitudes towards sex roles do not seem to differentiate between
more or less satisfied husbands.
Women's satisfaction, however, was found to be dependent on their
husbands' sex role attitudes. The more traditional husbands are oriented
towards these roles, the more likely wives report to be dissatisfied with their
marriage. Besides, women also appear to be more dissatisfied with their
marriage the higher their educational level is and the less importance they
attach to traditional family values. Comparing this model to the prior
economic model, the effect of women's income dissatisfaction is no longer
significant. Apparently, this is due to association between income satisfaction and husbands' sex role attitudes. Indeed, the less conservative men are,
the more women are satisfied with the financial situation of the family.
In a final step, we evaluated the significance of the interaction effects.
For the male model, it appears that none of the interaction terms
meaningfully add to a model already comprising economic and cultural
characteristics. For the female model, in contrast, the interactions between
women's employment and their husbands' employment as well as between
women's employment and their husbands' traditional family orientation
explain significant more variance than a model including only the main
effects. The effect of women's employment on their own marital
satisfaction is much more positive when their husbands are employed as
well. Moreover, women's employment has more positive effects on wives'
marital satisfaction to the extent that husbands are stronger orientated
towards familialism. More specifically, our analysis indicates that for every
unit that husbands' familialism changes, the slope of women's marital
satisfaction on women's employment increases by 0.24 units. Comparing
this model to the model without interaction terms, we see that adding the
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interaction effects do not reduce the effect of the other variables. In Figure
6.1 the interaction effect between wives' employment and husbands'
traditional family values is visually presented. 16
Figure 6.1
Visual Presentation of the Interaction Effect Between Female
Employment and Husbands' Familialism on Wives' Marital
Satisfaction
7,0

Wives' marital satisfaction

6,8

6,6

6,4

6,2

6,0
No

Yes

Female employment

low familialism, husband

mean familialism, husband

high familialism, husband

Study 2
In this study, we aim to replicate the theoretical model of Study 1 in a
smaller sub-sample of husbands and wives of whom information was gathered at a second measurement point as well. We attempt to examine the
stability of our results and to evaluate the degree to which potential deviating findings are due to the selective panel attrition or rather to the smaller
sample size in which effects become less easily significant. This information
is necessarily to evaluate the results from the third study. If it appears that
the results of the sub-sample at Time 1 are similar to those of the larger
16 A 'low' score on familialism is defined as one standard deviation below the mean
and a 'high' score on familialism is defined as one standard deviation above the
mean.
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sample at Time 1, than our conclusions about marital satisfaction change
may not be biased because of the selective panel attrition.
As in Study 1, the economic model was not found significant despite
the negative effect of women's educational level on spouses' marital satisfaction (see Table 6.3). Including women and men's financial satisfaction,
the models were not significant either. However, for both men and women
it can be seen that the same variables that were significant in Study 1 are
also significant at .10 level in this study. Moreover, parameter estimates do
not show great differences and have the same directions in both studies.
Adding the cultural variables to the model, both the male and the
female model are acceptable. For men, the same conclusion as that of the
first study can be drawn. The more husbands and wives adopt traditional
family values, the higher the marital satisfaction reported by men.
In accordance with the results of Study 1, we found meaningful associations between wives' marital satisfaction and their educational level, their
husbands' sex role attitudes and their own traditional family orientation.
Besides, Table 6.4 also shows a significant correlation with husbands' family
orientation. To the extent that both spouses endorse traditional values such
as "being married" and "living for your family", the more satisfied women
are with their marriage.
Comparable to Study 1, the defined interaction terms were not related
to husbands' satisfaction. However, the two interaction effects that were
significant for women in the initial sample were also found to be meaningful in this study. Indeed, the effect of women's employment on their own
marital satisfaction is more positive to the extent that their husbands
endorse more traditional family values. Moreover, their employment is also
more positive when husbands themselves are employed. The latter effect
was significant at the .10 level.
It can therefore be concluded that the smaller sub-sample, which was
followed at two points in time, is a relatively good reflection of the initial
larger sample. The lower significance of the effects might be probably due
to the smaller sample size.
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Table 6.3
Regression of Marital Satisfaction on Economic and Cultural
Variables, (Un)Standardized Coefficients, Study 2
Men
Model 2
Socioeconomic
variables
Education, H

-.12 †
(-.05)
Education, W
-.11 †
(-.06)
Employment, H
.02
(.10)
Employment, W
-.03
(-.05)
Family income
.06
(.04)
Income dissatisfaction, H .04
(.04)
Income dissatisfaction,
-.04
W
(-.04)
Role and family
orientations
Role traditionalism, H

Women
Model 3

-.10
(-.04)
-.11 †
(-.06)
.03
(.16)
-.03
(-.05)
.06
(.04)
.02
(.02)
-.03
(-.03)

Model 2

-.05
(-.02)
-.11 †
(-.07)
.04
(.21)
-.04
(-.08)
.05
(.04)
.11
(.12)
-.17 †
(-.18)

-.09
(-.12)
-.01
(-.02)
.19 ***
(.23)
.20 ***
(.27)

Role traditionalism, W
Familialism, H
Familialism, W
Employment, W*
Familialism, H

Model 3

-.03
(-.02)
-.13 †
(-.08)
.06
(.32)
-.05
(-.10)
.05
(.04)
.01
(.02)
-.07
(-.08)

-.03
(-.01)
-.13 *
(-.08)
.06
(.18)
-.05
(-.10)
.05
(.03)
.01
(.01)
-.07
(-.09)

-.14 *
(-.21)
-.03
(-.05)
.11 *
(.14)
.29 ***
(.43)

-.14
(-.21)
-.03
(-.05)
.11
(.14)
.29
(.43)
.10
(.26)

Employment, W*
Employment, H
F
R²
N

Model 4

*

*
***
*

.09 †
(.94)
1.14
.04
360

3.02 ***
.13
353

1.16
.04
359

3.43 ***
.15
352

3.41 ***
.16
352

Note: † p < .10 *p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
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Study 3
In this study we are interested in the question whether changes in economic
and cultural variables, result in an increase or decrease in subsequent marital
satisfaction (Time 2). Therefore, satisfaction scores at Time 2 are regressed
on the change in independent variables between Time 1 and Time 2.
Changes in interaction variables were not taken into account because of the
difficult and complex interpretation.
To measure changes in variables a difference score between Time 2
and Time 1 was computed. Rogossa (1995, p. 11) asserts that, "with only
two observations the difference score […] is a natural estimate of the
amount of true change, […] regardless of the form of the growth curve".
He showed that the difference score is quite reliable under a wide range of
moderate true score correlations. 17 However, because the magnitude and
direction of change across time largely depends on the initial score, it is
recommended to control for the initial scores that make up the difference
score (Rogossa, 1995; Taris, 2000). 18 With respect to the employment status
of men and women, the change between T1 and T2 is indicated by dummy
variables. The reference category is 'spouses who are not employed at both
T1 and T2'. Because the initial score of women's employment (1 = yes, 0 =
no) is already included in the definition of the dummy variable indicating
The use of a difference score as indicator for the degree of change is subject to
much criticism (Taris, 2000). Particularly, the difference between two scores would
be less reliable than the initial scores on the variables of which it is composed
(Plewis, 1985). The higher the correlation between two measurements of the same
variable, the less reliable the difference should be. Rogossa (1995), however,
opposes to this critic and demonstrates that the difference score does extremely
well when true change exists. In most examples used to show the low reliability of
the difference score it appears that "[…] all individuals are growing at nearly the
same rate which translates into almost no individual differences in true change […],
and therefore […]the difference score cannot be expected to detect them"
(Rogossa, 1995, p. 12).
18 If this score is very low or very high, it is not likely that respondents move
towards even lower or even higher scores. This is referred to as the floor-effect,
respectively ceiling-effect (Rogossa, 1995; Taris, 2000). Moreover, these "extreme"
respondents may also be more sensitive for stimuli to increase, respectively
decrease their score. Thus, respondents with high scores tend to report lower
scores in a follow-up round and vice versa. This is called the "regression effect" or
"regression to the mean".
17
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the (un)changed employment status between T1 and T2, the dummy
variable at T1 for women's employment is not included in the model.
The idea of controlling for the initial score is applied to the assessment
of change in the dependent variable as well. Hence, change in marital satisfaction is predicted controlling for marital satisfaction at Time 1 (Taris,
2000).
We pass through the same stages as in the previous studies. The
control (not presented) and economic variables at Time 1 as well as the
change in these variables between Time 1 and Time 2 are entered in the
first step of the analysis. Spouse's marital satisfaction score at Time 1 is also
included in this first step. In the second step, spousal financial satisfaction
and the shift in financial satisfaction are added to the model. In the third
step, the model is complemented with the cultural variables of Time 1 as
well as their change between Time 1 and Time 2. The results of our analysis
are presented in Table 6.4.
Let us first consider husbands' satisfaction with marriage. As Table 6.4
shows, couple's economic resources, in terms of net family income, negatively predict husbands' marital satisfaction five years later. Moreover, our
results indicate that husbands' emphasis on traditional family values is positively associated with their subsequent marital satisfaction. Men, who
become more traditionally oriented towards family values over time, also
become more satisfied with their marriage.
Considering wives' marital outcomes, our analysis show that a change
in wives' satisfaction is related to their husbands' experience of parental
divorce. It was found that wives become more dissatisfied with their
marriage over time in case the parents of their husbands ever separated.
Besides, our analysis demonstrates that wives' employment affects
their marital satisfaction across time. In comparison to women who are
unemployed at both measurement points, it appears that women who are
employed at T1 but unemployed at T2 report lower marital satisfaction.
Hence, the loss of work negatively affects women's perception of marriage.
Rather than being affected by the family income (see husbands' marital
satisfaction), wives become less satisfied with their marriage when they are
less satisfied with the family income and when this dissatisfaction becomes
worse during time.
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Table 6.4
Regression of Marital Satisfaction at Time 2 on the Difference
Effects of Spousal Economic and Cultural Variables,
(Un)Standardized Coefficients
Men
Marital satisfaction (T1)

Women

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

.59 ***
(.63)

.56 ***
(.61)

.50 ***
(.54)

.62 ***
(.66)

.56 ***
(.60)

.50 ***
(.54)

Background variables

Parental divorce, H

.02
(.05)

-.00
(-.01)

.03
(.07)

-.13 **
(-.36)

-.13 **
(-.40)

-.13 **
(-.37)

Parental divorce, W

.05
(.13)

.05
(.15)

.04
(.13)

-.04
(-.12)

-.04
(-.13)

-.03
(-.09)

Education, H

.12
(.06)

.14 *
(.07)

.13
(.07)

.03 .
(.02)

.06
(.03)

.03
(.02)

Education, W

.07
(.04)

.08
(.05)

.05
(.03)

.04
(.03)

.03
(.02)

.00
(.00)

-.24 *
(-.18)

-.00
(-.00)

-.14
(-.12)

-.17
(-.14)

Socioeconomic variables

Family income (T1)

-.18 *
(-.13)

-.29 **
(-.22)

Wife employed at both T1 .11
and T2
(.22)

.13
(.25)

.12
(.24)

-.03
-.07)

-.02
(-.04)

-.05
(-.11)

Wife employed at T1 and
not T2

.06
(.19)

.10
(.36)

.09
(.32)

-.13 *
(-.47)

-.12 *
(-.47)

-.12 *
(-.46)

Wife employed at T2 but
not at T1

.08
(.19)

.06
(.17)

.05
(.13)

.01
(.01)

-.02
(-.06)

-.03
(-.07)

-.00
(-.01)

-.03
(-.08)

-.08
(-.27)

-.08
(-.27)

-.05
(-.19)

-.15
(-.54)

Husband employed at T1
-.07
and not T2
(-.26)

-.09
(-.33)

-.13
(-.46)

-.12
(-.48)

-.09
(-.38)

-.16
(-.68)

.05
(.88)

.04
(.57)

.01
(.12)

.04
(.83)

.02
(.32)

-.00
(-.02)

-.03
(-.03)

-.09
(-.08)

-.06
(-.06)

.01
(.01)

-.03
(-.04)

-.03
(-.03)

Income dissatisfaction, W
(T1)

-.05
(-.05)

-.02
(-.03)

-.25 **
(-.31)

-.25 **
(-.31)

Income dissatisfaction, H
(T1)

-.07
(-.07)

-.06
(-.07)

Difference in income
dissatisfaction, W

-.01
(-.01)

-.01
(-.01)

-.18 **
(-.21)

-.20 **
(-.24)

Difference in income
dissatisfaction, H

-.05
(-.05)

-.07
(-.07)

-.03
(-.04)

-.04
(-.04)

Husband employed at
both T1 and T2

Husband employed at T2
but not at T1
Difference in family
income
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Men
Model 1

Model 2

Women
Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Table 6.4 (continued)
Role and family orientations

Role traditionalism, H (T1)

-.04
(-.05)

-.19 **
(-.31)

Role traditionalism, W (T1)

-.04
(-.07)

-.03
(-.05)

Familialism, H (T1)

.21 **
(.26)

.08
(.12)

Familialism, W (T1)

.03
(.04)

.18 **
(.30)

Difference in role
traditionalism, H

.08
(.12)

.05
(.09)

Difference in role
traditionalism, W

.05
(.08)

(-.07)

Difference in familialism, H

.15 *
(.20)

.03
(.04)

Difference in familialism, W

.11 †
(.15)

.19 **
(.29)

F

8.40 ***

6.09 ***

4.97 ***

-.04

10.66 ***

7.26 ***

6.81 ***

R²

.35

.36

.40

.41

.40

.48

N

298

263

252

299

263

252

Note: Familialism refers to a traditional family orientation
*p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001

Including cultural variables to the model (Model 3), Table 6.4 shows that
husbands' traditional orientation towards sex roles at T1 causes women to
be less satisfied with marriage throughout time. Moreover, if women attach
great importance to traditional family values and put greater stress on these
values during the five-years time interval, their marital satisfaction
significantly increases.
6.7. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
The aim of this study was to assess the relative influence of economic and
cultural characteristics in understanding spousal marital satisfaction. This
question was addressed cross-sectionally as well as longitudinally.
With respect to economic variables, our study demonstrates that
wives' educational level significantly affects spousal marital satisfaction.
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Both husbands and wives tend to be less satisfied with their marriage when
women are better educated. This effect is not overruled when taking into
account that higher educated wives are more likely to adopt less traditional
attitudes towards sex roles and family values. Hence, our results lend
support to the independence hypothesis stating that women's labor market
resources are not beneficial for marriage. However, our findings contrast
with empirical (American) literature in which it is demonstrated that better
educated women are more satisfied because of their greater interpersonal
skills. Although they cannot be used interchangeably, it is striking to note
that a recent study on divorce in the Netherlands also shows that Dutch
women's education significantly increases their divorce risk (Kalmijn, de
Graaf, & Poortman, 2004). Why do Dutch higher educated women report
lower marital satisfaction and apparently have a higher divorce risk?
Although the inclusion of attitudes towards sex roles and family values did
not change the significance of women's education, it might be assumed that
in some way the broader cultural and more emancipatory orientation of
these women explains our findings.
However, in the long-term analysis wives' employment and not their
educational level appeared to be a significant determinant. It was found that
compared to those who where unemployed both at T1 and T2, wives
report lower subsequent marital satisfaction when becoming unemployed
between T1 and T2. However, no significant differences exist between
women who were employed at both measurement points and those who
were not, suggesting that loosing one's job and not employment as such,
yields negative consequences for women's well-being in marriage. The
explanation for this negative effect might be sought in the adaptation to a
new unpaid labor situation and the negative consequences with which it is
associated (e.g. less social contacts, no personal income etc.).
Our study also shows that men experience a greater decrease in marital
satisfaction when belonging to a higher income family. This contrasts with
the idea that it is more difficult within lower social strata for adequately
performing marital roles (Lewis & Spanier, 1979; Ono, 1998). The explanation for our finding is not clear-cut. One indication may be found in the
correlational analysis. It appears that wives belonging to higher income
families are better educated and hold more nontraditional sex role and
family orientations. The latter, in particular, negatively affect spousal marital
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satisfaction. Hence, the broader cultural orientation of women in higher
income families, not fully captured in this study, might explain the negative
effect.
In contrast to husbands' marital satisfaction over time, it appears, that
wives' change in satisfaction is stronger related to their contentment with
the income than with the income as such. We found that the more women
are satisfied with couple's financial situation and to the extent that this
financial satisfaction increases over time, women report higher marital satisfaction. It is interesting to investigate in future research why men' s marital
satisfaction over time is more closely tied up to the absolute family income
whereas women's marital satisfaction is more associated with relative
income. Indeed, for women, the impact of income seems to depend on
(changeable) standards and/or social comparison levels.
Nonetheless, based on the cross-sectional as well as the longitudinal
analyses, evidence was obtained for the relevance of economic variables in
understanding spousal marital satisfaction. Particularly with respect to
changes in marital satisfaction, economic characteristics may not be overlooked.
In addition, our study clearly shows the importance of spousal cultural
orientations with respect to sex roles and family values. As regards family
values, for men, it appears that the more both spouses stress the importance of "being married" or "to live for your family", the higher their marital satisfaction reported. For women, though, not their husbands but only
their own appraisal of these family values results in higher satisfaction. This
could be explained by the motivation of these spouses to invest in family
life. Kalmijn and Jansen (2000) have found that people with traditional
family values more often engage in activities that make them dependent on
a family. These investments may be rewarding for both spouses. The finding that one's family orientation primarily affects one's own marital satisfaction (and not that of the other spouse) may point toward cognitive
dissonance. Indeed, it is more congruent for traditional spouses to be
happy with their marriage and to idealize their partnership because their
marital relationship has great salience in their identity hierarchy (Stryker,
1980). The converse may also hold. Because they are happily married for a
relatively long time, spouses changed attitudes towards a more traditional
family orientation. People may learn to value characteristics that are appro-
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priate to their conditions of life. Moreover, one can suggest that traditional
orientations still offer a rewarding security because expectations are clearly
defined (Lye & Biblarz, 1993).
Nevertheless, regarding sex role attitudes, the latter reasoning does not
hold. In the cross-sectional analyses, we found that a less traditional sex
role attitude advocated by husbands has a positive effect on their wives'
marital satisfaction. Women's role attitudes, however, are not meaningful
related neither to their husbands' nor to their own marital satisfaction.
These findings lead us to suggest that women's expectations for more
gender equality do not put current marriage under pressure. Rather the
alternative idea is supported. If men with less traditional attitudes towards
sex roles positively affect their wives' satisfaction and are equally satisfied
than men with more traditional attitudes, it may be suggested that men may
relieve the stress in marriage by supporting gender equal attitudes. This
hardly comes as a surprise as changes in men's lives towards more gender
egalitarianism essentially refer to a pro-family attitude. These findings are in
line with the conclusions of Amato and Booth (1995). These authors
demonstrated that husbands themselves become more satisfied with their
marriages when their views on gender roles become less traditional.
An important finding of our study is that cultural orientations also
moderate the effect of women's employment on marital satisfaction. More
specifically, employed women feel more satisfied with their marriage when
their husband put stronger emphasis on traditional family values. Or to put
it differently, husbands' traditional family orientation provides a context
that is more compatible with women's outside employment. This might be
due to the earlier mentioned family investment motivation of these
husbands.
The importance of cultural orientations is further strengthened when
considering marital satisfaction over time. Spouse's increase in marital satisfaction is related to his/her family orientation as well as the strengthening
of this orientation during the five years under study. Moreover, husbands'
egalitarian sex role attitudes also enhance their wives' subsequent marital
satisfaction. Thus men's cultural flexibility with respect to gender roles is
not only a significant factor in contemporary wives' satisfaction but also in
wives' marital satisfaction over time. However, no interaction effects were
found between spousal attitudes towards sex roles and women's labor
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market resources, indicating that the above-mentioned importance of
husbands' role attitudes do not vary according to their wives' employment
status.
While the present research has focused on the consequences of
economic and cultural variables on marital satisfaction, it is important to
note that marital satisfaction may also exert an influence on spousal cultural
orientations and economic position. Cross-lagged models are appropriate
means to handle this sort of questions but at present not frequently applied.
Exception is Amato and Booth (1995) who demonstrated that sex role
attitudes influence marital satisfaction rather than the other way around.
Some limitations of this study require comment. First, this study is
limited by the constraints of the sample. We are dealing with established
first marriages with children. As a result, the sample is composed of individuals who have chosen for at least two traditional characteristics of family
life: marriage and children. Therefore, we evaluated whether the spouses
included in our sample deviate from the Dutch population in their orientation towards traditional family values. Based on longitudinal data of the
national project 'Sociaal-culturele ontwikkelingen in Nederland [Sociocultural Developments in the Netherlands]' (SOCON), it appears that our
research sample even scored lower on the traditional family values-scale
than the respondents of the SOCON study (Peters & Felling, 2000). Hence,
we can reasonably assume that our sample is not strongly biased on their
orientation towards familialism. Second, the average marital duration at the
start of the panel study is 17 years, which means that our research group
represents 'marital survivors'. It is recommended to replicate our findings in
a sample of couples without children as well as couples married for longer
and shorter time periods. A following limitation concerns the two measurement points. As we have only two time observations, we can provide
some information about change over time, but the design surely has its
limitations. Therefore, replications of the study over at least three measurement points are advisable in order to gain deeper insight in social
change. Fourth, it should be noted that in spite of their relevance,
economic and cultural variables explained a small amount of the variance in
concurrent marital satisfaction. Other characteristics, such as couples' interaction behavior, may be more important in gaining insight into spousal
satisfaction in a later marital stage. Fifth, additional economic and cultural
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proxies need to be included. For example, income differences between men
and women, dimensions of economic pressure as well as values of selfactualization have to be distinguished in future research. Sixth, shorter or
longer time intervals between successive measurement points might yield
different economic and cultural covariates. More longitudinal research on
this specific theme is needed to depict time-specific covariates. Seventh, we
demonstrated as far as possible that the sample used at the two measurement points does not show great differences with the total sample of the
first measurement point with respect to the subject under study. Nonetheless, it was shown that husbands who participate at both waves are more
satisfied with the net family income and slightly more traditional in their sex
role attitudes. The former may account for the fact that husbands' income
satisfaction is not a strong differentiating factor. Given the consistent
importance of the latter variable in the female analyses, it might be assumed
that the slight difference between the two samples has not strongly biased
our results.
Attention to these constraints in coming studies must enable family
researchers to draw more specific conclusions about the relative significance of economic and cultural variables in comprehending marital satisfaction (over time).
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7. Social Position, Gender Role Identity and Marital
Satisfaction

7.1. INTRODUCTION
Bestsellers such as "Men are from Mars, women are from Venus" (Gray,
1992) and "Why men don't listen and women can't read maps" (Pease,
1999) are only two examples of popular literature that supports the widely
held idea that men and women are different. The assumed 'stable' sex
disparities in this literature, strongly contrast the widely held view of gender
theorists that gender is a social product that individuals (re)produce in the
context of daily life (Walker, 1999; West & Zimmerman, 1987). The meaning of 'being masculine' and 'being feminine' not only depends on broad
transformations in the larger society such as changing attitudes towards sex
roles, but also on more proximal contexts in which men and women act
such as higher and lower social strata.
In the current juncture characterized by blurring sex roles, some
speculate that the stereotypical ways of being man or woman are becoming
counterproductive (McDowell, 2001). Women increasingly enter the male
area of paid labor whereas men are increasingly expected to be more
nurturant and involved with their families (Duncombe & Marsden, 1993;
Yogev & Brett, 1985). Consequently, expressiveness, which reflects stereotypical feminine qualities such as kindness and understanding, as well as
instrumentality, which reflects stereotypical masculine qualities such as
agency, independence and self-confidence, may both become qualities that
men and women use in meeting new social circumstances (Vannoy-Hiller &
Philliber, 1989). However, research by Perry-Jenkins and Folk (1994)
suggests that differences might appear between social groups in the degree
of acceptance of new sex role qualities as well as in the linkages between
these qualities and marital outcomes. A similar line of reasoning holds with
respect to family stage. Couples tend to become more traditional in their
role behavior after the birth of children, suggesting that sex role stereotypes
and role expectations are affecting couples differently (Thompson &
Walker, 1989).
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The present study relates to this issue. Specifically, it is examined
whether and to what degree expressiveness and instrumentality, hereafter
also referred to as gender role identity, are important qualities in understanding spouses' marital satisfaction at different marital stages as well as in
different socioeconomic contexts. It is argued that marriages may not
equally benefit from stereotypical sex role qualities early in the relationship
and later on. Moreover, since gender and class strongly interact, the importance of expressiveness and instrumentality in explaining husbands' and
wives' emotional life may differ according their income and educational
level.
7.2. EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND
Several studies suggest that expressiveness rather than instrumentality is
beneficial for partners' marital satisfaction (Antill, 1983; Kurdek & Schmitt,
1986; Lamke, Sollie, Durbin, & Fitzpatrick, 1994; Peterson, Baucom,
Elliott, & Farr, 1989). Although initially designated femininity, the new label
expressiveness is more linked to the fact that the representing qualities refer to
personal qualities that both sexes can incorporate in one's self, rather than
reflecting a much broader phenomenon of stereotypical femininity (Spence,
1984; 1993). Moreover, the label better fits the idea that female traits are
also important for men. Lamke, Sollie, Durbin, and Fitzpatrick (1994) for
example, found support for a positive effect of husbands' femininity on
their marital quality but found no effects for women. In contrast, Antill
(1983) has demonstrated that both husbands and wives appear to be happiest when they define themselves in expressive terms, and when they are
paired with highly feminine partners. Ever since the publication of Antill
(1983) it is widely assumed that expressiveness is beneficial for partnership.
Recent research suggests that two processes are responsible for this association (Garrido & Acitelli, 1999; Miller, Caughlin, & Huston, 2003). On
the one hand, expressiveness leads spouses to engage in more affectionate
behavior; on the other hand, it results in a more idealized image of one's
partner.
However, the conclusion that husbands and wives' expressiveness may
be the most important ingredient in marital happiness may be unwarrantedly. Some studies found support for the idea that masculinity, and specifi-
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cally wives' masculinity, is positively related to spouses' marital quality
(Aube & Norcliffe, 1995; Parmelee, 1987; Peterson et al., 1989). This result
might be explained by the fact that characteristics such as independence
and assertiveness are highly valued in an achievement-oriented society.
Spouses who endorse these traits may develop positive self-concepts and
consequently higher well being and satisfaction (Aube & Norcliffe, 1995).
However, the above claims require further investigation, first and foremost because the majority of literature is American. Therefore, the question
arises to what extent these findings can be replicated within a Dutch sample
of couples. This question is particularly relevant since Hofstede (1998) has
identified the United States as a masculine and the Netherlands as a
feminine nation. Masculinity stands for a society with a stereotypical
orientation on men being assertive and success-orientated and with women
being tender and concerned with the quality of life. In feminine countries,
however, both men and women are supposed to have the latter qualities. At
the individual level, this would imply that 'being feminine' for a man is less
undesirable than in masculine countries. Brinkgreve (1989) indeed asserts
that in the Netherlands qualities such as care, and commitment are no
longer reserved for women but are increasingly expected to be virtues also
acquired by men. Given the identified 'emotionalisation' in partnership and
the gender specificity in this respect (see Chapter 1), it can be expected that
femininity, particularly on part of the husband, also positively contributes
to spousal marital satisfaction in the Netherlands and to women's
satisfaction in particular.
Second, more attention needs to be paid to the specific demands and
expectations that couples may encounter in different stages of their partnership. Previous research has already speculated that the importance of
instrumentality and expressiveness might not play a similar role early in the
relationship or in a later stage (Antill, 1983; Parmelee, 1987). Antill (1983)
has shown that wife's feminine characteristics tend to be more important
early in the relationship, whereas husband's feminine characteristics appear
to be more important later. In the early stage of the relationship husbands'
satisfaction seem to depend on their wives filling in the traditional female
role (Antill, 1983). In a later stage, especially when more children may be
present, wives' marital satisfaction should become more dependent on their
husbands' ability and willingness to perform female nurturance tasks. This
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argumentation contrasts the findings of Parmelee (1987). She speculated
that wives' instrumentality rather than expressiveness is important early in
the relationship because in this stage interaction patterns have still to be
negotiated whereas responsibilities are minimal. Wives' expressiveness
should become more important later. Particularly with the arrival of
children, which is often associated with a move towards more traditional
sex roles, wives' expressiveness may be essential. However, these speculations have not been systematically tested and might suggest that spouses
not only have to adapt to new partnership expectations but also to expectations associated with specific family life stages. In this study this issue is
examined. Specifically, we deal with couples having adolescent children.
During this marital stage, husbands and wives are confronted with demands
for increased autonomy from their children. When these demands are
reciprocated by more expressive or instrumental oriented parents, different
outcomes might be expected, for instance, with respect to marital satisfaction. Responding to autonomy claims with expressiveness might result in
less pressure and conflict and thus in more satisfaction, as opposed to more
instrumentalistic responses (Kreppner, 2000). Although the importance of
displaying supportiveness and affection during the adolescent years,
Holmbeck, Paikoff, and Brooks-Gunn (1995) also denote the benefits of
maintaining consistent effective discipline and control, which may be more
strongly tied up with instrumental qualities. Hence, it is not clear to what
degree marital partners benefit from instrumental and expressive qualities in
this specific stage.
A third issue worth investigating in this respect relates to the contextspecificity of our subject under study. Implicit in most literature on gender
role identity and marital satisfaction is the assumption that this relationship
is invariant across social groups. However, there are reasons for speculating
otherwise. Expressiveness and instrumentality are both qualities that may
be socially steered. Assuming this, the meaning and standards of being a
man or woman is not uniformly adhered to in distinct social levels.
Precisely because the female and male identity is acted out in different
social contexts, these contexts may not only reproduce the 'gendered' social
structure to a different degree but may also differently condition the effect of
this reproduction (Stryker, 1992; West & Zimmerman, 1987). In this way,
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gender could be fragmented into multiple masculinities and femininities
(Pyke, 1996).
Considering between-class variation, it is suggested that lower-class
husbands compensate their subordinated status in relation to higher-class
men, by exerting power in the private sphere (Pyke, 1996; Rubin, 1976).
Therefore, relying on stereotypical gender arrangements enables lower-class
husbands to (re)produce their masculinity (Huston & Geis, 1993;
Komarowsky, 1964; Mirowsky & Ross, 1987; Rubin, 1976). Women in
these families are supposed to deal with the expressive side whereas men
are expected to take responsibility for the instrumental side and to devalue
emotional sensitivity (Weber, 1998). In contrast, higher-class spouses are
less likely to be tied to traditional prescribed traits of men and women
(Huston & Geis, 1993). Because of their higher material or educational
capital, they are less hampered in the endorsement of nontraditional
options (Laermans, 1993). According to Pyke (1996), however, the
observed differences between higher and lower social strata mainly refer to
a discourse and not to a daily routine. It may be even true that in practice
lower-class husbands act more egalitarian than middle and upper-class men.
The latter are often released from feminine tasks because of the importance, or even hegemony, of the male career. Despite much effort devoted
to examining the influence of instrumentality and expressiveness on marital
quality, previous studies paid no systematic attention to their specific
effects in higher and lower social strata.
In this study, we distinguish between higher and lower social strata in
terms of the family income and both partners' educational level. Doing so,
a distinction is made between the cultural and the material aspects of social
class. According to the reasons outlined above, it is hypothesized that lower
income couples and lower educated spouses will be more satisfied with
their marriage when husbands adhere to stereotypical instrumental qualities
and women to expressive qualities.
Fourth, we do not only pay attention to spouses' social position in
terms of income and education, but also more specifically to women's
position in terms of their participation at the labor market. Since expressiveness and instrumentality are both qualities that are strongly associated
with stereotypical male and female roles, they might produce different
marital outcomes in case wives are employed or not. Essentially, employed
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women enter a male sphere in which they may also need to adopt male
qualities. According to McDowell (2001), women's attachment to the labor
market has never been as significant for their personal identities as in the
current decades. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the importance
of instrumental and expressive qualities for spouses' marital experiences
might depend on whether women are employed or not. On the one hand, it
can be hypothesized that employed wives are supposed to ascribe to the
required instrumental qualities. Consequently, marital partners might
experience women's instrumentality as less negatively in case of labor
market participation (Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989). On the other hand,
however, it can be expected that precisely because of the accomplishment
of non-stereotypical roles, women need to be reaffirmed in their femininity
by strongly adhering to traditional gender expectations. Hochschild and
Machung (1989) describe a similar phenomenon known as balancing.
Women working outside the home and earning more than their partner,
curiously enough, do more at home than other women, and more than their
husband. A comparable conclusion was reached by Tichenor (1999)
demonstrating that wives occupying a higher status than their husbands,
bear the large burden of domestic labor. It is speculated that those wives
develop a new – socially induced – sense of guilt for which they try to
compensate through overemphasizing their femininity (Hochschild &
Machung, 1989; Matthijs & Van den Troost, 1998). Thus, the effect of
instrumental and expressive qualities does not seem to depend only on
women's employment but also on the social position of their husbands. In
one respect, it might be therefore hypothesized that in higher social strata it
is more likely that spouses share the expectation that women seek personal
fulfillment through performing public roles and adopt qualities required for
this performance. In another respect, there are reasons to believe that
precisely in higher social strata some wives consider the blurring of roles as
a threat for their femininity and therefore overemphasize their feminine
identity or their husbands' masculine identity. Hence, it remains contentiously whether women benefit more from expressive or from instrumental
qualities when they are (un)employed.
It should be stressed, however, that the positive effect of husbands'
expressiveness on spousal satisfaction might not depend on women's
employment (Vannoy & Philliber, 1992). The ability of men to take on a
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supportive role is beneficial in both traditional and nontraditional situations.
7.3. PRESENT STUDY AND HYPOTHESES
The main goal of this study is to provide insight into the conditionality of
the association between marital satisfaction, instrumentality and expressiveness in a sample of married couples with children. Our purpose can be
divided into four research aims. First, we examine to what degree the inclusion of instrumental and expressive traits into one's self concept is associated with one's own and one's partner marital satisfaction. We expect that
husbands and wives are more satisfied when their partners are more
expressive (H1). Moreover, it can be anticipated that husbands' expressiveness is more closely tied up to women's than to men's marital satisfaction
(H2).
A second purpose is to study the relationship between instrumentality
and expressiveness, and marital satisfaction in different relationship stages
and more specifically according to the age of the children. Given the fact
that the target child of the couples included in our study are adolescents
aged between 14 and 21 years, we hypothesize that expressiveness is more
important the younger the child is (H3). However, it can also be expected
that instrumentality is more important the younger the child is (H4).
Third, we are interested in the influence of expressiveness and instrumentality on marital satisfaction across various socioeconomic circumstances. We distinguish different conditions by considering couple's
income, spousal educational level and women's employment. It is expected
that spouses from lower social classes are more satisfied to the extent that
they are more characterized by stereotypical traits than are spouses from
higher social classes (H5). The term social class will hereafter refer to both
the income level of the household and the educational level of the spouses.
Fourth, with respect to the effect of stereotypical traits on spouses'
marital satisfaction when wives are employed, no conclusive findings are at
our disposal. Anticipation becomes even more difficult when dealing with
Dutch couples. Yet, the Netherlands takes on a peculiar position regarding
women's employment. In comparison to other Western countries, a high
proportion of women working part-time characterizes Dutch women's
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employment. For the objective of our study, two hypotheses seem to be
plausible. For one, emphasizing stereotypical female traits will have more
positive effects on spousal satisfaction in higher than in lower social classes
when wives are employed (H6). By doing so, women accentuate their
female identity. For another, however, it might be expected that lower class
spouses, and men in particular, tend to stress the stereotypical male identity
to keep in accordance with traditional sex segregated ideals, even when
women are employed (H7). Figure 7.1 visualizes the general research model
of this study. The four interaction terms included refer to the interaction
between each spouse's gender role identity and social position.
Figure 7.1
Conceptual Model for Gender Role Identity and Marital Satisfaction
Child's age
Income
Education
♀ employment

Instrumentality, H
Marital
satisfaction, W
Expressiveness, H

Instrumentality, W
Marital
satisfaction, H
Expressiveness, W

This study extends prior research on gender role identity and marital
satisfaction in two important ways. First, gender differences are
documented by analyzing husbands and wives belonging to the same
couple instead of examining independent men and women. Second,
analyses are conducted within distinct social contexts to determine if
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different processes link gender role identity with spousal evaluation of
marriage for different social groups.
7.4. METHOD
7.4.1. Procedure and sample
The research sample consists of married men and women participating in
the longitudinal research project "Child-Rearing and Family in the Netherlands". Families were recruited using a multi-stage sampling method. In a
first stage, a sample was taken of all Dutch municipalities distinguished by
regional zone and degree of urbanization. In a second stage, a sample of
children aged 9 to 16 years was taken in the selected municipalities. The
children as well as their parents were included in the research group. Of the
788 families participating in 1990, 484 (61%) did participate in 1995. More
technical details on the database can be found in Chapter 3 and in Gerris et
al. (1992; 1993; 1998). The data were gathered by means of structured
interviews and questionnaires. The first wave of the study was not included
in our analysis as gender role identity variables were only measured in the
second wave. Only first marriages in which both men and women have a
Dutch nationality were selected. Of this group in the year 1995, 386 couples
could be potentially taken into account for our analysis.
Couples had been married for about 22 years. Husbands were 47.5
years and wives were 45.0 years on average. Men reported higher levels of
education than did women. One quarter of the male sample has a university
degree, whereas for women this figure is approximately one out of eight.
For husbands, 48% reported to have a middle low or low school degree
whereas for women this is 61%. Sex differences also exist with regard to
employment activities. Whereas only 2% of the men are homemakers or
not involved in paid employment, more than one out of three women fall
into these categories. Nine out of ten men are employed, but this holds
only for six out of ten women (57%). In comparison to men, women are
situated more in the "unskilled jobs" category (13% women versus 2%
men) and less in the "higher professions" group (11% women versus 18%
men).
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To examine whether the couples, used in our study, are representative
for the couples that participated in the first measurement wave, we
conducted a logistic regression. The dependent variable is a dummy coded
variable representing whether the couple participated only once or both
times. The independent variables included are all the variables of interest
for this study, except from spousal gender role identity, which was only
measured at the second wave. The χ² test for the total model was not significant indicating that the included variables do not account for significant
differences. Therefore, we assume that the research sample reflects the
initial group with respect to age of the spouses, educational and income
level of the family, women's employment and spousal satisfaction.
7.4.2. Measures
Education was measured in response to the question "What is your highest
educational level?" Nine levels were considered ranging from 1 = "elementary school" to 9 = "university education".
Family income was measured in response to the question "What is the
monthly net family income (in guilders)?" Seven income groups were
distinguished: 1 = "1100-1600", 2 = "1600-1800", 3 = "1800-2100", 4 =
"2100-2500", 5 = "2500-3250", 6 = "3250-4500" and 7 = "more than
4500". One guilder is approximately 0.45 Euro.
Instrumental and expressive traits were measured by two scales derived
from the Personal Attributes Questionnaire of Spence & Helmreich (1978).
The scale of instrumentality contains items about instrumental and independent characteristics, which are more likely to be endorsed by males than
females. The expressiveness scale consists of seven items about expressive,
communal characteristics of which it is believed that women possess them
in greater abundance than males. The questionnaire consists of bipolar
items with 5 boxes between the two poles. The respondents have to indicate which characteristic is more applicable to them by putting their mark
near the pole representing the characteristic. If they think that both
characteristics are somewhat applicable to them, they put their mark in the
box in the middle. The validity of both scales is described in Gerris et al.
(1998). Because some items did not significantly load on one but two
dimensions, they were removed from the scale. Hence, the retaining scale
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items represent a limited indication of the initial 'expressiveness' and
'instrumentality' items. The instrumentality scale in particular covers items
rather indicating emotional stability or imperturbability. In accordance with
Garrido and Acitelli (1991), the scales could also represent interdependency
versus independency. However, to preserve the link with the literature on
expressiveness and instrumentality and to situate our study in this tradition,
we will hereafter use the original labels while keeping the just mentioned
qualification in mind. Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the instrumentality
scale is .75 for men and .76 for women. For the expressiveness scale these
figures are .71 and .70 respectively.
Marital satisfaction refers to the satisfaction with the partner and the
relationship in general. This measure is based on the marital satisfaction
scale developed by Kerkstra (1985). Only the items measuring general
marital satisfaction were included. Using factor analysis a scale of 7 items
was retained. The same factor solution was obtained for men and women
and was exactly replicated with the data of the second wave. The validation
analysis is elaborated in Chapter 4. For formulating the items of this scale,
satisfaction with the relationship and/or the partner was used as the guiding principle (e.g., "Generally, I'm dissatisfied with the relationship with my
partner" or "If I could choose again, I would choose the same partner").
The scale consists of seven 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at
all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". The replies were added together so
that a higher score indicates a more satisfied relationship. In 1995, alpha
coefficient was .87 for women and .85 for men. I.
Control variables: Authors have been shown that individuals modify
their identities and self-perceptions as a function of their life situation and
stage of family life (Feldman, Biringen & Nash, 1981; Tamir & Antonucci,
1981). Therefore, marital duration was controlled for in all our analyses.
Moreover, individuals' age and their educational level, the family's net
income level as well as whether women are employed or not, were included
in all models.
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7.5. RESULTS
Descriptive analysis and correlations among measures
Means and standard deviations as well as correlations are shown in Table
7.1. The results show moderate but positive correlations between individuals' scores on instrumentality and expressiveness. Spouses who define
themselves in terms of stereotypical qualities are more likely to also ascribe
qualities of the opposite sex to themselves.
In contrast, social conditions such as the family income or one's
educational level are not related to spouses' adoption of expressive or
instrumental traits.
Considering husbands and wives' marital satisfaction, the correlational
analysis demonstrates that husbands' expressiveness is positively correlated
with both spouses' marital satisfaction. Neither husbands' instrumentality,
nor wives' instrumentality and expressive traits are associated with spousal
marital satisfaction.
Sex differences on the gender role identity variables were examined
with paired t-tests. Results of the between-spouse correlations indicate that
in comparison with one's spouse, wives score significantly higher on
expressiveness (t = -8.12, p < .0001) whereas husbands score higher on
instrumentality (t = 10.27, p < .0001).
Mean scores on the marital satisfaction scale were 6.0 for husbands
and 5.9 for wives. A paired t-test indicate that this difference is not significant (t = 1.51, p = 0.14). Thus, wives and husbands are equally satisfied
with their marital relationship.
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Table 7.1
Correlation Matrix of Gender Variables, Women's Employment, Household Income,
Educational Level and Marital Satisfaction [Husbands Below Diagonal, Wives Above Diagonal]
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
M
SD

Income
Education
Employ, W
Inst, H
Expr, H
Inst, W
Expr, W
Marital sat.

1
/
.46 ***
.15 **
.09
.02
.09
-.05
-.08
6.70
1.28

2
.37
/
.00
-.01
.04
-.00
-.05
-.08
3.89
2.02

***

3
.15 **
.11 *
/
-.01
.03
.02
.01
.08
0.57
0.50

4
.09
-.01
-.01
/
.18 ***
.03
.04
.02
3.68
0.58

5
.02
.06
.03
.18 ***
/
.02
.09
.13 *
3.44
0.56

6
.09
.01
.02
.03
.02
/
.14 **
-.06
3.23
0.63

7
-.05
-.07
.01
.04
.09
.14 *
/
.07
3.77
0.53

8
.07
.00
.03
-.03
.20 ***
.06
.06
/

M
6.70
3.24
0.57
3.68
3.44
3.23
3.77
5.92

SD
1.28
1.65
0.50
0.58
0.56
0.63
0.53
1.10

6.02
0.99

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Note: Income = net family income; Employ, W = employment, wife (1 = yes, 0 = no); Inst, H = instrumentality, husband; Inst,
W = instrumentality, wife; Expr, H = expressiveness, husband; Expr, W = expressiveness, wife; Marital sat. = marital satisfaction
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Multiple regression analyses
Our research questions were addressed using regression and multi-group
analysis in LISREL 8.5 (Jöreskog & Sorböm, 1996). LISREL is used to exploit the important feature of dealing with dyadic data rather than because
of its progressiveness in addressing measurement reliability and validity
(Kenny & Cook, 1999). The possibility to equal husbands' and wives' coefficients and to subsequently test whether this equality constraint is acceptable or not, is a major advantage of using LISREL for dependent data.
Despite the fact that most variables in our analysis are latent variables
measured by manifest scale items, we used the summated scale scores as
manifest indicators. Using the individual items as indicators for each of the
latent variables the number of parameters to be estimated is too large with
respect to the sample size (N = 386), casting doubt on the stability of the
results (Mueller, 1996). Therefore, we defined all variables of interest as
observed variables in LISREL, strongly reducing the numbers of parameters to be estimated.
Before testing our models, we created two-way interaction terms in
SAS by computing the product between gender role identity and indicators
of socioeconomic position or family life stage. Note that we mean-centered
our variables of interest to minimize multicollinearity problems. It is
acknowledged that considerable estimation problems can arise when multicollinearity is introduced into a regression equation with interaction effects
(Aiken & West, 1991; Jaccard, Turussi, & Wan, 1990). Because multicollinearity in regression analysis with higher order terms is primarily due to
scaling, centering variables can strongly lessen this problem.
All formulated hypotheses that concern three-way interaction terms
were tested using multi-group analysis. It concerns the hypotheses referring
to both spouses' educational levels as well as the hypotheses relating
women's employment to spousal socioeconomic position. Therefore, we
applied a median split approach to divide the third variable of the interaction term in two categories. Within each of those categories, we conducted
regression analyses with two-way interaction terms, which were created in
SAS as indicated above. For the hypotheses implying two-way interaction
terms, we preferred the use of this two-way product term above a multigroup approach because of the loss of information when splitting up metric
variables in groups.
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Table 7.2
The Effect of Gender Role Identity on Marital Satisfaction Without
and With the Inclusion of Two-Way Interactions with Age of the
Child and Household Income (Unstandardized Effects and
Associated T-Values, for Men and Women)
Model without interaction effects
Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W

R² = .07
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .44 (b)

b
-.13
.14
.40
.14

χ²(27) = 17.27

Interaction effects with age of the child
Women's satisfaction
b
-.13
Inst, H
.13
Inst, W
.39
Expr, H
.16
Expr, W
Year birth, C
.00
.09
Year birth, C * Inst, H
-.06
Year birth, C * Expr, H
.02
Year birth, C * Inst, W
.07
Year birth, C * Expr, W

R² = .09
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .42
Interaction effects with income
Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

R² = .08
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .42

(a)

t
-1.13
1.51
3.69
1.52

t
-1.18
1.37
3.68
1.72
-0.04
2.22
-1.68
0.60
1.59

Men's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W

R² = .05
p = 0.92

b
.10
-.07
.21
.14

RMSEA = .00

Men's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Year birth, C
Year birth, C * Inst, H
Year birth, C * Expr, H
Year birth, C * Inst, W
Year birth, C * Expr, W

t
0.98
-0.77
2.20
1.52

CFI = 1.00

b
.09
-.08
.20
.16
-.02
.09
-.06
.02
.07

t
0.93
-0.96
2.16
1.72
-0.85
2.22
-1.68
0.60
1.59

R² = .08
χ²(83) = 56.27

b
-.13
.17
.39
.15
.08
.01
.02
.11
.10

t
-1.19
1.79
3.64
1.60
1.40
0.18
0.29
1.96
1.17

p = 0.99

RMSEA = .00

Men's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

CFI = 1.00

b
.11
-.06
.18
.15
-.07
.01
.02
.11
-.17

t
1.08
-0.71
1.90
1.60
-1.41
0.18
0.29
1.96
-2.24

R² = .07
χ²(63) = 41.87

p = 0.98

RMSEA = .00

CFI = 1.00

Note: Inst, H = instrumentality, husband; Inst, W = instrumentality, wife; Expr, H = expressiveness,
husband; Expr, W = expressiveness, wife; Year birth, c = year of birth, child
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b)

Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands and wives' marital satisfaction
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The process of testing our models in LISREL involves several steps. In a
first step, a baseline model without equality constraints was tested. This
model included the variables of interest and the control variables. The set
of exogenous variables as well as the set of endogenous variables are
allowed to correlate. In a second step, non-significant correlations between
exogenous variables were fixed to zero. In subsequent steps, it is tested
whether significant gamma path coefficients can be equated between
husbands and wives or between the distinguished groups. Chi-square
difference tests between constrained and non-constrained models indicate
if the constraining of these paths result in a (non)significant increase of the
chi-square. If imposing an equality constraint does not result in a significant
increase of chi-square value, it can be concluded that the coefficients do
not significantly differ from each other. For the sake of brevity, we only
present the final models in the Tables. The results of the control variables
are not included in the presentation.
Before testing the moderating nature of one's social position, the main
effects of spousal instrumentality and expressiveness on their marital satisfaction was examined in a first model. As can be seen in Table 7.2, for
husbands as well as wives it appears that male's expressiveness is positively
associated with spousal marital satisfaction. This association, though, is
stronger for women than for men, lending support to the second hypothesis. The effect of wives' expressiveness, however, was not found significant
(t = 1.52, p > .10). Consequently, it can be concluded that the first
hypothesis is supported for husbands' expressiveness but not for wives'
expressiveness.
Regression model with interaction between gender role identity and age of the child
Our third hypothesis assumes that expressiveness may have a more positive
effect on spousal marital satisfaction when children are in their early
adolescence. The results are given in Table 7.2 and indicate that husbands'
instrumental qualities such as being "self-confident" and "consciousness"
have a more positive effect on both spouses' satisfaction the younger is the
child. For every year that year of birth changes, the slope of marital satisfaction on husbands' instrumentality increases by 0.09 units. Because the
age of the children included in our study (indicated by year of birth) ranges
from 14 to 21 years, this result implies that husbands' instrumentality is
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more beneficial for marriage when children are in their early adolescence
phase and is less important when children become older, supporting the
fourth hypothesis. At a lower significance level (t = -1.68, p < .10) it also
becomes apparent that besides the positive main effect of husbands'
expressiveness, the latter appears to be less positive for spousal satisfaction
in the period of early adolescence. Our third hypothesis, stating that
expressiveness may yield more positive effects when children are younger,
cannot be supported.
Besides these interaction effects, the analysis shows that husbands'
expressiveness and at a weaker significance level also wives' expressiveness
(t = 1.72, p < .10) has a positive main effect on both spouses' satisfaction.
Regression model with interaction between gender role identity and spouses' income
position
Testing the fifth hypothesis, we assume that spousal income position
mitigates the effect of expressiveness and instrumentality on marital satisfaction. Therefore, a model with four two-way interactions was fitted
(RMSEA = .00 and CFI=1.00). The results are given in Table 7.2. As in the
previous models, husbands' expressiveness has a positive effect on both
spouses' marital satisfaction and this association is stronger for wives than
for husbands.
Furthermore, two interaction effects were significant. First, our results
demonstrate that husbands report lower satisfaction to the extent that the
family income is higher and wives define themselves in expressive qualities.
Specifically, it appears that for every unit that income changes, the slope of
husbands' marital satisfaction on wives' expressiveness decreases by 0.17
units. Second, both husbands and wives, are more satisfied to the degree
the family income is higher and wives define themselves in instrumental
qualities. These results lend support to Hypothesis 5, assuming that the
effect of endorsing stereotypical qualities is more beneficial for lower class
couples.
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Table 7.3
The Effect of Gender Role Identity on Marital Satisfaction With TwoWay Interactions Between Wives' Educational Level and Gender
Role Identity, Multi-Group Analysis Between Higher and Lower
Educated Husbands (Unstandardized Effects and Associated TValues, for Men and Women)
Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Educ, w
Educ, W * Inst, H
Educ, W * Expr, H
Educ, W * Inst, W
Educ, W * Expr, W

Lower educated husbands
b
t (a)
Men's satisfaction
-.10
-0.96
Inst, H
.28
2.42
Inst, W
.26
3.35
Expr, H
.21
2.57
Expr, W
.12
1.82
Educ, w
-.07
-1.51
Educ, W * Inst, H
.03
0.51
Educ, W * Expr, H
.07
1.75
Educ, W * Inst, W
-.01
-0.19
Educ, W * Expr, W

R² = .08
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .43 (b)

Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Educ, w
Educ, W * Inst, H
Educ, W * Expr, H
Educ, W * Inst, W
Educ, W * Expr, W
R² = .10
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .38
Model: χ²(136) = 118.35

b
.11
-.06
.26
.21
.11
-.07
.03
.07
-.01

t
1.22
-0.80
3.35
2.57
1.96
-1.55
0.51
1.75
-0.19

b
.11
-.06
.26
.21
-.09
-.07
.03
.07
-.01

t
1.22
-0.80
3.35
2.57
-2.02
-1.51
0.51
1.75
-0.19

R² = .17

Higher educated husbands
b
t
Men's satisfaction
-.10
-0.96
Inst, H
.00
-0.03
Inst, W
.26
3.35
Expr, H
.21
2.57
Expr, W
-.10
-1.89
Educ, w
-.07
-1.51
Educ, W * Inst, H
.03
0.51
Educ, W * Expr, H
.07
1.75
Educ, W * Inst, W
-.01
-0.19
Educ, W * Expr, W
R² = .08
p = 0.86

RMSEA = .00

CFI = 1.00

Note: Inst, H=instrumentality, husband; Inst, W=instrumentality, wife; Expr, H =
expressiveness, husband; Expr, W=expressiveness, wife; Educ, w=education, wife
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands and wives' marital satisfaction
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Regression model with interaction between gender role identity and spouses' educational
level
The fifth hypothesis is also tested using educational level as an indication of
higher and lower social class. As indicated above, testing the moderating
effect of spouses' educational level on the association between gender role
identity and satisfaction requires a three-way interaction term. To capture
this complex relationship, we gave preference to the use of a two-way interaction term within the categories of the third variable. Therefore, we split
up our sample. The interaction between wives' educational level and
spousal expressiveness and instrumentality is examined in a sub-sample of
higher respectively lower educated men. The median split of educational
level corresponds to husbands who enjoyed at least higher secondary
education and those who finished lower secondary education or less.
Two main effects were found significant in the higher as well as the
lower educated sub-sample and for both husbands and wives. It was
demonstrated once more that husbands' expressiveness and also wives'
expressiveness are positively associated with marital satisfaction. This effect
appeared to be just as strong in the higher as in the lower educated group
of husbands. Besides, in the latter subgroup, wives' instrumentality also
appeared to have a positive effect on women's satisfaction. The more
women are "self-confident" and "not excitable in crises" the higher their
reported satisfaction.
None of the interactions are meaningful related to spousal marital
satisfaction, except for one interaction effect that was found significant at
the .10 level (t = 1.75). For both husbands and wives in the lower and the
higher educated sub-sample it appears that wives' instrumentality has a
more positive effect on spousal satisfaction the higher women are educated.
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Table 7.4
The Effect of Gender Role Identity on Marital Satisfaction With TwoWay Interactions Between Wives' Employment and Gender Role
Identity, Multi-Group Analysis Between Higher and Lower Income
Couples (Unstandardized Effects and Associated T-Values, for Men
and Women)
Lower income couples
t (a)
Men's satisfaction
0.45
Inst, H
0.03
Inst, W
3.58
Expr, H
0.68
Expr, W
-0.22
Employ, w
1.82
Employ, w * Inst, H
-0.66
Employ, w * Expr, H
-0.39
Employ, w * Inst, W
-1.29
Employ, w * Expr, W

b
.04
.00
.29
.33
.11
.44
-.11
-.05
-.32

t
0.45
0.03
3.58
2.64
0.74
1.82
-0.66
-0.39
-1.29

R² = .06
R² = .15
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .42 (b)
Higher income couples
Women's satisfaction
b
t
Men's satisfaction
.04
0.45
Inst, H
Inst, H
.00
0.03
Inst, W
Inst, W
.29
3.58
Expr, H
Expr, H
.06
0.68
Expr, W
Expr, W
Employ, w
.15
0.98
Employ, w
-.37
-1.73
Employ, w * Inst, H
Employ, w * Inst, H
-.11
-0.66
Employ, w * Expr, H
Employ, w * Expr, H
-.05
-0.39
Employ, w * Inst, W
Employ, w * Inst, W
Employ, w * Expr, W
.11
0.48
Employ, w * Expr, W

b
.04
.00
.29
.06
.12
-.37
-.11
-.05
.11

t
0.45
0.03
3.58
0.68
0.84
-1.73
-0.66
-0.39
0.48

Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Employ, w
Employ, w * Inst, H
Employ, w * Expr, H
Employ, w * Inst, W
Employ, w * Expr, W

b
.04
.00
.29
.06
-.04
.44
-.11
-.05
-.32

R² = .06
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .41
Model: χ²(123)=107.55

R² = .07
p = 0.84

RMSEA = .00

CFI = 1.00

Note: Inst, H = instrumentality, husband; Inst, W = instrumentality, wife; Expr, H =
expressiveness, husband; Expr, W = expressiveness, wife; Employ, w = employment, wife
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands' and wives' marital satisfaction
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Regression model with interaction between gender role identity and female employment
according to spouses' socioeconomic position
To test the sixth and seventh hypothesis stating that the effect of spousal
gender role identity on marital satisfaction depends on women's employment in higher and lower social strata, we performed two multi-group
analyses. In a first model we examined the interaction between gender role
identity and female employment (1 = yes, 0 = no) on husbands' and wives
marital satisfaction in a sample of lower respectively higher income couples.
A similar multi-group analysis was conducted in a sample of lower and
higher educated husbands. Both multi-group models showed an excellent
fit with RMSEA values of .00 and CFI values of 1.00.
Considering the multi-group analysis in higher and lower income
couples our results show that in the latter, husbands' endorsement of
instrumental qualities has a stronger positive effect on both spouses' marital
satisfaction when the wife is employed (t = 1.82). The reverse, however,
holds for higher income couples. In these couples, husbands' endorsement
of instrumental qualities has a more negative effect on both spouses' marital
satisfaction when the wife is employed (t = -1.73).
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Table 7.5
The Effect of Gender Role Identity on Marital Satisfaction With TwoWay Interactions Between Wives' Employment and Gender Role
Identity, Multi-Group Analysis Between Higher and Lower Educated
Husbands (Unstandardized Effects and Associated T-Values, for
Men and Women)
Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Employ, w
Employ, w * Inst, H
Employ, w * Expr, H
Employ, w * Inst, W
Employ, w * Expr, W

Lower educated husbands
b
t (a)
Men's satisfaction
-.07
-0.70
Inst, H
.03
0.48
Inst, W
.30
3.84
Expr, H
.18
2.28
Expr, W

b
.13
.03
.30
.18

t
1.51
0.48
3.84
2.28

-.10
.42
-.13
-.07
-.15

.21
.42
-.13
-.07
-.15

1.54
1.92
-0.84
-0.50
-0.94

b
.13
.03
.30
.18
.05
-.48
-.13
-.07
-.15

t
1.51
0.48
3.84
2.28
0.32
-2.13
-0.84
-0.50
-0.94

-0.59
1.92
-0.84
-0.50
-0.94

Employ, w
Employ, w * Inst, H
Employ, w * Expr, H
Employ, w * Inst, W
Employ, w * Expr, W
R² = .17

R² = .07
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .40

(b)

Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Employ, w
Employ, w * Inst, H
Employ, w * Expr, H
Employ, w * Inst, W
Employ, w * Expr, W

Higher educated husbands
b
t
Men's satisfaction
-.07
-0.70
Inst, H
.03
0.48
Inst, W
.30
3.84
Expr, H
.18
2.28
Expr, W
.18
1.10
Employ, w
-.48
-2.13
Employ, w * Inst, H
-.13
-0.84
Employ, w * Expr, H
-.07
-0.50
Employ, w * Inst, W
-.15
-0.94
Employ, w * Expr, W

R² = .11

R² = .09

Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .38
Model: χ²(154) = 142.56

p = 0.74

RMSEA = .00

CFI = 1.00

Note: Inst, H = instrumentality, husband; Inst, W = instrumentality, wife; Expr, H =
expressiveness, husband; Expr, W = expressiveness, wife; Employ, w = employment, wife
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands and wives' marital satisfaction
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Considering the same analysis in a sample of lower and higher educated
husbands, quite similar findings were obtained. Spouses in the higher
educated sample appear to be less satisfied when wives are employed and
husbands endorse instrumental qualities (t = -2.13) whereas the reverse
conclusion can be drawn for the lower educated sample (t = 1.92). Hence,
our findings lend support to Hypothesis 7, stating that emphasizing
husbands' instrumentality in lower social classes where wives are employed,
contributes to spousal marital satisfaction.
Besides the just described interaction effects, the positive main effect
of husbands' expressiveness as well as wives' expressiveness on spousal
satisfaction was demonstrated once again.
The interaction effects between women's employment and husbands'
instrumentality within higher and lower educated groups of husbands are
visualized for women's marital satisfaction in Figure 7.2. All interaction
effects described above are summarized in Table 7.6.
Figure 7.2
Visual Presentation of the Interaction Effect Between Female
Employment and Husbands' Instrumentality on Wives' Marital
Satisfaction in Lower and Higher Educated Groups of Husbands

Wives' marital satisfaction

1,0

0,5

0,0

-0,5
No

Female employment

Yes

low instrumentality, husband (LEH)

low instrumentality, husband (HEH)

middle instrumentality, husband (LEH)

middle instrumentality, husband (HEH)

high instrumentality, husband (LEH)

high instrumentality, husband (HEH)

Note: LEH = low educated husbands, HEH = high educated husbands
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7.6. DISCUSSION
The aim of this study was twofold. Using couple data, it was firstly examined how expressiveness and instrumentality is associated with spousal
marital satisfaction. Second, we studied whether and how this association is
moderated by couple's marital stage, family income, spousal educational
level and women's employment. This question was addressed in a Dutch
sample of established couples with children.
Table 7.6
Summary of the Significant Interaction Effects Between Gender Role
Identity and Wives' Employment, Couple's Income and Spousal
Educational Level on Marital Satisfaction
Children younger
Higher income levels
High educational level
(min. 14 years)
of the couple
Wives'
Husbands'
Wives' instrumentality (+) Wives' instrumentality (+)(a)
satisfaction instrumentality (+)
Husbands'
expressiveness (-)(a)
Husbands' Husbands'
satisfaction instrumentality (+)
Husbands'
expressiveness (-)(a)

Wives' instrumentality (+) Wives' instrumentality (+)(a)
Wives' expressiveness (-)

Wives' employment
Lower educational level, husband
Wives'
Lower income level
Husbands' instrumentality (+)
satisfaction Husbands' instrumentality (+)(a)
Higher income level
Husbands' instrumentality (-)(a)
Husbands' Lower income level
satisfaction Husbands' instrumentality (+)(a)
Higher income level
Husbands' instrumentality (-)(a)

Higher educational level, husband
Husbands' instrumentality (-)
Lower educational level, husband
Husbands' instrumentality (+)
Higher educational level, husband
Husbands' instrumentality (-)

Note: The direction of the effect of expressiveness or instrumentality is noted between
brackets.
(a) p < .10
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Throughout all the analyses conducted within the realm of this study,
evidence was obtained for a positive effect of husbands' expressiveness on
both spouses' marital satisfaction. This finding is in line with the generally
supported idea that femininity, and expressiveness in particular, is beneficial
for one's partnership (Antill, 1983). However, by including husbands and
wives from one dyad into the same analysis, we demonstrated that the
positive association between husbands' expressiveness and marital satisfaction is stronger for women's marital evaluation than for men's.
Despite the unequivocal importance of husbands' expressiveness, our
results also indicate that this quality might be less paramount in the stage
when one's children are young adolescents (about 14 years old). In this
specific marital phase, partnership seems to benefit from husbands being
instrumental rather than from husbands being expressive. Although the
effect of wives' expressiveness was not significant, one can observe a
tendency for spouses to report higher satisfaction when wives are more
interpersonal oriented (expressive) in this stage. As children become older,
and thus less demand is placed on the couple, these associations and trends
become less strong. Apparently, in the phase of early adolescence men and
women are better off when adopting traditional prescribed qualities, the
latter holding particularly for men. In a similar vein, previous research has
been shown that couples easily slip back into traditional gender role
behavior at the arrival of children (Burke & Cast, 1997). How can we
explain our finding? Perhaps, the family climate is more cohesive and
adaptable when fathers assert their influence by means of their controlling
qualities. Olson et al. (1983) demonstrated that balanced levels of cohesion
and adaptability are indispensable for coping with the demands and stresses
of the adolescent stage. As Holmbeck, Paikoff, and Brooks-Gunn (1995)
suggest, control and effective discipline are essential components in realizing this cohesion and adaptation. At the same time, mothers seem to be
more important sources of support and more responsive for the desires for
adolescents than are fathers (Vandemeulebroecke, et al., 2000), explaining
the observed tendency that wives' expressiveness may become more
important in this stage. These speculations, however, require further investigation.
Our analysis yielded an interesting pattern of findings regarding the
sex-specificity as well as the context-specificity of one's gender role identity
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on spousal marital satisfaction. We discern two groups of analyses: one that
controls for women's employment and one that includes interactions
between gender role identity and women's employment. Within each group,
analyses are conducted using partners' educational level or family income as
an indicator for social class.
When controlling for women's employment, it becomes clear that
husbands as well as wives in lower income groups are less satisfied when
women endorse non-stereotypical male qualities. This finding supports the
idea that lower strata more strongly adhere to stereotypical sex qualities
(Huston & Geis, 1993). In a sense, lower income husbands may affirm their
status position in the private sphere by disfavoring masculine-typed (instrumentality) women and preferring women who are typified as stereotypically
feminine. The latter becomes clear from the significant interaction effect
between wives' expressiveness and income on husbands' satisfaction.
However, it is not apparent whether lower class men selected their wives
on these characteristics or whether these characteristics developed during
marriage.
Considering cultural (education) instead of economic capital as an
indicator of higher and lower social class, it is found once more that wives'
instrumentality, be it at a .10 significance level, is a differentiating factor in
spousal satisfaction when controlling for women's employment. Specifically, it is demonstrated that the effect of women endorsing instrumental
qualities is more positive on women's satisfaction to the extent that they are
higher educated. This association, however, was supported for couples in
which husbands are higher as well as lower educated. In other words, to the
extent that women gain more cultural capital, both marital partners seem to
be more satisfied when wives adopt male stereotypical qualities. This result
partially supports the idea that the effect of endorsing non-stereotypical
qualities is more accepted within higher social strata. However, the question
remains why lower educated husbands also report higher marital satisfaction when their higher educated wives adopt instrumental characteristics?
Or, education has a broad emancipatory effect that clashes with male's
instrumentality as role affirmative; or, lower educated husbands are not so
much threatened by their wives' educational capital but rather by their
economical capital.
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The latter speculation emanates from two considerations. First, the
Netherlands occupy a peculiar position with regard to women's employment (Niphuis-Nell & de Beer, 1997). In comparison to other Western
countries, the Dutch labor market is characterized by a high rate of female
part-time employment, accounting for the fact that Dutch men derive
status from their position as main providers. It is important to note,
however, that until the nineties the Netherlands lagged far behind the other
Western countries with respect to female employment. As a result, Dutch
men are only recently, and certainly at the time of our study, confronted
with this new female status, which might come over as a threat or at least as
a new situation to deal with. This situation has two opposite side-effects.
For one, the traditional male status as (single) wage earner becomes now
also a female 'status'; for another, new norms of material comfort and
welfare increasingly require an additional income, particularly for lower
classes. Moreover, being a single provider may put serious pressure on
husbands (Oppenheimer, 1994; 1997). These mixed considerations might
explain the positive trend of women's employment on husbands' marital
satisfaction in lower classes and at the same time the accentuation of
husbands' instrumental qualities under these circumstances.
A second thought accounting for the particular significance of
women's employment in lower classes becomes clear in Table 7.3. This
Table presents the model that controlled for women's employment, showing that for both higher and lower educated husbands, the interaction
between women's education and husbands' instrumentality tends to be
negative, be it not significant. This effect, though, reverses for the group of
lower educated husbands when considering the interaction between
women's employment and husbands' instrumentality, indicating that the
distinct meaning of female educational and economical capital is vital in this
group. In contrast, within the group of higher educated husbands, a negative effect between husbands' instrumentality and women's enhanced status
remains whether or not one considers educational or economical capital.
Similar evidence, yet at a lower significance level (p < .10), is obtained when
considering interaction terms with women's employment in higher and
lower income groups.
Hence, husbands' instrumentality and not wives' instrumentality or
expressiveness seems to be essential in differentiating between more and
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less satisfied spouses in marriages where wives are employed. In lower
social layers, husbands' instrumentality is beneficial for spousal evaluation
of marriage whereas in higher strata it has a negative effect on spousal
marital satisfaction. These results may reflect the different nature and
meaning attached to women's employment in distinct social layers. Probably, because women's employment in higher strata is more understood in
terms of personal needs than as a financial necessity, stereotypically typed
men are incompatible with the demands of 'non-stereotypical' women
(Pyke, 1996). This line of reasoning is further supported by some post-hoc
variance analyses we conducted. First, it appears that in higher social layers
women are not only employed in higher occupations but they also work
more hours than do women in lower social layers. Second, the former also
report higher work-related stress. This may point to the greater salience of
work for women in higher strata. Because of the importance of the work
role, women devote more hours to this task but may also experience more
stress because of their greater involvement. Hence, in higher social layers
spouses might be better able to deal with women's employment when
husbands do not endorse stereotypical male qualities, which are more
orientated on independency and less on interdependency. These independency-oriented and stereotypical qualities of men do not seem to be
congruent with the requirements associated with wives participating in the
labor market. In lower strata, however, this status-enhancing act of women
is managed, or perhaps even countered, by a stronger emphasis on
husbands' stereotypical qualities. Notably, the lower economic status of
employed women in these strata might not represent a serious challenge for
touching upon male stereotypical qualities, but rather leads to an
accentuation of it. Perhaps, the privileged status of lower strata men may be
threatened or undermined by the consequences of women's employment
for the internal functioning of the family. Indeed, the results from our posthoc analyses demonstrate that within higher educated groups (but not in
higher income groups), men spend significantly more time at childrearing
tasks than in the lower educated groups. The reverse, though, holds for
women. In higher educated layers, women take up less childrearing tasks
than do their female counterparts from the lower educated groups. This
might illustrate the different adaptations utilized by distinct educational
groups to meet the demands of work and family life (Gottfried et al., 1995).
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The reason why this distinctiveness was not found in higher and lower
income groups might explain why the interaction between women's
employment and husbands' instrumentality is more significant in the
analysis using educational groups (Table 7.5) than in the one using income
groups (Table 7.4). These interpretations, however, are tentative and
unwarranted at this stage and therefore need further examination. In
particular, attention should be paid to the interrelations between spousal
gender role identities, women's income position and the way spouses
evaluate the benefits and detriments resulting from wives' labor market
participation.
Taken our findings together, though, our results show that in higher
social class couples with women working outside the home, satisfied
marriages become possible when husbands develop a less stereotypical
male identity whereas in lower social layers they need to accentuate their
traditional sex role qualities. In higher social layers, a strengthened
economic position of women results in renouncing the 'traditional man'
whereas in the lower layers it leads to an accentuation of it. Thus, in both
social groups it appears that women's economic position is linked with
men's stereotypical qualities and not with women's. This finding may point
toward the idea, voiced by Amato & Booth (1995), and Vannoy and
Philliber (1992), stating that husbands may relieve the potential negative
consequences associated with women's employment. Our analysis
demonstrates that this phenomenon is typical, though, for higher social
strata. In lower layers, both husbands and wives are better off when taking
the 'traditional' lines. By emphasizing stereotypical aspects of masculinity,
spouses in lower strata may confirm husbands' status position also in case
when wives work outside. Note that social class instead of sex accounts for
the variety in marital experiences as a result of spousal identities.
It becomes clear that, beyond the overall positive effect of husbands'
expressiveness, spousal marital experiences in distinct social strata are not
related to female qualities but rather result from the weighing up of
stereotypical male qualities, either endorsed by men or by women.
Considering the items of the instrumentality scale, one can notice that they
primarily refer to feelings of independence or imperturbability. According
to Marusic (1998) "stable" individuals are characterized by less vulnerability
and more assertiveness. Orlofsky and Stake (1981) assert that these qualities
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are a source of psychological strength, resulting in a healthy self-confidence
in one's abilities. This study shows that the endorsement of these qualities,
conditional upon social strata and women's employment, seems to make
the difference between more and less satisfied spouses.
It is worth emphasizing that apart from the context-specific effects of
instrumentality, husband's expressiveness is paramount in understanding
husbands and wives' satisfaction. The more men endorse traits such as
"being kind", "expressing tender feelings" and "not hiding emotions", the
more satisfied are both marital partners. This holds for lower as well as
higher social layers and for couples in which wives are employed or not.
Connecting with others may be a new element in the old image of masculinity (Blazina, 2003). If these traits are characteristic of the so-called "new
man", it can be asserted that not only wives but also husbands benefit from
these qualities.
Some limitations of our study must put our results in the proper
perspective. First, the scales of instrumentality and expressive traits are only
a limited indication of one's masculinity or femininity. For example, we did
not investigate gender behaviors or gender interests. Literature has shown
that a different pattern of findings might appear when considering these
different phenomena (Aubé & Koestner, 1992). Therefore, a more differentiated measurement of gender identity may be a fruitful way to gain a
deeper understanding of the interplay of gender and social class for marital
experiences. Second, instrumentality and expressiveness are measured as
self-concepts. Data collected from one's partner or from the social network
of the couple may yield a different pattern of results. Third, in two models
the interaction effects just failed to reach a significance level of .05
(husbands' educational level * wives' educational level * instrumentality,
wife and women's employment * income * husbands' instrumentality).
However, because both effects point into the same direction as the results
of the competing models, we tentatively interpreted these effects. It is
recommended to further examine the significance of these associations in
larger samples. Fourth, we deal with couples averagely married for 22 years
with at least one child between 14 and 21 years old. Thus, our findings
regarding the marital stage are limited to the period under study. Examining
the subject in a sample of couples married for shorter as well as longer
periods will broaden our insight in the phenomenon. Fifth, as we did not
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use a longitudinal design, it remains possible that the direction of causality
among our variables may turn out to be the opposite of what is hypothesized with marital satisfaction leading spouses to adopt a specific gender
role identity. Satisfied partners might infer their degree of 'interdependency'
from their satisfied feelings. Panel studies are needed to more fully explore
this relationship over the marital life course as well as along different social
strata. Sixth, except for husbands' satisfaction in lower social layers, the
variance explained in our models is relatively limited, indicating that gender
role identity is not a major determinant of spousal marital satisfaction. It is
likely, however, that expressiveness and instrumentality become more
important when considering them in relation to marital satisfaction through
means of spousal interaction. Seventh, husbands and wives' occupation was
not included in this study. Besides education and income, consideration of
spousal occupations in general, and job dimensions such as autonomy and
control in specific, may further deepen our insight in the processes
suggested in this research (Perry-Jenkins & Folk, 1994).
Nevertheless, our study documents that social conditions are important when dealing with instrumentality and expressiveness. It is demonstrated that instrumentality and expressiveness are elements of one's
personality or identity structure with a distinct relevance in different marital
stages and social classes. As a consequence, husband's expressiveness is not
the only constructive ingredient for marital satisfaction. Stereotypical male
qualities are also a point of particular interest. Hence, marital reality is more
complex than Antill's (1983) "femininity model" may suggest. Thus far our
knowledge of this issue along different social levels and throughout the
marital life course remains limited and in need of further exploration.
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8. Associations Between Gender Characteristics and
Marital Outcomes. A Test of Identity Theory in
Established Marriages

8.1. INTRODUCTION
The present study considers whether gender characteristics are related with
marital outcomes in the specific way predicted by identity theory. According
to identity theory, gender and its associated meanings represent an important part of individuals' self-identity. Identity theorists (Burke & Reitzes, 1991;
Stryker, 1980) assert that the identities and gendered meanings of being
masculine or feminine motivate actions that result in the social confirmation of the male respective female identity, and therefore can be considered
as a key element in understanding spousal behavior and affect in marriage.
This view extends theories, which assume that actors respond to others
based on membership in certain status categories, such as one's biological
sex (see Burke, 1980; Stets & Burke, 1996). In this respect, men as higher
status individuals should display more negative communication whereas
women as the lower status category should use more positive and open
communication. According to identity theory, however, it is not only the
fact of being male or female in a biological sense but also the meanings that
individuals attribute to themselves as masculine or feminine (i.e., gender
role identity) that determine individuals' interaction behavior. Because being
male is linked with dominance, independence and competitiveness whereas
being female is related to affiliation and cooperation, this theory presumes
that negative and positive communication behavior is more likely to be
used when subscribing to a masculine and feminine identity respectively
(Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999; Stets, 1995; 1997; Stets & Burke, 2000). In
this way, the identity theoretical assumption that actors' identities guide
their conduct is compatible with the "doing gender" approach (Kroska,
1997).
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Gender role identity versus other gender-related characteristics and marital communication
By focusing on someone's attribution of stereotypical feminine (expressive)
and masculine (instrumental) traits, identity theory still uses a limited
conceptualization of gender identity. Neither attitudes towards sex roles
nor engaging in stereotypical sex role behavior such as domestic labor are
explicitly included in the concept of gender identity. This conceptualization
contrasts the principles underlying a multifactorial theory of gender. In this
perspective and in a gender perspective in general, it is believed that
individual behaviors and roles have gendered meanings as well (Ferree,
1990; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Therefore, one's gender identity is
composed of several gender-related characteristics such as gender preferences, gender attitudes and gender behaviors. These characteristics, though,
are not self-evidently incorporated in one's self in a consistent manner but
rather organized in multiple and loosely connected ways (Aube & Koestner,
1992; Aube & Norcliffe, 1995; Huston & Geis, 1993; Katsurada &
Sugihara, 2002; Koestner & Aube, 1995; Orlofsky & O'Heron, 1987;
Spence, 1984; 1993; Twenge, 1999). To define one's self as masculine or
feminine does not necessarily mean that one also endorses specific sex role
attitudes or behaves in a masculine or feminine way. This so-called multifactorial perspective to gender not only attacks the traditional thinking on
gender as a bipolar construct, that identity theorists assume as well, but also
questions theories built on the notion that gender behaviors, gender
attitudes and gender identity are closely related (Bem, 1985).
Nonetheless, the framework of identity theory offers a theoretical tool
to assume that stereotypical role behavior and sex role attitudes are similarly
related to marital communication than is one's gender identity. Indeed,
identity theorists assert that identities serve as a compass to steer individuals' behavior and attitudes in a mass of social meanings (Burke & Reitzes,
1991; Stryker, 1980). Identities act as a sort of reference frame in which to
interpret one's actions and attitudes. In their turn, these behaviors and
attitudes reinforce and support one's identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; 1991;
Stryker, 1980). For example, a man may affirm his instrumental self-identity
by not doing the laundry but by repairing the car while his wife may do
exactly the opposite to confirm her expressive identity.
However, not every person experiences specific behavior and attitudes
to be as relevant and important in reaffirming one's identity (Burke &
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Reitzes, 1981). Some women, for example, may not consider doing the
laundry as essential for their female identity. Moreover, also other dimensions of meanings, which are associated with other roles or identities, might
apply. We are not only men or women, but also relatives, employees, and so
on.
Therefore, one's gender identity, sex role attitudes and sex role behavior do not need to be necessarily consistent. According to Spence (1993),
men are more consistent than women are in this respect. Conventional sex
role attitudes and behavior that give men superior status are part of their
overall assessment of how masculine they are. Women, in contrast, are less
likely to perceive conventional aspects of gender ideology as a relevant part
of their self-image as feminine. This might be due to the more negative
consequences men experience when deviating from gender stereotypes
(O'Heron & Orlofsky, 1990). Thus, it might be hypothesized that on the
one hand, men display more congruence between different gender aspects;
and on the other hand that the latter have more consistent effects on men's
marital outcomes than on women's (Aube & Norcliffe, 1995; Twenge,
1999).
Inconsistencies notwithstanding, identity theorists assert that identities
are the basis for one's attitudes and related behaviors and thus they assume
that identities can predict behavior more accurately than do attitudes
(Kroska, 1997). Therefore, adherents of identity theory expect that identities, and thus gender identity, guide marital communication over and above
the effects of other gender-related characteristics such as sex role attitudes
or sex role behavior.
Identity theory and marital satisfaction
Identity theory cannot only be extended to a broader range of gender
characteristics but also to the marital outcome that is studied. Besides the
attention paid by identity theorists to the link between gender identity and
marital communication, one could pursue a similar line of reasoning with
respect to marital satisfaction. In a behavioral perspective, for example, it is
assumed that masculine and feminine characteristics influence marital satisfaction through the behaviors that spouses display toward each other and
more specifically through their marital communication (Miller, Caughlin &
Huston, 2003). Moreover, previous research has demonstrated positive
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associations between marital satisfaction and open communication and
negative correlations between marital satisfaction and negative communication (Kerkstra, 1985). Hence, understanding the link between gender
identity and communication on the one hand and between communication
and satisfaction on the other hand, may also specify how gender characteristics become associated with marital satisfaction.
This speculation, however, must be put in the proper perspective, as
marital satisfaction is an affective evaluation of the marital relationship and
hence a more general and broader marital outcome than is communication.
Besides an evaluation of the marital communication, marital satisfaction
also includes evaluations of other elements deemed important to the
partner. Therefore, gender characteristics that are (not) meaningful related
to communication should not be necessarily (un)associated with marital
satisfaction.
According to a multifactorial approach to gender, this link is indeed
not obvious. Inherently associated with the multifactorial nature of gender
is precisely the idea that the same gender characteristic might be differently
related to distinct relationship outcomes such as satisfaction or communication (Koestner & Aube, 1995). Previous empirical work in this area
provides support for this assumption. For example, evidence is obtained
for the idea that men's expressiveness is positively related to spousal marital
satisfaction (Antill, 1983; Kurdek & Schmitt, 1986; Lamke, Sollie, Durbin &
Fitzpatrick, 1994; Peterson, Baucom, Elliott, & Farr, 1989) but unrelated to
spouses' negative communication styles (Huston & Geis, 1993). For
women, expressiveness may be unrelated to their marital satisfaction but
tends to reduce a negative interaction style towards their husbands (Aube &
Norcliffe, 1995). Hence, identical gender characteristics may be differently
related to husbands and wives' marital outcomes.
The inconsistencies of gender effects become also apparent from the
finding that different characteristics, which both reflect stereotypical
femininity (or masculinity) lead to different marital experiences. Despite
men's higher marital satisfaction when adopting feminine traits, they tend
to report lower satisfaction when displaying feminine role behavior such as
doing housework (Aube & Norcliffe, 1995; Broman, 1988; Parmelee, 1987;
Shelton & John, 1996). For women, feminine role behavior seems to
positively predict marital satisfaction as well as higher levels of sharing
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during interactions. Thus, whereas some aspects of femininity may encourage positive marital experiences, others seem to have the reverse effect.
The different manifestations of feminine-related characteristics within
marriage are intriguing because of the social appraisal of feminine qualities
in contemporary partnership (cf. Chapter 1). It looks as if a distinction
needs to be made between the actual performances of traditional - and
socially lower valued - feminine role behavior and the social emphasis on
mere feminine qualities. As to this distinction, three important qualifications need to borne in mind. First, the present study examines Dutch
married couples with children. Characteristic for Dutch wives is their low
labor market participation in terms of worked hours. Hence, Dutch women
take the large burden of family work and considerably 'do gender'. Second,
studies examining the consequences of the division of household labor,
suggest that the link between household tasks and marital outcomes must
be sought in the perception of 'fairness' rather than in the absolute amount
of housework (Perry-Jenkins & Folk, 1994; Yogev & Brett, 1985). This
assessment of fairness does not strongly relate to the actual share of
housework but is rather based on elements such as the different value
attached to family chores, role expectations, and one's relational identity
(Garrido & Acitelli, 1999; Perry-Jenkins & Folk, 1994). Third, the majority
of literature on family work does not distinguish between household tasks
and childrearing tasks (Coltrane, 2000). The latter, however, might be a
more important source of marital satisfaction than household chores since
expectations about father involvement have risen. As Knijn (1997) asserts,
a hierarchy of care might be operating within marriages with caring for
children more socially valued than the performance of household tasks, and
therefore probably also more positively associated with spousal evaluation
of marriage than household labor (Knijn, 1997).
Towards a new research agenda
All in all, the above findings illustrate the complex associations that exist
between gender characteristics and marital features. Although several of
these associations received empirical support, there are still some gaps in
our understanding. First, the majority of studies addressed gender in
relation to global marital outcomes such as marital quality or marital satisfaction. With the exception of expressive and instrumental traits, we know
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relatively little about how gender attitudes and gender role behavior are
associated with more specific marital behavior such as communication
(Aube & Norcliffe, 1995). Nevertheless, the latter may be particularly
relevant in understanding the processes responsible for the relation
between gender and marital satisfaction.
Second, the bulk of research dealt with gender and marital experiences
in younger or newlywed couples (e.g., Antill, 1983; Aube & Norcliffe, 1995;
Lamke et al., 1994; Parmelee, 1987). This focus means that little is known
about the influence of gender-related characteristics on different marital
behaviors in established marriages. Some speculate, for example, that
husbands' feminine characteristics become more important in later stages
of the relationship, especially when more children may be present (Antill,
1983). In the early stages, husbands' satisfaction should depend on their
wives filling in the traditional female role whereas later on, wives' marital
satisfaction should become more dependent on their husbands' ability and
willingness to perform nurturance tasks. This study examines the gender
theme in a sample of couples averagely married for 22 years.
Third, previous work only paid limited attention to the possibility that
the complex relations between gender and marriage are different according
to spouses' social position. There is no doubt, however, that gender intersects other social divisions such as class (Jackson & Scott, 2002). As
Dillaway and Broman (2001) denote, each intersection of structural location, such as class and sex, has the ability to shape marital experiences and
behavior. It has been found, for example, that traditional gender traits,
attitudes and behavior may be more strongly endorsed in lower social strata
(Komarowsky, 1964; Prince-Gibson & Schwartz, 1998; Rubin, 1976)
whereas unconventional gender orientations are more prevalent in higher
social strata (Huston & Geis, 1993; Straver, van der heiden, & van der vliet,
1994). Perry-Jenkins and Folk (1994) contend that working-class wives'
adherence to traditional attitudes affirming the provider role for men,
attach great importance to do 'the women's work' whereas in middle-class
couples this behavior may result in conflict (Burris, 1991). It might
therefore be hypothesized that gender identity in the broad sense is more
consistently enacted within lower than in higher social classes.
It must be stressed, however, that despite the expectation that traditional gender identities are more consistently affirmed in lower social
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classes, great importance is attached to feminine qualities in developing
egalitarian partnership in higher social classes. At an aggregate level,
Arrindell (1998) demonstrates that a feminine mentality is more easily
maintained within a wealthier environment. Hence, it might be tentatively
anticipated that within higher income groups, husbands especially live up
more strongly to a female identity. Thus, despite the expectation that identity theory may hold particularly in lower income groups, it can also be
hypothesized that the female identity is stronger enacted by men in higher
income groups.
8.2. PRESENT STUDY
In the present study, different linkages between gender characteristics and
marital outcomes in established marriages are examined by measuring both
constructs in multiple ways. In order to test whether associations between
gender and marital outcomes are consistent with identity theory or with a
multifactorial gender approach, besides instrumental (masculine) and
expressive (feminine) traits as self-concepts, also attitudes towards stereotypical gender roles, and behavioral reports on domestic household tasks
and childrearing tasks of husbands and wives are assessed. Three marital
outcome variables are used: marital satisfaction, open communication, and
negative communication.
First, it is tested whether expressiveness and instrumentality are
characteristics for wives and husbands respectively. According to strict
identity theoretical positions, wives and husbands would be identified with
merely one trait.
Second, it is tested whether instrumentality predicts negative communication and whether the same results are obtained in case of stereotypical
gender role attitudes, and lower scores on behavioral reports of household
and childrearing tasks. In a similar vein, it will be tested whether expressiveness, less stereotypical gender role attitudes and higher scores on
behavioral reports of household and childrearing tasks predict open
communication.
Third, it is examined whether instrumentality, lower scores on household and childrearing behavior and a stereotypical gender role attitude
negatively predicts marital satisfaction. Similarly, it will be examined
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whether expressiveness, higher scores on household and childrearing
behavior, and a more egalitarian gender role attitude positively relates to
spousal marital satisfaction. As to behavioral reports of household and
childrearing tasks, it is expected that childrearing behavior yields more
positive results than household behavior.
Fourth, based on identity theory it is hypothesized that instrumentality
and expressiveness influence marital outcomes independent of the effects
of sex role attitudes and gender role behavior.
Fifth, based on previous research it can be anticipated that gender
characteristics and their effects on marriage are more consistently for men
than for women.
The final question is whether family's income position (i.e., at the
household level) mitigates the associations between gender characteristics
and marital outcomes. It is expected that more traditional gender – marital
outcome patterns will prevail in lower income couples. Additionally, it is
hypothesized that men from higher income couples more strongly confirm
a feminine identity than husbands from lower income groups.
Our analyses are conducted using structural equation modeling in
LISREL, which allows for testing husband-wife jointly.
8.3. METHOD
8.3.1. Participants
The research sample consists of married men and women participating in
the longitudinal research project "Child-rearing and family in the Netherlands". In 1990 and 1995 the same family members (mother, father and
target child) provided information about similar sets of measures. Families
were recruited using a multi-stage sampling method. In a first stage, a
sample was taken of all Dutch municipalities distinguished by regional zone
and degree of urbanization. In a second stage, a sample of children was
taken in the selected municipalities. The children were selected in such a
way that in each city as many boys as girls and as many children aged 9 to
12 as children aged 13 to 16 were chosen. In 1990 this procedure resulted
in a sample of 1829 families. The response ratio was 43% (N=788) and as
required, the sample was representative regarding regional zone and degree
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of urbanization. Of the 656 families who agreed in 1990 to participate in
the second wave, 627 were contacted and 484 (77%) actually did participate
in 1995. This sample proved to be still representative for regional zone but
not for degree of urbanization. More technical details on the database can
be found in Chapter 3 and in Gerris et al. (1992; 1993; 1998). The data were
gathered by means of structured interviews and questionnaires.
Because the original sample includes married couples - both first and
higher order marriages - as well as one-parent households, we restrict our
research sample to first marriages because of the potentially different social
processes involved when considering higher-order marriages. This selection
resulted in a research group of 646 couples of which 386 couples were still
married after five years and were prepared to participate in the second
wave. At the second measurement point, the average marital duration is 22
years.
Using logistic regression, we examined the selective character of the
panel attrition between the first and the second wave. The inclusion in
"both waves" versus "first wave" was regressed on the variables of interest
in this study, except from household and childrearing tasks as well as
expressiveness and instrumentality, which were only inquired in the second
data wave. Results demonstrate that there were no significant differences
between both groups with respect to the independent variables. However, in
comparison to those who participated twice, women who dropped between
the first and second measurement point reported more negative marital
outcomes in terms of marital satisfaction, negative and open communication. The satisfaction of women, who participated once, averages 5.13 in
contrast to the mean satisfaction of 6.09 for women who remained in the
panel. Despite the smaller difference, a similar conclusion may be drawn for
women's open and negative communication. For those taken part both
times their scores were 5.53 and 2.69 respectively whereas women who
dropped from the panel scored 5.49 and 2.79.
The men in our sample are on average 47 years old and women
average 45 years of age. Men reported higher levels of education than did
women. One quarter of the male sample has a university degree, whereas
for women this figure is approximately one out of eight. For husbands,
48% reported to have a middle low (lower secondary education) or low
school degree; for women this is 61%. The majority of the couples in the
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present study can be characterized as traditional couples in terms of paid
labor. About nine out of then husbands are employed whereas only 57% of
the wives participate at the labor market.
8.3.2. Measures
Income position is indicated by the net family income, measured in Dutch
guilders. One guilder is approximately 0.45 Euro. Seven income groups
were distinguished: 1 = "1100-1600", 2 = "1600-1800", 3 = "1800-2100", 4
= "2100-2500", 5 = "2500-3250", 6 = "3250-4500" and 7 = "more than
4500".
Instrumental and expressive traits were measured by two scales derived
from the Personal Attributes Questionnaire of Spence & Helmreich (1978).
The scale of instrumentality contains items about instrumental and
independent characteristics, which are more likely to be endorsed by males
than females. The expressiveness scale consists of seven items about
expressive, communal characteristics of which it is believed that women
possess them in greater abundance than males. The questionnaire consists
of bipolar items with 5 boxes between the two poles. The respondents have
to indicate which characteristic is more applicable to them by putting their
mark near the pole representing the characteristic. If they think that both
characteristics are somewhat applicable to them, they put their mark in the
box in the middle. The validity of both scales is described in Gerris et al.
(1998). Because some items did not significantly load on one but two
dimensions, they were removed from the scale and hence, the remaining
items do not cover all information included in the original scales. However,
as indicated in the previous chapter, we use the original labels 'expressiveness' and 'instrumentality' to identify the scales, allowing us to situate our
study within the scientific tradition on femininity and masculinity. Cronbach's alpha for the instrumentality scale is .75 for men and .76 for women.
For the expressiveness scale these figures are .71 and .70 respectively.
Sex role attitudes. The scale "Orientation toward traditional sex roles"
measures the degree to which the respondent reports to value a traditional
division of roles and tasks between males and females in household, career,
child rearing and education. This orientation is measured with a scale
consisting of 6 items. The response scale is a 5-point Likert scale ranging
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from 1 = "totally agree" to 5 = "totally disagree". After recoding, higher
scores indicate higher valuation of this orientation. The internal consistency
of this scale is .78 for men and .83 for women.
Sex role behavior. Two domains of family tasks were selected: household
tasks, and child-rearing/child care tasks. The respondent was asked whether
he/she thinks that he/she performs this task more often or less often than
the other members of the family. The answer scale consisted of 7 points,
ranging from 1 = "in our family I always carry out this job" to 7 = "in our
family I never carry out this job". After recoding, higher scores indicate that
the individual performs a task more often than the other family members.
For men, Cronbach's alpha is .67 for the childrearing scale and .82 for the
household scale. For women these figures are .76 and .78 respectively.
Marital satisfaction refers to the satisfaction with the partner and the
relationship in general. It is measured by the marital satisfaction scale
described in Chapter 4. In order to formulate the items, satisfaction with
the relationship and/or the partner was used as the guiding principle (e.g.,
"Generally, I'm dissatisfied with the relationship with my partner" or "If I
could choose again, I would choose the same partner"). The scale consists
of 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 =
"very applicable". The replies are added together so that a higher score
indicates a more satisfied relationship. For women the alpha reliability
coefficient is .87. For men this coefficient is .85.
Negative communication. The negative communication scale, discussed in
Chapter 4, maps out the negative communication styles of the couple.
Respondents were asked to indicate to what degree certain forms of
negative communication are characteristic of their marital relationship (e.g.,
"My partner often blames me when we are quarreling" or "My partner and I
interrupt each other a lot when we are talking together"). The focus is on
the subjective perception of the respondent and not on individual communication skills. The perception of own behavior and partner's behavior is
included, but the focus is on partner behavior. The negative communication scale consists of six items (7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not
at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable"). A higher score on the scale
indicates more negative communication. For women, alpha reliability coefficient is .80 whereas for men this coefficient is .83.

179

Associations Between Gender Characteristics and Marital Outcomes
Open communication. The open communication scale maps out the open
communicational style of the respondent and couple. For more information
on this scale, see Chapter 4. Previous studies confirmed the positive effect
of the selected items on marital satisfaction (Buunk & Nijskens, 1980;
Kerkstra, 1985) Respondents were asked to indicate to what degree
personal feelings and experiences were shared (e.g., "I often talk to my
partner about things we are both interested in" or "I often talk to my partner about personal problems"). The focus is on the subjective perception of
the respondent and not on individual communication skills. Items refer to
verbal behavior. The open communication scale consists of three items (7point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 = "very
applicable"). Higher score on the scale indicates more positive or open
communication. The alpha coefficient is .73 for women and .68 for men.
Control variables: Because they could affect the dependent as well as the
independent variables of interest, marital duration, women's employment
(dichotomized into employed versus non-employed, regardless of how
many hours women work), educational level and age of the spouses were
included as control variable.

8.4. RESULTS
We began by examining the correlations between the distinct gender-related
characteristics included in our study. Next, to test the assumptions of
identity theory, we estimate regression models in LISREL using multiple
indicators for gender as well as marital outcomes.
Multidimensional nature of gender
Table 8.1 presents the mean scores and correlations of the gender characteristics of interest. Considering the mean scores of husbands and wives,
paired t-tests show that men report significantly higher scores on instrumentality (t = -8.12, p < .001) and sex role traditionalism (t = 5.24, p <
.001) whereas women score higher on expressiveness (t = 10.27, p < .001),
the performance of household (t = -41.04, p < .001) and childrearing tasks
(t = -14.34, p < .001).
For both husbands and wives, positive correlations exist between
one's instrumentality and expressiveness. This finding contrasts the
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assumption of gender identity theory that both concepts are negatively
associated.
Our findings do not demonstrate strong associations between traditionalism towards sex roles, expressiveness and instrumentality. Traditional
women are no less instrumental or more expressive than those with nontraditional sex role attitudes. Traditional men, however, are less likely than
their more egalitarian male counterparts to define themselves as expressive.
With respect to gender role behavior, Table 8.1 shows complementary
findings for men and women. Men who define themselves more expressively are more likely to perform childrearing tasks whereas expressive
wives seem less likely to perform childrearing and household labor. There is
no evidence that instrumental husbands or wives are less apt to perform
childrearing and household tasks than less instrumental spouses.
Husbands' with a traditional attitude toward sex roles are less involved
in household tasks than egalitarian husbands, but do not participate more
or less in the upbringing of their children.
Table 8.1
Correlation Matrix of Gender-Related Characteristics, Men [below
diagonal] and Women [above diagonal]
1
2
3
4
5

Instrumentality
Expressiveness
Traditional role
Household
Childrearing

1
/
.18 ***
-.08
-.05
.06

2
.14 **
/
-.13 *
.07
.20 ***

3
-.07
.01
/
-.15 **
.01

4
-.07
-.11 *
.16 **
/
.25 ***

5
.01
-.10 *
.07
.31 ***
/

Mean
Sd

3.68
0.58

3.44
0.56

2.16
0.71

2.53
0.89

3.84
0.68

Mean
3.23
3.77
1.92
5.85
4.76

Sd
0.63
0.53
0.68
0.77
0.79

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Note: N = 386, Traditional role = sex role traditionalism, Household = perception of performing
household labor more than other members, Childrearing = perception of performing childrearing tasks
more than other members

The effect of gender-related characteristics on marital outcomes
Paired t-tests firstly indicate that women (M95 = 5.65, SD = 1.09) have a
significantly higher score on open communication than men (M95 = 5.16,
SD = 1.16) (t = -7.56, p < .0001). The negative communication scores are
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not significantly different between men and women, implying that men are
no more or less likely than women to blame their partners, to interrupt or
get angry.
Testing the assumptions of identity theory, three separate multiple
regression models were conducted for the three marital outcome measures.
Each model includes different sets of gender-related characteristics: (1)
expressiveness and instrumentality, (2) sex roles traditionalism and (3)
performance of household and child-rearing tasks. Six control variables
were included in each model: husband's and wife's age, marital duration,
husband's and wife's educational level, and women's employment (1 = yes,
0 = no). Net family income was included as well to test for the interactions
between income and the gender characteristics of interest.
Since husbands and wives in our sample are married with each other,
they represent dependent observations. Therefore, we ran the regression
analyses in LISREL, allowing us to consider the data of husbands and wives
simultaneously in one model and to test for significant differences (Kenny
& Cook, 1999). Variables were defined as observed variables with an error
variance equal to zero and an item loading equal to one. Consequently, we
did not exploit the advantage of LISREL to model measurement errors
because our focus is directed to wife-husband differences regarding the
interrelationships between gender characteristics and marital outcomes. The
proceeding of this task involves two major steps. In a first step, the regression model is fitted in LISREL for husbands and wives simultaneously. The
set of exogenous variables as well as the set of endogenous variables are
allowed to correlate. In a second step, non-significant correlations between
exogenous variables were fixed to zero. In the following steps, paths from
the gender characteristic of interest to the marital outcome under study are
successively constrained to be equal between husbands and wives. Chisquare difference tests between the unconstrained and the constrained
models indicate which paths significantly differ between the marital partners. Only the final models are presented in this chapter.
To investigate whether gender aspects are differently related to marital
outcomes in higher and lower income couples, the product term between
net family income and the gender characteristic(s) under study were
included in the model. To solve the problem of multicollinearity when
using interaction terms, we first mean-centered all the variables and then
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computed the cross-products using the mean-centered variables (Jaccard,
Turrisi, & Wan, 1990). Comparable to the procedure indicated above, it was
tested which interaction terms could be constrained to equality between
husbands and wives.
In the following, each set of gender characteristics are discussed in
relation with the three marital outcomes. The regression coefficients are
presented in the Tables. The effects of the control variables are not shown
in the Tables because our main interest is directed towards the gender
characteristics themselves.
Expressiveness, instrumentality and marital outcomes
Table 8.2 presents the regression coefficients from the models examining
the effect of expressiveness and instrumentality on spousal marital outcomes.
First, our results show that expressive husbands communicate less
negatively and more openly than do non-expressive husbands. The latter
effect appears to be stronger for men belonging to higher income couples.
The former effect becomes clear in wives' perception of negative communication because this latter measure focuses on one's partner communication rather than on one's own communication behavior.
Second, expressiveness of the husband is also associated with higher
marital satisfaction of both spouses. Yet, this association is stronger for
women's satisfaction than for men's satisfaction.
Third, husbands' expressiveness does not only affect their own open
communication behavior but also that of their wives. The same holds when
considering wives' expressiveness. The more women endorse expressive
qualities, the more open they communicate with their partner and the more
open their partners communicate with them.
Fourth, wives' expressiveness is differently associated with their
husbands' marital satisfaction in higher and lower income couples. The
higher the family income is, the more negative is the effect of wives'
expressive qualities on their husbands' marital satisfaction.
Fifth, it also appears that the higher the income level is, the more
positive is the effect of women's instrumental traits on both spouses' satisfaction with marriage.
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Table 8.2
Effects of Expressiveness and Instrumentality on Spousal Marital
Outcomes, Unstandardized Effects and Associated T-Values
Women's satisfaction
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

R² = .08
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .42
Women's neg. com.
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

R² = .07
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .44
Women's open com.
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

R² = .11
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .22

b

t

-.13
.17
.39
.15
.08
.01
.02
.11
.10

-1.19
1.79
3.64
1.60
1.40
0.18
0.29
1.96
1.17

χ²(63) = 41.87
b
-.05
-.21
-.25
-.12
-.03
-.08
.03
-.03
.03

t
-0.50
-2.64
-2.73
-1.24
-0.45
-0.89
0.32
-0.39
0.31

χ²(32) = 29.23
b
.12
.04
.36
.19
.08
-.03
-.03
.00
-.03

t
1.41
0.50
4.30
2.13
1.85
-0.46
-0.36
-0.04
-0.45

χ²(40) = 39.64

Men's satisfaction

Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W
R² = .07
p = 0.98 RMSEA = .00
Men' s neg. com.
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

R² = .06
p = 0.66 RMSEA = .00
Men' s open com.
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Income
Income * Inst, H
Income * Expr, H
Income * Inst, W
Income * Expr, W

R² = .11
p = 0.49 RMSEA = .00

b

t

.11
-.06
.18
.15
-.07
.01
.02
.11
-.17

1.08
-0.71
1.90
1.60
-1.41
0.18
0.29
1.96
-2.24

CFI = 1.00
b
-.05
-.21
-.25
-.12
-.01
.00
-.07
-.12
.07

t
-0.50
-2.64
-2.73
-1.24
-0.09
-0.02
-0.82
-1.65
0.75

CFI = 1.00
b
.12
.04
.36
.19
.08
-.03
.30
.00
-.03

t
1.41
0.50
4.30
2.13
1.85
-0.46
3.29
-0.04
-0.45

CFI = 1.00

Note: Inst, H = instrumentality, husband; Inst, W = instrumentality, wife; Expr, H = expressiveness,
husband; Expr, W = expressiveness, wife
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands' and wives' marital outcome variables
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Sixth in contrast to identity theory, the more instrumental traits wives
ascribe to themselves, the less negative is their communication. At a weaker
significance level, our results additionally show that this effect is stronger
the higher is the income.
Sex role traditionalism and marital outcomes
The regression analyses reported in Table 8.3 reveal that wives nor
husbands appear to be more or less satisfied when they or their partners
endorse (non)traditional attitudes towards sex roles. Only at a weak significance level (t = - 1.64), the analysis shows the negative influence of
husbands' sex role traditionalism on both spouses' marital satisfaction.
However, it appears that traditional women communicate more
negatively than more egalitarian women. This finding becomes clear in their
husbands' perception of negative communication. Besides, traditionally
orientated women have also a more negative perception of the marital
communication and this effect appears to be even stronger in higher
income couples. At a lower significance level (t = 1.78, p < .10) support is
also found for husbands to communicate more negative when holding
traditional attitudes towards sex roles.
In line with identity theory, husbands who embrace attitudes representing a superior status for men, communicate less openly. This finding
does not hold for women. However, wives communicate less openly when
married with a husband endorsing traditional sex role attitudes.
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Table 8.3
Effects of Traditional Sex Role Orientation on Spousal Marital
Outcomes, Unstandardized Effects and Associated T-Values
Women's satisfaction
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Income
Income * Trad. orient., H
Income * Trad. orient., W

b
-.13
-.03
.08
-.03
-.04

R² = .02
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .47
Women's neg. com.
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Income
Income * Trad. orient., H
Income * Trad. orient., W

χ²(11) =15.35
b
.14
.20
-.05
-.07
.21

R² = .08
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .46
Women's open com.
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Income
Income * Trad. orient., H
Income * Trad. orient., W

R² = .07
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .28

t
-1.64
-0.36
1.33
-0.47
-0.52

t
1.78
2.46
-0.82
-1.13
2.74

χ²(11) = 16.05
b
-.21
.06
.07
.11
-.03

t
-2.62
0.72
1.39
1.71
-0.45

χ²(13) = 21.19

Men's satisfaction
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Income
Income * Trad. orient., H
Income * Trad. orient., W

R² = .04
p = 0.17 RMSEA = .036
Men' s neg. com.
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Income
Income * Trad. orient., H
Income * Trad. orient., W

R² = .04
p = 0.14 RMSEA = .039
Men' s open com.
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Income
Income * Trad. orient., H
Income * Trad. orient., W

R² = .04
p = 0.07 RMSEA = .046

b
-.13
-.03
-.07
-.03
-.02

t
-1.64
-0.36
-1.37
-0.54
-0.25

CFI = 1.00
b
.14
.20
-.01
.06
.02

t
1.78
2.46
-0.15
0.81
0.24

CFI = .99
b
-.21
.06
.07
.06
-.05

t
-2.62
0.72
1.39
0.87
-0.56

CFI = .99

Note: Trad. orient., H = traditional attitudes towards sex roles, husband; Trad. orient., W = traditional
attitudes towards sex roles, wife
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands and wives' marital outcome variables

Role behavior
The last regression models test the effect of the performance of household
and childrearing tasks on spousal marital outcomes. Our results show that
spouses communicate more openly and are more satisfied when men do
the greatest share of childrearing tasks. This finding confirms our expectations. As can be seen in Table 8.4, the effect of husbands' childrearing
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involvement on communicating more openly is even stronger the higher
the couple's income level.
In contrast with identity theory, however, our results indicate that
wives perceiving to spend more time at childrearing than their husbands
communicate more negatively and are less satisfied. The latter effect,
however, is moderated by the income level of the couple. The higher the
family income is, the more husbands and wives report to be satisfied when
women take the bulk of childrearing tasks at their expense.
When considering household labor, both spouses appear to be less
satisfied with their marriage when husbands take main responsibility for
these tasks. Women in higher income couples are even more dissatisfied in
case husbands' doing the bulk of household tasks. Notice that the latter not
only holds when husbands take primary care of the household in higher
income families but also when women do that. Moreover, to the extent that
the family income is higher, women communicate more negatively when
doing most of the household tasks.
To test the independent effect of gender role identity, all gender
aspects of interest were included in one model. The interaction effects were
not brought into the analysis because they are not the point of interest here.
Results are presented in Table 8.5. Our findings firstly demonstrate that
husbands' expressiveness is positively associated with both spouses' marital
satisfaction and open communication behavior. Wives' expressiveness too
has a positive effect on their open communication behavior.
Second, it appears that instrumental wives communicate less negatively whereas husbands' negative communication is not meaningful related
to this characteristic. In sum, our analysis seems to provide partially support
for the idea that one's gender role identity in terms of expressiveness and
instrumentality has an effect over and above role attitudes and role behavior.
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Table 8.4
Effects of Perceiving to Take the Burden of Childrearing and
Household Tasks on Spousal Marital Outcomes, Unstandardized
Effects and Associated T-Values
Women's satisfaction
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
Income
Income * Household, H
Income * Childrearing, H
Income * Household, W
Income * Childrearing, W

b
-.14
-.03
-.19
.19
.05
-.22
-.03
-.28
.10

t
-1.84
-0.38
-2.28
2.29
0.84
-3.01
-0.52
-3.55
1.92

Men's satisfaction
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
Income
Income * Household, H
Income * Childrearing, H
Income * Household, W
Income * Childrearing, W

R² = .09
R² = .08
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .39 χ²(28) =32.23 p = 0.27
Women's neg. com.
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
Income
Income * Household, H
Income * Childrearing, H
Income * Household, W
Income * Childrearing, W

b
.10
.10
.18
-.02
-.04
.07
.08
.02
.05

t
1.24
1.04
2.41
-0.26
-0.73
1.00
1.32
0.20
0.74

Women's open com.
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
Income
Income * Household, H
Income * Childrearing, H
Income * Household, W
Income * Childrearing, W

b
-.04
-.04
-.09
.25
.08
-.01
.02
-.05
.04

t
-0.47
-0.48
-1.28
2.96
1.75
-0.08
0.25
-0.62
0.73

b
.10
.10
.18
-.02
.00
.07
.08
.19
-.08

t
1.24
1.04
2.41
-0.26
-0.08
1.00
1.32
1.99
-1.18

RMSEA = .032 CFI = .99

Men' s open com.
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
Income
Income * Household, H
Income * Childrearing, H
Income * Household, W
Income * Childrearing, W

R² = .08
R² = .06
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .23 χ²(33) =43.48 p = 0.10

t
-1.84
-0.38
-0.55
2.29
-0.58
-1.17
1.20
-3.55
1.92

RMSEA = .022 CFI = 1.00

Men' s neg. com.
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
Income
Income * Household, H
Income * Childrearing, H
Income * Household, W
Income * Childrearing, W

R² = .06
R² = .05
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .44 χ²(29) =38.33 p = 0.12

b
-.14
-.03
-.04
.19
-.03
-.08
.07
-.28
.10

b
-.04
-.04
-.09
.25
.08
-.01
.13
-.05
.04

t
-0.47
-0.48
-1.28
2.96
1.75
-0.08
1.94
-0.62
0.73

RMSEA = .032 CFI = .99

Note: H = husband, W = wife
(a)
t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands' and wives' marital outcome variables
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This conclusion can be further founded by comparing the total model and
the separate models, indicating that gender role identity overrules some
effects that were significant in the separate models. For example, the
positive effect of husbands' performance of childrearing tasks is no longer
significant in understanding spousal open communication. Presumably, the
positive association between husbands' participation in childrearing and
spouses' open communication is due to the expressiveness of these
husbands.
Also husbands' traditional sex role orientation is no longer significant
in understanding spousal negative communication. Considering the correlational analysis, it appears that this characteristic is positively associated
with women taking care of childrearing. The latter overrules the effect of
husbands' traditionalism on spousal negative communication.
As can be seen in Table 8.5, husbands' expressiveness seems to take
precedence over the negative influence of wives' childrearing involvement
on spousal satisfaction. Indeed, the more expressive husbands are, the less
women seem to take responsibility of childrearing (r = -.11, p < .05) and
thus the more satisfied are women.
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Table 8.5
Standardized Effects and Associated T-Values For the Models With
All Gendered Characteristics
Women's satisfaction

Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
R² = .07
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .40
Women's neg. com.

β
-.02
.09
.09
.07
-.07
.00
-.10
.00
-.07
.08

t
-0.39
1.49
1.87
1.42
-1.34
0.01
-1.67
0.06
-1.41
1.64

Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H

χ²(75) =57.94
t
β
.00
0.01
-.14
-2.73
-.06
-1.24
.00
-0.01
.02
0.41
.12
2.28
.06
0.95
.03
0.53
.11
2.01
-.02
-0.40

R² = .14
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .44

χ²(76) =70.24

Women's open com.

Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
R² = .12
Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = .20

β
.06
.01
.13
.16
-.12
.04
-.04
.03
-.01
.08

t
1.33
0.29
2.70
2.70
-2.37
0.79
-0.58
0.46
-0.19
1.50

χ²(74) =55.91

Men's satisfaction

Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
R² = .09
p = 0.94
RMSEA = .00
Men' s neg. com.
Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
R² = .10
p = 0.69

RMSEA = .00

Men' s open com.

Inst, H
Inst, W
Expr, H
Expr, W
Trad. orient., H
Trad. orient., W
Household, H
Household, W
Childrearing, W
Childrearing, H
R² = .10
p = 0.94

RMSEA = .00

β
-.02
-.05
.10
.08
-.08
.00
-.11
.00
-.08
.09

t
-0.39
-0.81
1.87
1.42
-1.34
0.01
-1.67
0.06
-1.41
1.64

CFI = 1.00
t
β
.00
0.01
-.13
-2.73
-.06
-1.24
.00
-0.01
.02
0.41
.11
2.28
.06
0.95
.03
0.53
.10
2.01
-.02
-0.40
CFI = 1.00
β
.06
.01
.12
-.01
-.11
.04
-.03
.03
-.15
.07

t
1.33
0.29
2.70
-0.21
-2.37
0.79
-0.58
0.46
-2.34
1.50

CFI = 1.00

Note: Inst, H = instrumentality, husband; Inst, W = instrumentality, wife; Expr, H = expressiveness,
husband; Expr, W = expressiveness, wife; Trad. orient., H = traditional attitudes towards sex roles,
husband; Trad. orient., W = traditional attitudes towards sex roles, wife
(a) t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
(b) Correlation (Eta1, Eta2) = Correlation between husbands and wives' marital outcome variables
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8.5. DISCUSSION
The central objective of this study was twofold. On the one hand, basic
assumptions of identity theory were tested in relation to marital communication. On the other hand, we evaluated the extensions we made to identity
theory. In accordance with a multifactorial perspective on gender, this
extension firstly concerns the consideration of other gender characteristics
beyond expressiveness and instrumentality. Secondly, not only marital
communication but also marital satisfaction was taken into account. Finally,
it was examined whether and to what degree family's income position
moderates the linkages between gender characteristics and marital outcomes.
The strict assumption based on identity theory that wives and
husbands are identified with one stereotypical sex trait is not supported.
Spouses who define themselves in terms of their stereotypical qualities are
also found to attribute qualities of the opposite sex to themselves.
Our study, however, provides evidence for the assumption underlying
identity theory that one's gender role identity can explain spousal communication behavior beyond one's biological sex. It becomes clear that expressive
individuals, husbands as well as wives, communicate more openly than less
expressive spouses. According to identity theory, the explanation must be
sought in the adoption of a more open and vulnerable attitude of lower
status individuals in comparison to higher status people. In contrast with
identity theory, instrumental wives and husbands do not communicate
more negatively than do non-instrumental wives. Hence, it seems that
identity theory holds with respect to our measure of open communication
rather than to negative communication. This finding might be due to the
different measurement of both communication styles. The former is
formulated from the perspective of the respondent (e.g., "I often talk to my
partner about personal problems") whereas the latter refers to the dyadic
communication (e.g., "My partner often blames me when we are quarreling"). A measure of negative communication with the individual as the unit
of analysis might have produced different results. Moreover, the measurement of communication through observational methods, as did Stets (1997)
in his study on identity and marital interaction may also yield other results
than when using self-report instruments.
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The idea formulated by the multifactorial gender approach, indicating
that besides expressiveness and instrumentality, also sex role attitudes and
sex role behavior might be viewed as an expression of someone's gender
identity is reasonably supported. As expected, it appears that husbands,
embracing sex role attitudes that represent a superior status for men, communicate less openly.
Less consistent evidence, though, is obtained for sex role behavior in
relation to communication. Performing a stereotypical feminine role like
household labor does not systematically relate to communicating in a
specific way. However, this does not hold with respect to the performance
of childrearing tasks. The latter is associated with more negative communication by women but with more open communication by men. Husbands'
open communication behavior is even stronger to the degree that the
family income is higher.
As already indicated, men also communicate more openly when defining themselves in expressive terms and when orientated towards egalitarian
sex roles. Thus, it may be speculated that being expressive, being egalitarian
orientated towards sex roles and being responsible for taking care of the
children is part of husbands' view on 'being feminine'. At least they act in
accordance with it. Apparently, these phenomena share a common underlying meaning of interpersonal orientation resulting in more open communication behavior of husbands. By displaying this behavior, men transform
the culturally steered expectations associated with their biological sex.
It is striking, however, that when women subscribe to attitudes and
perform behavior, which is consistent with being feminine in our culture,
this does not have a large impact on spousal marital outcomes. This conclusion is supported in previous research as well (Aube & Norcliffe, 1995).
Despite the fact that expressive women also communicate more openly,
their role attitudes or performance of stereotypical female tasks are not
consistently related to their communication behavior. Thus it may be
hypothesized that neither conventional role attitudes nor stereotypical
female role behavior seem to be a relevant part of women's identity; at least
this cannot be derived from their communication behavior. A similar
conclusion was reached by Spence (1993). She asserts that gender oriented
attitudes and behavior are part of men's overall assessment of how masculine they are whereas this does not hold for women.
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Besides communication behavior, our study also addressed marital
satisfaction as an outcome. Our findings lend some support to the multifactorial gender idea that gender characteristics are differently related to
marital communication and satisfaction. Our results suggest that gender
role identity and attitudes are more closely tied up with marital communication while gender role behavior is more closely associated with marital satisfaction. Roughly spoken, however, the associations between gender
characteristics and marital outcomes are relatively consistent.
Our study also obtained evidence for sex-specific experiences in the
associations between gender and marital outcomes. For example, expressive
husbands display more open communication behavior to the degree that
the family income is higher whereas this finding does not hold for women
endorsing expressive qualities (infra). Moreover, the positive effect of
husbands' expressiveness on spousal satisfaction is stronger for women
than for men.
In sum, our research findings account for the fact that marital behavior and marital experiences are not simply reflections of individuals' social
position as man or woman (Stryker, 1980). The likelihood of displaying
positive and negative communication behavior is linked with one's gender
identity in terms of instrumentality and expressiveness but also closely
associated with gendered meanings associated with other gender
characteristics such as sex role attitudes and sex role behavior. By having
(non)egalitarian sex role attitudes and doing specific family tasks,
individuals might affirm gendered selves and produce gendered interaction
(Coltrane, 2000).
This is not to say that all gendered characteristics meaningfully relate
to spousal marital outcomes. Our study yielded several non-significant
associations. For example, it appeared that in contrast to our expectations,
instrumental husbands do not communicate more negatively nor do egalitarian women communicate more openly. In this respect, identity theory
may possibly offer a way out by introducing the concept of salience. Salience
indicates which identity is the most likely to be played out in a particular
situation and thus the most likely to affect behavior in this situation.
Because it is assumed that people are not always aware of this salience, one
has to look at the behavior of individuals to be informed about the ranking
(Stryker, 1980). In a similar vein, it can be argued that salience indicates
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which gender characteristics are the most likely to be played out in the
marital context and to determine marital behavior. At present, this question
as to whether some gender aspects may be higher in the salience hierarchy
than other gender aspects is relatively unaddressed in the literature and
awaits further investigation.
The different importance of gender characteristics becomes noticeable
when considering the context-specificity of gender. This yielded several
findings supporting the idea that spouses in higher income couples are less
likely to act in accordance with cultural expectations associated with 'being
male' or 'being female'. In other words, identity theory might be more valid
in lower than in higher income groups. For example, the higher the income
level of the couple, the less negative women communicate when adopting
instrumental traits. Moreover, higher-income women communicate more
negatively when spending much time on doing the household.
An intriguing finding, however, is that this reasoning does not hold
when considering 'femininity' and marital outcomes. In higher income
couples, it appears that expressive and childrearing husbands communicate
even more openly, which is totally in line with identity theory. This result
demonstrates that higher income couples appraise men acting feminine.
However, the appraisal of 'femininity' in higher income groups holds
with respect to childrearing but not regarding domestic labor. Hence,
despite the fact that expressiveness, childrearing as well as household labor
may be associated with an interpersonal or relational orientation of the
person involved, their effects on marital outcomes in higher income
couples are distinct. Hence, this finding does not capture a tension between
female discourse and day-to-day reality. Although a female discourse (i.e. role
egalitarianism and expressive self-meanings), particularly on part of the
husband, positively colors current partnership experiences in higher income
layers whereas female daily praxis like doing the household is negatively
valued, the latter does not hold when considering childrearing tasks.
The finding that childrearing has more positive effects on marital
outcomes in higher layers, must be due to the different meanings attached
to these tasks. The performance of both household labor and childrearing
tasks is an imperative need and therefore less permissive. For lower income
women, the performance of domestic labor may be less problematic
because role expectations and the performance of expected behavior are
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more closely tied up within lower groups. Traditional notions on men as
providers and women as homemakers may serve among lower class
spouses as a comparison referent in perceptions of fairness (Perry-Jenkins
& Folk, 1994). For higher income groups, however, considerations of
career and self-development may be an excuse for being released from
domestic labor (Pyke, 1996). Or, they have sufficient financial assets to pay
for this service. By examining the income level as a moderating context, the
different meanings attached to household chores and childrearing tasks
became particularly apparent. Household labor is more practically orientated whereas childrearing is more emotionally laden. Women do not want
to take the entire burden of this latter task any longer, increasingly expecting men to take part in childrearing tasks. Our finding that wives report
more negative marital outcomes when they have childrearing responsibility
whereas spouses report more positive marital outcomes when husbands are
more involved with taking care of the children lends support to this idea.
Hence, fathers' involvement in parenting rather than their household
participation has become a salient and pivotal issue in couples' evaluations
of their marriage (see also Kalmijn, 1999). Apparently, a 'hierarchy of care'
is operating with taking care of children getting priority over performing
household tasks (Knijn, 1997). This hierarchy is even more pronounced in
higher income groups. In some respect, one can assert that husbands'
performance of childrearing tasks is more valued in higher income groups
because these strata appraise feminine features in men. Higher income
groups may attempt to re-negotiate the masculine identity so that "doing
fathering" is not considered to be contradictory to dominant images of
"being man" (Morgan, 2004). However, the argumentation can be easily
reversed. By socially allowing and expecting men to take care of children,
parenting looses its sex-specific character. Hence, by limiting their
involvement to activities that have increasingly become defined as sexneutral (e.g., paying attention to children) and avoiding stereotypical female
tasks (e.g., cleaning), men might affirm their masculinity and at the same
time respond to new norms of parenthood. In a similar vein, higher income
women might distinguish themselves from their female counterparts in
lower income groups by a weaker identification with household labor and a
somewhat stronger identification with childrearing.
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We contend with Perry-Jenkins and Folk (1994) that, besides gender,
social class remains another important identity steering spouses' marital
behavior and affect. Turning attention to social class as playing a part in
understanding the linkage between gender and marital outcomes can clarify
the inconsistencies in past research about the role of expressiveness versus
instrumentality and about the effect of household versus childrearing tasks.
Besides the attention paid to social class, an important strength of this
study is the inclusion of husbands and wives into the same analysis,
capturing the dynamic nature of partnership. In addition to the premises of
identity theory, we found that expressiveness not only results in more open
communication of the individual him/herself but also in that of his/her
partner. Similarly, expressive husbands do not only communicate less
negatively but so do their partners. This dynamic reveals that the effect of
one specific gender quality of one of the partners not only positively
contributes to marriage by that partners' behavior but also by the behavior
evoked of the other partner.
Our research is limited on eight points in particular. First, the study
deals with a sample of married couples that all have children. Therefore, the
findings may be strongly related to the marital stage under study and not
generalizable to newlywed couples or childless couples. Second, 'positive
behavior' and 'negative behavior' between marital partners was indicated by
a limited set of communication items. A more differentiated measurement
of both behaviors may demonstrate that some gender characteristics are
more or less likely to result in 'positive' or 'negative' behavior. Third, gender
role behavior was not measured as the actual share of family work in terms
of hours but as the perception of one's share. However, Yogev and Brett
(1985), using a similar measurement, argue that the interpretation of the
spouses with respect to housework and childcare behavior might be more
important for examining marital outcomes. Fourth, it is worth mentioning
that we did not tested causal relationships. For example, the finding that
wives are happier if their husbands are more involved with childrearing
might also be true in the opposite direction. However, indirect support for
the former interpretation is provided by the long-term analysis of Amato
and Booth (1995) showing that men with more egalitarian attitudes have
less tensions and conflicts. Fifth, the women under study appear to be the
most satisfied one's from the initial sample. They represent a group of
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'marital survivors'. On the one hand, this might imply that some gender
effects are already ruled out and thus fall beyond our scope; but on the
other hand, it demonstrates the importance of particular gender characteristics in enduring marriages. Sixth, the family income position was used as
an indicator for discerning higher and lower social classes. It reflects
family's capacity of how many financial assets are available (to spend). This
indicator must be distinguished from cultural indicators such as spousal
educational level. The latter rather reflects someone's opinions, attitudes
and beliefs and therefore touches upon a different aspect of social class.
Future research may examine to what degree our results hold when using,
for example, occupational status and educational level as indicators of class.
The use of a class indicator for each spouse is advisable because in their
study on the division of labor and marital assessments, Perry-Jenkins &
Folk (1994) demonstrated that wives' class level rather than husbands' was
related to the division of household labor. Seventh, a qualitative research
design might supplement the present study by investigating the different
meanings attached by husbands and wives to household and childrearing
labor. Can we explain, for example, the different results regarding household tasks and parental tasks by the more instrumental meaning associated
with the former and the more emotional connotation associated with the
latter? In this respect, Vandemeulebroecke et al. (2000) demonstrated that
wives consider household labor as 'care' whereas husbands consider their
labor force participation as an expression of care. The question arises to
what degree husbands and wives in higher and lower social classes differ in
these connotations? Eighth, the variance explained in the different models
is quite limited. When comparing the different models it appears that the
included gender characteristics explain more variance in the distinct
communication aspects than in marital satisfaction. This might suggest that
these gender characteristics influence marital satisfaction indirectly by the
communication behavior with which it is associated.
We see two avenues for future research that derive from the present
effort. First, this study highlights the importance of measuring both gender
identity and marital evaluations in multiple ways. To gain more insight in
the role of gender in longer-term versus newlywed marriages, it is recommendable to unravel the complex issue of gender and marriage in different
spousal samples. Using the framework of identity theory and the concept of
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salience in particular, a deeper understanding of gender in marriage may be
accomplished. The second direction concerns the issue of conditionality.
Future research should shed more light on the social contexts surrounding
couples since it was demonstrated that valued gender-marriage outcomes
differ for lower and higher-class spouses. The consideration of couples'
income position enabled us to clarify the importance of women's instrumentality in higher social strata as well as the lower importance of their
performance of stereotypical feminine role behavior like household labor.
The question arises whether and to what degree women 'being masculine'
can be seen as a social differentiation mechanism between higher and lower
social strata in their evaluation of partnership. Conceivably, not only a 'new
man' but also a 'new woman' is in the make.
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9. Marital Relationships and Parenting Experiences in
Established Marriages. Short-Term and Long-Term
Interrelationships

9.1. INTRODUCTION
Parental and marital roles are one of the most salient sources of identity
(Thoits, 1992). Therefore, experiences in the parent-child system are closely
tied up with experiences in the marital system (Rogers & White, 1998).
Nonetheless, the parent-child bound does not depend as much on
individuals' role experiences as most other role relationships (Rogers &
White, 1998). Whether parents are satisfied or not, has hardly any consequence for the persistence and stability of the parent-child relationship.
This qualification notwithstanding, parenting satisfaction and childrearing
experiences are an important issue for research. Parenting satisfaction does
not only appear to be pivotal to the quality of parenting during marriage
but also to parenting after divorce (Belsky et al., 1991). Besides, a better
comprehension of parenting experiences is vital in light of the widely
supported finding that parents are generally more distressed and unhappy
than non-parents (Crnic & Acevedo, 1995; McLanahan & Adams, 1987;
Twenge, Campbell & Foster, 2003; White, Booth, & Edwards, 1986).
The latter finding raises the question why parenthood, being socially
valued and an important source of identity, is hardly reconcilable with
individuals' well-being? Some explain this negative association by the high
proportion of couples that remain unhappily together precisely because of
the presence of children (Glenn & McLahan, 1982; White, Booth, &
Edwards, 1986). However, other macro as well as micro-theoretical explanations might be put forward for the negative association between children
and individuals' well-being. With respect to the former, the changing social
and personal meaning of children is of special interest. The increase in
childrens' affective-emotional value seems to be inversely proportional to
their economical value, being prevalent in the 19th century. Some demographers interpret the trend in decreasing fertility, already started in the second
half of the 19th century, as an important signal of larger parental investment
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in a smaller number of children. However, as the result of broad social
transformations, a dominant parental model is absent, leaving open several
ways of parenting, and enhancing the risk of 'parenting insecurity' (du BoisReymond et al., 1993). The latter is further fueled by a generational gap.
Contemporary parents with adolescent children face the difficulty that the
material and immaterial space of their children is very different from the
one they had available during their childhood. Hence, parenting has
become a difficult and tough psychological 'job', creating tension and strain.
The latter explanation is in line with a micro-theoretical approach of
children's effect on marital relationships, focusing on roles and role
changes. Indeed, the time men and women devote to parenting reduces the
time they can spend at other relationships and activities of interest.
Managing this time schedule may lead to role conflict and feelings of overload, resulting in lower satisfaction with marriage (O'Neill & Greenberger,
1994). Particularly employed women might be confronted with conflicting
role expectations associated with their role as marital partner, mother and
worker. This role perspective suggests that the negative effect of children
on the marital system is due to the stress caused by the parental role.
The present study is directed towards this issue, attempting to gain a
deeper insight in the interrelationships between parenting experiences and
marital relationships. Assuming that parenting experiences actually affect
the marital system, it is examined whether husband-wife communication
can be considered as a mechanism linking aspects of parenting with marital
satisfaction. Drawing on the Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation (VSA)-model
of Karney & Bradbury (1995), individuals' resources, which may affect both
the parental and the marital system, are also taken into account. In a second
part of the study, the cross-sectional analysis is extended with an examination of the long-term relationship between parenting and marital experiences. It is investigated whether experiences within the child-parent system
are rather an antecedent or a consequence of experiences in the marital
system. Because the majority of studies did not endeavor to establish the
relative strength of the two directions, further investigating the nature of
this relationship is indispensable.
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9.2. SHORT-TERM RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PARENTING
EXPERIENCES AND MARITAL RELATIONSHIPS
As indicated above, it is assumed that parenting may negatively affect the
marital system due to the stress and difficulties with which it is associated.
However, stress in general, and hence parental stress, is not deemed intrinsic to parenting but rather a response to it (McCubbin et al., 1980). It seems
clear that not every individual is likely to perceive a similar situation as
being equally stressful. In research on family stress, two types of stressors 19
are commonly dealt with: normative and non-normative stressor events.
The former refers to predictable stressors that are associated with the stages
of the life cycle (e.g., birth of a child, retirement) whereas the latter refers to
events that occur unexpectedly (e.g., death of a child) (Burr, 1973; Hill,
1949; McCubbin & Patterson, 1983). In addition to these normative and
non-normative events, there is also a third type of stressor, related to the
(cumulative) demands with which families need to cope. This source of
stress is engendered by the ongoing role strains and difficulties experienced
in the daily family reality (Lavee, McCubbin, & Olson, 1987). However,
unlike normative and non-normative events, strains have no discrete onset
but rather result from unresolved tensions associated with the ongoing
interpersonal relations among family members. In this respect, difficulties
in performing one's parental role may produce specific tension or strain,
impinging on the individual and the marital relationship. Lavee, McCubbin,
and Olson (1987) even argue that strains might be more strongly associated
with individuals' well-being than stressor events.
To understand why some people experience the parental role as more
stressful than others and, to get a more solid grip on how this stressful
experience relates to the marital relationship, this study draws upon the
VSA-model of Karney & Bradbury (1995). In explaining marital quality and
stability, this theoretical framework presupposes dynamic relationships
between individuals' vulnerabilities, the stressful events couples encounter
as well as their adaptive capacity (see Chapter 3). The conceptual model
that will be tested in the present study is visualized in Figure 9.1. In the
following, we elaborate upon the different hypothesized paths.
Stressors are defined as "events that produce a change in the family social
system" (Burr, 1973, p. 201).
19
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Figure 9.1
The Hypothesized Model of the Relationship Between Parenting and
Marital Satisfaction
Enduring
vulnerabilities
Parental
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Path A

Stressfull events
Parental
experiences

Path C

Adaptive processes
Negative
communication

Path D

Marital
Satisfaction

Path B

The effect of individuals' vulnerabilities on stressful events (Path A)
Path A implies that vulnerabilities, i.e. "stable demographic, historical,
personality and experiential factors that individuals bring to marriage"
(Bradbury, 1995, p. 461), have an influence on the degree to which individuals experience the parental role as a strain or as stressful. Three groups
of vulnerabilities are discerned for the present study: (a) role demands, (b)
life cycle and socioeconomic resources and (c) the spillover of multiple
roles (Lavee & Sharlin, 1996; Rogers & White, 1998).
Role demands that may affect parenting experiences include the number
and age of children. As to the former, research has shown that a larger
number of children may put parents under greater pressure (Lavee &
Sharlin, 1996; Umberson, 1989). McLanahan and Adams (1987), however,
conclude that the mere presence of children is more important than their
absolute number. Regarding the age of children, studies demonstrate that
children under the age of 18 are less beneficial for parents' well-being than
adult children (see Umberson, 1989). Rogers and White (1998), in contrast,
found no significant association between child characteristics and parenting
satisfaction, eliciting that role demands do not necessarily say anything
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about role commitment, or about the sacrifices one is willing to make in
sustaining a role. Therefore, it can be argued that one's commitment to a
role, rather than role demands, causes role performance to be less problematic, and hence increases the likelihood of role satisfaction.
Second, the VSA-model assumes that parenting strain may be relieved
by the resources available to individuals. This idea is a longstanding view
already accentuated in crisis theory and in the ABCX-model of stress 20
(Hill, 1949). It is asserted that the stability and quality of a family system is
the result of both stressful experiences as well as the available resources to
cope with these experiences (McCubbin & Patterson, 1982). As to the
latter, some individuals may experience less strain or stress because they
have more resources for performing their role well or because they dispose
of resources preventing stressors to result in a major crisis (McCubbin et
al., 1980). For example, role performance may improve by age. Umberson
(1989) found that older parents, regardless of their childrens' age, report
more parenting satisfaction. This might be due to the better financial and
psychological equipment of older parents, suggesting that parenting
becomes more positive and less stressful across the life course.
Greater socioeconomic resources (SES) may also be beneficial for adequate
role performance (Rogers & White, 1998). This premise, however, is inconsistently supported. Some studies showed that economic distress adversely
affects the marital relationship and exacerbates parental strain (Conger et
al., 1990; Pittman, Wright, & Lloyd, 1989) whereas Twenge, Campbell, and
Foster (2003) provide no evidence for this conclusion. In their meta-analysis, high SES groups showed more parental dissatisfaction than middleclass parents. Instead of an advantage, SES was found to be a source of role
conflict in higher social strata. A similar conclusion was drawn by
McLanaham and Adams (1987). The fact that higher educated parents in
general, and women in particular, have more negative views about children
is consistent with the idea that the opportunity cost of children is higher in
The Family Stress or ABC-X model was initially developed by Hill (1949) in his
study on separation and reunion of family members after the war. In the ABC-X
model it is asserted that a crisis (X) is the result of stressor events (A) that interact
with family's resources (B) and with the definition which families make of the event
(C). The key idea is that a direct proportional association exists between the
seriousness of the stress event and the crisis that it brings about.
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these social groups. The presence of children may hinder higher-class
women to develop successful careers and may require greater adjustments
to loss of freedom and autonomy (Twenge, Campbell, & Foster, 2003).
Rogers and White (1998) and Umberson (1989), in contrast, found no
associations between income and education of the parents on the one hand,
and the demandingness or quality of the parent-child relationship on the
other hand.
Another important source of individuals' well functioning in social
roles is social support (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Support in terms of social
integration or embeddedness in a social network may provide a sense of
stability and recognition of self-worth, helping individuals to avoid negative
experiences. The availability of social support through means of feedback
or active help may preclude individuals to appraise situations as stressful
and demanding, alleviating the impact of potential stressful events (de
Brock, 1994). Moreover, there are indications that women benefit more
from social support than men because they generally dispose of more social
support (Widmer, 2004).
Third, role stress can also be influenced by the spillover or incompatibility
of multiple roles. The demands associated with the occupancy of multiple
roles can elicit stress, which may undermine individuals' well-being (O'Neill
& Greenberger, 1994). Traditionally, multiple roles have been considered as
harmful because of the risk on competition and conflict (Goode, 1960).
Today, there is growing recognition that multiple roles may be beneficial
for one's self-esteem (Thoits, 1983). Although it is tempting to suppose that
employed women in particular may benefit from this positive effect,
research findings are inconclusive and even conflicting. Several researchers
found only weak support for a specific link between parental experiences
and women's employment (Guelzow, Bird, & Koball, 1991; Rogers &
White, 1998; Scott & Alwin, 1989; Umberson, 1989). Scott and Alwin
(1989), however, show that women enjoy less benefit than men from the
roles of parent and worker. The latter effect should be due to the generally
less intrinsically and financially rewarding jobs that women occupy as well
as to the higher potential role conflict experienced by women. In contrast,
Kessler and McRae (1982), and for the Netherlands also Vermulst and
Gerris (1996) demonstrate that wives' employment enhances women's
psychological and parental well- being.
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In addition to the different factors related to parental strain it must be
emphasized that parenting is also a gendered task. Consistent support is
provided for the idea that parental experiences are sex-specific. In comparison to men, women experience both more strain and more reward from the
parental role (Lavee & Sharlin, 1996; Scott & Alwin, 1989; Rogers & White,
1998). Because women's parental role is more burdensome, they may be
exposed to a higher risk on psychological stress and therefore to more role
strain (Scott & Alwin, 1989; Umberson, 1989). Paradoxically, women also
report higher levels of parental role salience than men. This is particularly
true for non-employed wives who do not have the extra identity of
provider or worker. In this respect, it is also interesting to note that a sexspecific association is demonstrated regarding parental satisfaction and
marital satisfaction. Rogers and White (1998) show that marital satisfaction
is more strongly related to fathers' parenting satisfaction than to mothers'.
This finding is consistent with previous work of Belsky et al. (1991),
demonstrating for men a closer association between the marital and the
parental system than for women.
The effect of stressful events on marital quality through adaptive processes (Path B)
Meta-analyses demonstrate meaningful spillover between the parental and
the marital system (Erel & Burman, 1995). Feeling satisfied in one role is
likely to spill over into satisfaction with other roles (Rogers & White, 1998).
This idea is consistent with the well-established findings that parental satisfaction and marital satisfaction are strongly associated and that internal
sources of (parental) stress negatively affect the marital relationship (Amato
& Booth, 1996; Guelzow et al, 1991; Lavee, McCubbin, & Olson, 1987;
Lavee & Sharlin, 1996; Rogers & White, 1998).
According to the VSA- model of Karney & Bradbury (1995), the
spillover of the parental on the marital role is not a direct effect but runs
through the behaviors that spouses exchange. It may be assumed that,
when spouses experience strain in their parental role, their marital interaction in general and their marital communication in particular might be less
relaxed and more prone for critical comments or blaming one another.
Since we expect in our non-clinical sample not an extreme level of conflict
but rather a normal range of social exchanges between spouses, marital
communication, and negative marital communication in particular, might
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be preferred as a variable representing marital interaction. Therefore, it can
be hypothesized that parenting satisfaction lessens negative communication
whereas parenting stress enhances this behavior (Wise, 2003).
The effect of vulnerabilities on marital quality through adaptive processes (Path C)
Karney and Bradbury's model hypothesizes that vulnerabilities not only
affect stressful events but also might influence marital satisfaction by means
of the behavior that spouses exchange. It may be assumed that spouses
with fewer role demands and more resources at their disposal, better
perform their marital roles and hence, display less negative communication.
The majority of literature, however, primarily attends to the effect of
resources on marital satisfaction rather than on marital communication.
Although findings cannot be completely used interchangeably, we presume
that, for lack of specific findings, resources having a positive effect on
marital satisfaction, also positively affect marital communication and vice
versa.
With respect to role demands, there are no consistent findings to assume
that the number and the age of children are inversely related to marital
satisfaction. In accordance with the reasoning for parenting experiences, it
could be assumed that the larger the number of children aged under 18, the
more spouses are put under pressure and thus the more likely marital
communication will be negative (Lavee & Sharlin, 1996; Umberson, 1989).
Empirical support for this link, however, is weak. Abbott and Brody (1985),
addressing wives' marital adjustment, found that mothers with two children
reported lower marital satisfaction than childless mothers, whereas Stevens,
Kiger, and Riley (2001) found no evidence for a direct association between
number of children and marital satisfaction. As to age of the children,
research lends support for increasing marital disagreements when adolescents are present (see Johnson et al., 1986). Like the presence of young
children, adolescents demand that husbands and wives engage in a continuous dialogue regarding child-rearing practices, leading to higher levels of
conflict and more negative evaluations of marital communication
(Anderson et al., 1983).
Regarding the relationship between personal resources and marital
outcomes it can be assumed that education and income have a positive
effect on a person's capacity to perform marital roles. Particularly, spouses'
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level of education has been linked directly to the quality of their marital
interactions (Griffin, 1993). Others refute this argumentation by stating that
spouses with greater education also have higher marital expectations and,
therefore, a greater chance on marital disagreements and negative perceptions of their marital communication (see Rogers & Amato, 1997).
However, the effect of education might be sex-specific with higher
educated women having a negative effect on marriage but higher educated
men yielding positive effects because of their more egalitarian role attitudes
(Amato & Booth, 1995). Considering age, fewer disagreements might be
expected when spouses are older. On the one hand, these partners might
have 'learned' to interact with each other in a satisfying way; on the other
hand, compared to younger spouses, older partners might have experienced
less disagreements during their childhood and now transmit this role model
in their own relationship (Hatch & Bulcroft, 2004). Vannoy-Hiller and
Philliber (1989), however, found opposite effects for husbands and wives
when considering the association between age and marital satisfaction.
Older husbands have a more favorable perception of their marriage
whereas older wives appear to be less happy. The reason must be sought in
contemporary role transitions. Probably, the fit between women's relationship expectations and experiences may more closely match for younger
than for older women. Older men, in contrast, are expected to have higher
quality marriages because they should less depend on establishing their
identity as men when becoming older, therefore being more able to develop
emotional relationships (Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989).
Besides socio-economic and life cycle variables, social support might
also alleviate negative marital communication. Bryant & Conger (1999)
demonstrate that social network support is not only important in the
formation of a relationship but also remains beneficial for spousal marital
satisfaction in long-lasting relationships. By channeling some problems to
the network, spouses can relieve the burden on the other partner and hence
contribute to a more positive interaction between the partners.
The effect of role spillover in terms of women's employment on the
marital relationship is a controversial issue. Considering marital satisfaction,
some studies failed to demonstrate a relationship (Glenn & Weaver, 1978)
whereas others obtained evidence that wives' labor market participation
reduces husbands' but not their own marital satisfaction (Booth, Johnson,
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White, & Edwards, 1984; Greenstein, 1990; Kessler & McRae, 1982). Using
panel data, Rogers (1999) found no support for the idea that changes in
wives' income are related with changes in marital discord. Nonetheless, it
can be expected that couples in which the wife is employed, experience
more disagreements arising from their increased earning power and from
role strain between family life and paid work (Hatch & Bulcroft, 2004).
The effect of adaptive processes on marital quality (path D)
The effect of marital communication on marital satisfaction is widely
demonstrated. In the last decade, attention tends to shift towards explaining
this link. Bradbury and Fincham (see Karney & Bradbury, 1995), for example, hypothesize that spousal appraisal of their interaction affects how they
approach subsequent interactions. Consequently, the subjective interpretation of marital interaction is a pivotal factor in explaining the association
between behavioral exchange and marital satisfaction. More specifically, it is
found that having a negative perception of the marital communication in
terms of "getting angry" or "interrupting each other" negatively affects
spouses' marital experiences (Buunk & Nijskens, 1980; Gottman, 1991;
1993; 1994; Kerkstra, 1985). Therefore, we hypothesize an inverse association between one's perception of negative communication and one's marital
satisfaction.
Husband-Wife dynamics
The family is a dynamic system of interacting individuals, mutually affecting
each other in behavior and experiences. Therefore, mothers' experiences in
the parent-child or the husband-wife system cannot be detached from those
of their partners and vice versa. To fully capture this dynamic, both
husbands and wives need to be included in one model, taking into account
the parenting and marital experiences of the partner when examining the
other partner. However, the majority of research on parenting only examined one of the spouses and rarely addressed this issue in a combined
sample. An exception is the study of Lavee and Sharlin (1996) in an Israeli
national representative sample of first marriages, indicating that marital
partners affect one another in a circular way as regards parenting and
marital experiences. However, to what degree particular aspects of parenting exert a stronger influence on husbands or on wives' marital experiences
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remain unaddressed in this study as well. Our research endeavors to examine this specific aspect for first marriages in the Netherlands.
9.3. LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PARENTING AND
MARITAL SATISFACTION
As indicated before, experiences in the parental sphere are likely to spill
over in the marital sphere. In the model described in the previous section it
is attempted to predict marital satisfaction using parental variables and
marital communication as a mediating mechanism.
However, the causal nature of this spillover is less clear. Although
there is ample evidence for spillover effects of the parental into the marital
system (supra) and of the marital system into the parental system (Amato,
1996; Wallerstein, & Blakeslee, 1989), over-time associations between
aspects of parenting and the marital system are scarcely explored. Although
those studies do not prove causal relationships, it seems a reasonable
suggestion to assume that changes in the marital relationships are a consequence or at least occur concurrently with changes in parenting (Mc
Lanaham & Adams, 1987; Rogers & White, 1998).
Among other things, the impact of children on their parents may
depend on the specific stage of the family life cycle. In particular, the stage
in which children enter adolescence is accompanied by new demands,
which might have a substantial impact on the marital system (Lavee,
McCubbin, & Olson, 1987). Failure to meet the demands of developmental
transitions might bring along a temporary or even structural disequilibrium.
The higher salience of the parental role in this phase might result in parental satisfaction exerting a stronger influence on marital satisfaction than the
other way around. A panel study of Rogers and White (1998), however,
demonstrate that the reciprocal paths between parental satisfaction and
marital satisfaction are both significant and equally strong. This finding was
supported for both men and women. Because of the lack of attention paid
to this issue, it remains to be seen whether this conclusion holds true in
other samples and /or when other indicators of parenting are used.
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9.4. PRESENT STUDY
This study builds upon previous research in several aspects. First, our study
uses multifaceted assessments of parenting by including parental satisfaction, parenting stress and parental role restriction in one model. Second,
this study goes beyond previous research in exploring whether negative
communication mediates the effect of parenting aspects on marital satisfaction. Third, by examining over-time associations between parenting and
marital satisfaction, our study may indicate whether marital satisfaction
predicts parenting or whether the reverse is true. Fourth, simultaneous
including mothers and fathers belonging to one dyad in the same analysis,
allows us to assess the relative influence and sex-specificity of the distinct
effects.
The major hypotheses to be tested in this study are addressed in the
conceptual model given in Figure 9.2. As previous research has indicated,
parenting aspects may be sex-specific. It is anticipated that women experience more role strain and parenting stress than men (Hypothesis 1) but also
that they are more satisfied with the parental role than men (Hypothesis 2).
With respect to the determinants of parenting experiences in terms of
role demands, our hypotheses are tentative because research only demonstrates weak support. It is firstly hypothesized that the more children are
present, the lower one's satisfaction is with the parenting role and the
higher one's parenting stress and perceived parental role restriction
(Hypothesis 3). Because of the inconclusive findings, no specific hypotheses
will be formulated with respect to the association between age of the
children and parenting experiences, nor regarding role demands and
negative communication.
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Figure 9.2
Proposed Direct and Indirect Effects Between Resources, Parenting
and Marital Satisfaction
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Regarding socio-economic resources as predictors of parenting, it is anticipated
that higher educated husbands and wives report more negative parental
experiences (Hypothesis 4). The same reasoning can be applied to marital
outcomes with the qualification that higher educated husbands may have a
more positive effect on marriage (Hypothesis 5) and higher educated women
having a more negative effect (Hypothesis 6). Income is not expected to be a
strong differentiating factor
Furthermore, we hypothesize that the more social support experienced
by the individual, the more positive one's parental experiences are (Hypothesis 7) and the more positive spousal evaluation of marriage (Hypothesis 8).
As regards life cycle variables, it is anticipated that spouses report more
parenting satisfaction and less parenting stress to the degree they are older
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(Hypothesis 9). No specific hypothesis will be formulated as to the effect of
age on role restriction. However, we expect a positive association between
age and marital outcomes for husbands (Hypotheses 10), but a negative
association between these variables for wives (Hypothesis 11).
Because of a lack of empirical support no specific hypothesis will be
formulated for marital duration and parenting. However, it is anticipated
that marital duration is negatively associated with marital outcomes,
particularly for wives (Hypothesis 12).
With respect to women's employment, we expect that women's participation in the labor market is associated with more positive parenting
experiences (Hypothesis 13). It is not clear however, how women's employment may impinge on marital experiences and therefore no specific
hypothesis will be formulated.
Building on the premises of the vulnerability-stress-adaptability model,
we expect that the stress and strain associated with parenting negatively
affect marital satisfaction through the higher negative communication
displayed by the spouses (Hypothesis 14).
In the second part of the study, we attempt to elucidate the reciprocal
relationship between the marital and the parental system. Using a crosslagged model it is examined to what degree marital satisfaction affects
parental experiences and conversely to what degree parenting influences
marital satisfaction. Although two measurement points are not sufficient to
clarify the causal nature of the relationship, this analysis may yet clarify
whether the influence between the parental and marital system operates in
two directions or in only one direction and whether differences are found
between mothers and fathers. The cross-lagged relationships are addressed
in Figure 9.3. The curved arrows denote the correlations between all
husbands and wives' variables. Based on the findings of Rogers and White
(1998) we expect a positive effect of marital satisfaction on parental satisfaction but also conversely a positive effect of approximately the same
magnitude of parenting satisfaction on marital satisfaction (Hypothesis 15).
Because no research is directed towards this specific issue, no hypotheses
will be formulated with respect to parenting stress and parental role restriction.
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Figure 9.3
Conceptual Model for Long-Term Association Between Parenting
and Marital Satisfaction
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9.5. METHOD
9.5.1. Sample
The research sample consists of married men and women participating in
the longitudinal research project "Child-rearing and Family in the Netherlands" (Gerris et al., 1992; 1993; 1998). Families were recruited using a
multi-stage sampling method. In the first stage, a sample was taken of all
Dutch municipalities distinguished by regional zone and degree of urbanization. In the second stage, a sample of children was taken in the selected
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municipalities. These children were selected in such a way that in each city
as many boys as girls and as many children aged 9 to 12 as children aged 13
to 16 were chosen. These children as well as their parents were included in
the research group. In 1990, this procedure resulted in a sample of 1829
families. The response ratio was 43 % (N = 788). More technical details on
the database can be found in Chapter 3 and in Gerris et al. (1992; 1993;
1998). The data were gathered by means of structured interviews and
questionnaires, completed by both the child and the parents.
Because previous studies speculate that the marital relationship may
differ in first and higher order marriages (Booth & Edwards, 1992) and in
order to establish a homogeneous research group, only first marriages in
which both men and women have a Dutch nationality were selected.
Therefore, higher order marriages and one-parent households were
removed from the sample. This selection resulted in a research group of
646 couples with children. Couples had been married for about 17 years.
Husbands were 42.5 years and wives were 40.0 years on average. Men
reported higher levels of education than did women (χ²(7)=328.65, p <
.001). About one quarter of the male sample has a university degree,
whereas for women this figure is approximately one out of eight. For
husbands, 6% reported to have a lower school degree whereas for women
this is 13%. Sex differences also exist with regard to employment activities.
Whereas only 5% of the men are unemployed, this holds for about one out
of two women. Our sample includes children across the age range of 9 -16
years old.
To test the cross-lagged models indicated above, we made use of the
data of both the first and the second measurement wave. First-marriage
couples that also remained married between the two measurement points
(N = 386) were included in the cross-lagged analysis. Because of missing
values on the variables of interest, the final sample for the cross-lagged
analysis consisted of 288 couples. Using logistic regression it was examined
to what degree this reduced number of observations deviate from the initial
646 couples at Time 1 as well as from the 386 couples participating at both
Time 1 and Time 2. The logistic regression model included the control
variables (year of marriage, spousal age, spousal educational level, number
of children, year of birth of the child, family income) as well as the parenting aspects of both husbands and wives measured at Time 1. Comparing
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the 288 couples with the 358 couples that not remained in the study, it
appears that the model was not significant with χ²(14) = 8.04, p = 0.88. The
same conclusion can be drawn with respect to the characteristics of the 288
couples used in the cross-lagged analysis and the 98 couples who were
dropped from the study because of non-response. This model was not
significant with χ²(14) = 18.02, p = 0.21. Both comparisons indicate that
the couples used in the cross-lagged analysis do not differentiate with
respect to demographic and parenting characteristics from the initial
couples and from the both waves couples.
9.5.2. Measures
Education was measured in response to the question "What is your highest
educational level?" Nine levels were considered ranging from 1 = "elementary school" to 9 = "university education".
Income position is indicated by the net family income, measured in Dutch
guilders. One guilder is approximately 0.45 Euro. Seven income groups
were distinguished: 1 = "1100-1600", 2 = "1600-1800", 3 = "1800-2100", 4
= "2100-2500", 5 = "2500-3250", 6 = "3250-4500" and 7 = "more than
4500".
Age of the parents is indicated by year of birth. Similarly, marital duration is
measured by year of marriage.
Age of the child is indicated by year of birth of the child. As became clear
from the description of the sample, information is only gathered from one
child, referred to as the target child. The mean age of the target child is 12.8
years (SD = 2.20). In one out of two families the target child included in
the study is the oldest child whereas in another 37% of the families the
child is second in rank. In most studies, however, the age of the youngest
child is included in the analysis. This method could not be used in this
study and has also its limitations because it is not known, for example,
whether adolescent children are present in the family.
Number of children is a newly created variable, based on two questions.
"How many brothers has N?" and "How many sisters has N?" with N
being the target child.
Women's employment is dichotomized with 0 = not employed and 1 =
employed. Because the Dutch labor participation of women is characterized
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by a very large proportion of part-time employment, no difference is made
between full-time and part-time employment.
Social support measures the degree to which the spouse reports to
receive or to have access to social support for personal problems he/she
experiences both in the personal domain and in the parenting and family
domain. The scale consists of eight 7-point Likert items ranging from 1 =
"not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable" (e.g., "When I have
problems, there are only few people who will help me"). Alpha is .77 for
men and .75 for women.
The Parenting Stress scale is a 3-items scale (7-point Likert items) with
alpha .77 for fathers and .81 for mothers. It refers to the degree to which
the parent reports to experience child-rearing as a burden and as problematic (e.g., "raising my child(ren) frequently causes problems").
The Parental Role Restriction scale consists of 5 items measuring the
degree to which the parent feels restrictions for their personal life from the
parenting role. Alpha is .67 (fathers) and .69 (mothers). Response categories
range from 1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable" (e.g.,
"Raising my children prevents me from doing things which are important
to myself").
Parental satisfaction is measured by eleven 7-point Likert items, indicating the degree to which the parent values the upbringing of children as a
task that gives satisfaction and new possibilities in life. (e.g., "Raising
children is a rewarding task"). Alpha is .79 for women and .82 for men.
The Negative communication scale indicates to what degree certain forms
of negative communication are characteristic of the marital relationship
(e.g., "My partner often blames me when we are quarreling" or "My partner
and I interrupt each other a lot when we are talking together"). The main
focus of this scale is on the perception of one's partner's behavior. The
scale consists of 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". A higher score on the scale indicates more
negative communication. For women the alpha reliability coefficient is .76,
for men alpha is .81.
Marital satisfaction is measured by a scale consisting of 7 items (Gerris et
al., 1992; 1993; 1998). Another study on this sample established the
uniqueness and stability of concept of marital satisfaction as well as
negative communication (Chapter 4). For formulating the items, satisfac-
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tion with the relationship and/or the partner was used as the guiding
principle (e.g., "Generally, I'm dissatisfied with the relationship with my
partner" or "If I could choose again, I would choose the same partner").
The scale consists of seven 7-point Likert items, ranging from 1 = "not at
all applicable" to 7 = "very applicable". For women the alpha reliability
coefficient is .85; for men this coefficient is .80.
9.6. RESULTS
Descriptive analysis
In a first step, we examined the correlations between the exogeneous and
endogeneous variables included in our study. As can be seen in Table 9.1,
husbands' parenting characteristics are less strongly associated with role
demands and life cycle variables than are wives' parenting experiences.
Husbands only report to feel more restricted by their parental role when
they have to take care of more children (r = .14, p < .001). This association
holds for women as well (r = .12, p < .001). Besides, correlations show that
older women experience more restrictions than their younger counterparts
(r = -.11, p < .01). Additionally, it is found that wives evaluate parenting as
more problematic when married for a shorter duration (r = .09, p < .05).
The correlational analysis demonstrates that socioeconomic characteristics are more strongly related to parenting experiences than life cycle
variables or children's characteristics. It seems that the higher the income
level of the couple (r = -.32, p < .001) or the higher men are educated (r = .25, p < .001), the less satisfied they are with childrearing. The latter is also
true when their wives are employed (r = -.10, p < .05). For women too, it
appears that the higher the income level (r = -.19, p < .001), or the higher
they are educated (r = -.27, p < .001), the less satisfied they are with
parenting. Higher educated women also feel more restricted by their
parental role (r = .11, p < .01). Whether women are employed or not does
not seem to be meaningfully related to women's experiences with childrearing. The availability of network support, though, positively relates to
mothers' as well as fathers' parenting in terms of feeling less restricted by
the parental role (r = -.30, p < .001 respectively r = -.26, p < .001), and the
experience of parenting as less burdensome. (r = -.18, p < .001 respectively
r = -.16, p < .001).
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Considering the interrelations between parenting and marital characteristics, the results show that men report less negative communication and
higher marital satisfaction to the extent that they experience less parental
restriction (r = .28, p < .001; r = -.26, p < .001), less parenting stress (r =
.29, p < .001, r = -.22, p < .001), and are more satisfied with parenting (r = .11, p < .01; r = -.22, p < .001). Except for parenting satisfaction, which is
unrelated to wives' assessment of negative communication, the same inferences can be drawn for women.
Considering the correlations between the parental characteristics under
study, it appears that for both wives and husbands parenting satisfaction is
negatively associated with parenting stress (r = -.10, p < .01 respectively r =
-.09, p < .05), but unrelated to the restrictions experienced by parenting.
Stronger associations, however, exist between the latter and parenting
stress. The more parents feel restricted by their parental role, the more they
experience parenting also as problematic (r = .38, p < .001 for men; r = .26,
p < .001 for women).
Using paired T-tests the difference between husbands and wives'
scores on the parenting and marital variables was examined. With respect to
the latter no significant differences were found between spousal marital
satisfaction (t = 0.20, p = .94) and negative communication (t = 0.74, p =
.46). As Hypothesis 1 and 2 suggest, women are more satisfied with
parenting than are men (t = -3.76, p = .002) but they also report to be more
restricted by this role (t = -8.58, p < .0001) and to experience parenting as
more burdensome and problematic (t = -2.99, p < .003).
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Table 9.1
Correlation Matrix of Life Cycle Variables, Socioeconomic Variables, Parenting and Marital Experiences,
Women [above diagonal], Men [below diagonal]
1

Year marriage

2

Year birth

3

Number children

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

M

SD

1.00

.69***

-.13***

.54***

.04

-.04

.05

.05

-.07

-.06

.09*

-.10*

.07

72.6

3.37

.63***

.75***

-.14***

.43***

-.15***

-.13**

.02

.07

.03

-.11**

.05

-.09*

.12**

49.9

4.17

-.13***

-.15***

1.00

.01

-.02

.03

.01

-.14***

.01

.12***

-.03

-.10*

.04

2.48

1.04
2.20

4

Year birth child

.54***

.41***

.01

1.00

.11**

.01

.04

-.00

-.05

.03

.03

-.02

.04

77.2

5

Education

-.01

-.11**

.06

.08*

.56***

.40***

.08*

.20***

-.27***

.11**

-.06

-.00

-.07*

3.13

1.63

6

Income

-.04

-.06

.03

.01

.57***

1.00

.13***

.27***

-.19***

.01

-.05

-.07

.01

6.28

1.34

7

Social support

.07

.14***

-.04

.06

.06

.12**

.37***

.07

.01

-.30***

-.18***

-.22***

.21***

5.08

1.09

8

Employment

.05

.04

-.14***

-.00

.07

.27***

.03

1.00

-.04

-.08

.01

-.01

.00

0.47

0.50
0.92

9

Par. Satisf

.01

.05

.03

.05

-.32***

-.25***

.04

-.10*

.32***

-.02

-.10**

-.03

.14***

4.77

10

Par. role restric.

-.01

-.04

.14***

.03

.05

.05

-.26***

.03

-.03

.26***

.26***

.28***

-.27***

3.06

1.03

11

Par. Stress

.07

.01

.04

.05

-.07

-.07

-.16***

.03

-.09*

.38***

.39***

.22***

-.17***

2.88

1.38

12

Negat. com.

-.01

-.01

-.04

-.00

.08

.01

-.22***

.04

-.11**

.28***

.29***

.47***

-.55***

2.73

1.07

13

Mar. satisf.

.05

.02

.01

.03

-.14***

-.07

.18***

-.04

.22***

-.26***

-.22***

-.55***

.47***

6.05

1.06

M

72.6

47.5

2.48

77.2

3.76

6.28

4.81

0.47

4.60

2.64

2.70

2.75

6.08

SD

3.37

4.88

1.04

2.20

2.04

1.34

1.09

0.50

0.97

0.95

1.28

1.10

0.95

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Note: At the diagonal the correlations between husbands and wives' variables are presented

Marital Relationships and Parenting Experiences in Established Marriages
Path analysis
Using LISREL 8.5 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996), we tested the structural
model including the variables of both husbands and wives. An important
underlying issue of structural equation modeling is that of statistical power.
In our study we were faced with the problem that the sample size was too
small for the parameters to be estimated (Mueller, 1996). Because of the
high number of parameters to be estimated relatively to the number of
observations, we could not include all manifest items of the latent
constructs in our structural model. To maintain an acceptable subject-tovariable ratio we applied the technique of item parceling. Instead of using
the original items as indicators for latent variables, parcels are used. The
latter represent combinations of items underlying a latent variable. For each
construct, two parcels were computed as the mean score of a subset of
items. For marital satisfaction, a parcel of four items and one of three items
was made; for negative communication two parcels of each three items
were retained, for parenting satisfaction a parcel of six items and one of five
was defined, social support was measured by two parcels of each four
items, parental role restriction is represented by a parcel of three items and
a parcel of two items, and finally for parenting stress a parcel of two items
and a parcel consisting of the one remaining item was constructed. Theoretically, all parcels range from 1 to 7.
Applying the technique of item parceling, it is a necessary condition
that the scales are unidimensional. For social support, unidimensionality
was demonstrated in Gerris et al. (1992; 1993). Because the validity and
reliability of the communication and satisfaction scales was established in
Chapter 4, it is also considered sound to use item parceling for these scales.
As to the parental variables, the unidimensionality was already demonstrated in Gerris et al. (1992; 1993; 1998) as well. However, because these
scales are also used in the cross-lagged analysis, confirmatory factor analysis
(LISREL 8.50) was used to demonstrate the reliability and stability of the
three parental constructs and their indicators (parcels) for the couples who
participated both times at the research project. Table 9.2 presents the
standardized factor loadings and alpha coefficients for the latent constructs
for both sexes at Time 1 as well as Time 2.
For the evaluation of this factor model (and the other models used
below), two fit indices were considered: (1) the root mean square error of
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approximation (RMSEA), and (2) the comparative fit index (CFI). Models
with a RMSEA value lower than .05 and a CFI value over .95 (or at least .90)
are deemed acceptable (Mueller, 1996). The model with df = 209 showed a
χ²-value of 357.38 with a RMSEA of .051 and CFI = .93, indicating an
acceptable fit. In the next step, the measurement invariance of the three
concepts across time and across sex was tested with the aim to compare
latent variables across time and between husbands and wives. For the
marital satisfaction scales, measurement invariance was already established
in a previous analysis (Chapter 4). To verify whether the parcels of the
different parenting scales also show measurement invariance, factor
loadings (lambda's) between the manifest parcels and their latent construct
at Time 1 were equated with the corresponding loadings at Time 2. Moreover, husbands and wives' parcels were also equated. This constrained
model yielded a χ²-value of 368.96 (df = 218) with RMSEA = .050 and CFI
= .93. The increase in χ² was 11.58 (df = 9) with p= .234 showing that the
model with equal factor loadings on equivalent concepts leads to a nonsignificant increase of χ². Therefore, it can be concluded that the three
concepts of parenting are invariant across time and across sex.
Table 9.2
Lambda's of the Measurement Model With 24 Manifest Variables
and 12 Latent Factors, According to Sex and Year
Time 1
Factor and indicators
Parenting satisfaction
psat1
psat2
Parenting stress
pst1
pst2
Parental role restriction
prr1
prr2

λ
Men
α = .82
.90
.77
α = .75
.82
.69
α = .62
.75
.51

Time 2
λ
Women
.75
.90
.67
α = .77
.89
.67
α = .63
.77
.63

λ
Men
α = .76
.88
.69
α = .78
.84
.73
α = .61
.65
.60

λ
Women
α = .75
.95
.67
α = .78
.83
.78
α = .63
.70
.65

Note: Standardized coefficients
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At this stage, support was provided for using parcels in the path model. To
test the path model as visualized in Figure 9.2, the set of exogenous
variables as well as the set of endogenous variables were allowed to correlate. The baseline model shows a good fit with χ²(328) = 487.99, a RMSEA
value of .028 and a CFI-value of .98. In a second step, non-significant
gamma path coefficients (effect of exogenous on endogenous variables)
and correlations were fixed to zero. The fit of this model is χ²(416) =
559.78, indicating that the increase in chi-square value did not worsen our
model. To examine significant differences between husbands and wives,
gamma and beta coefficients were constrained to equality if not significantly
increasing the χ²-value of the model. The final constrained model showed
an excellent fit with χ²(426) = 558.27, a RMSEA value of .023 and a CFIvalue of .98. Modification indices, however, showed that the χ²-value of our
model could be significantly reduced by defining a relation between parental satisfaction and marital satisfaction. This model yielded a χ²(424) =
536.83 with a RMSEA value of .021 and a CFI-value of .98. The squared
multiple correlation for husbands' marital satisfaction was .49 and for wives'
satisfaction .40.
Effect of resources on parenting variables
Table 9.3 presents the standardized effects between the exogeneous and the
endogeneous variables in our model. With respect to the hypotheses
regarding role demands, our results show that both mothers and fathers
feel more restricted by their parental role to the degree that they have more
children. Besides role restriction, fathers also experience more parental
stress when having more children. No meaningful associations, however,
were found between the number of children and spousal parenting satisfaction. Hence, the third hypothesis is true with respect to parental role
restriction and fathers' childrearing stress but not to parenting satisfaction.
Additionally, our results demonstrate that fathers are more satisfied
with parenting when the target child is younger. As our study only includes
children aged between 9 and 16 years, this finding implies that men become
less satisfied with their parental role when their children reach adolescence.
This finding did not hold for women.
When considering socioeconomic resources available to spouses, our
analysis lends support to hypothesis 4, assuming that education is negatively
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related to parental experiences. It was indeed found that the higher the
educational level of the parents, the lower their satisfaction with parenting
and the more they feel restricted by the parental role. The association
between education and parenting is sex-specific since men's education is
more strongly linked with their parenting satisfaction whereas women's
education is more closely tied up to feelings of role restriction. In addition
it was found that wives who are married with higher educated husbands
also report more negative parenting experiences.
Our results support the seventh hypothesis, stating that the degree to
which a spouse reports to receive or to have access to social support
positively affects his/her experiences of raising children. Spouses not only
experience parenting as less problematic and burdensome (parenting stress)
but also as less restricting when having social support. This association was
found to be stronger for women than for men.
Parental variables were not significantly associated with couples'
income level or spousal age, refuting Hypothesis 9. Marital duration, in
contrast, was negatively related to spousal parenting stress. The longer
couples are married the less parenting appears to be a burdensome and
problematic task.
With respect to the spillover effect of roles (hypothesis 13), our results
show that wives feel less restricted by their parental role when they have a
paid job. Neither husbands nor wives report more parenting stress or
parental satisfaction when women participate at the labor market. Hence,
hypothesis 13, stating that women's employment yields positive parental
experiences, is supported for one specific aspect, i.e. parental role restriction.
Effect of resources on marital variables
Before evaluating the link between the parental and the marital system, we
consider marital variables in relation to the above-described resources and
role demands. In accordance with the VSA-model, it was anticipated that
role demands, role spillover and personal resources indirectly affect marital
satisfaction through (negative) communication. Six effects were found
significant in this respect.
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Table 9.3
Standardized Effects of Independent Variables on Parenting
Experiences and Negative Communication
Path

β

t-value(a)

Year of marriage → Parenting stress, H
Year of marriage → Parenting stress, W
Number of children → Parenting stress, H
Education, H → Parenting stress, H
Education, H → Parenting stress, W
Social support, W → Parenting stress, W
Social support, H → Parenting stress, H

.07
.07
.08
-.07
-.07
-.21
-.19

2.12
2.12
1.93
-1.75
-1.75
-4.18
-3.73

Year birth child → Parenting satisfaction, H
Education, H → Parenting satisfaction, H
Education, H → Parenting satisfaction, W
Education, W → Parenting satisfaction, W

.10
-.30
-.16
-.21

2.37
-6.04
-2.94
-3.89

Number of children → Parental role restriction, H
Number of children → Parental role restriction, W
Wife's employment → Parental role restriction, W
Education, H → Parental role restriction, H
Education, H → Parental role restriction, W
Education, W → Parental role restriction, W
Social support, H → Parental role restriction, H
Social support, W → Parental role restriction, W

.19
.15
-.12
.11
.09
.16
-.30
-.39

4.94
4.94
-2.89
2.71
2.71
3.70
-5.24
-7.56

Year of marriage → Negative communication, W
Number of children → Negative communication, W
Number of children → Negative communication, H
Year birth, H → Negative communication, H
Year birth, W → Negative communication, H
Year birth, C → Negative communication, W
Education, H → Negative communication, W
Education, W → Negative communication, W
Education, W → Negative communication, H
Social support, W → Negative communication, W
Social support, H → Negative communication, H

-.17
-.13
-.13
.13
-.14
.09
-.13
.13
.13
-.15
-.20

-3.50
-3.33
-3.33
2.35
-2.41
2.00
-3.09
3.03
3.03
-2.86
-4.05

(a) t

= 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)
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First, our results show that women have a less negative perception of
marital communication when married for a shorter duration, supporting
Hypothesis 12. This finding does not hold for men.
Second, husbands' perception of marital communication depends on
the age of the spouses. To the degree that wives are younger and husbands
are older, men have a less negative perception of the marital communication. Hence, our study provides evidence for hypothesis 10 and 11.
Third, perceiving the marital communication as negative is inversely
related to the number of children. Both husbands and wives have a less
negative perception of the marital communication when more children are
present.
Fourth, women also perceive the marital communication as more
negative when their children are younger. Because the included children are
between 9 and 16 years old, this finding implies that women have a more
negative perception of the marital communication when having pre-adolescent children than having adolescent children.
Fifth, women perceive less negative communication when their
husbands are higher educated whereas both partners perceive more negative
communication when wives are higher educated. These findings support
the fifth and sixth hypothesis, stating that husbands and wives' education
have reverse effects on marital experiences.
Sixth, the receipt of or access to social support is associated with less
negative communication, lending support for the eighth hypothesis. This
finding holds for both husbands and wives but the effect is stronger for
men.
The effect of parental experiences on marital experiences
Table 9.4 shows the standardized effects between variables of the parental
and the marital system. The result for each aspect of parenting is discussed
below.
It appears that parenting stress positively affects spousal perceptions of
negative marital communication. Comparing these effects for husbands and
wives, our findings demonstrate that the effect of parenting stress on
negative communication is stronger for men than for women. In addition,
husbands' parenting stress also affects their wives' perception of negative
communication.
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Table 9.4
Standardized Effects of Parenting on Marital Variables
Path

Β

t-value(a)

Parenting stress, H → Negative communication, H
Parenting stress, H → Negative communication, W
Parenting stress, W → Negative communication, W

.33
.10
.11

4.97
3.01
3.01

Parenting satisfaction, H → Marital Satisfaction, H
Parenting satisfaction, W → Marital Satisfaction, W

.23
.17

4.26
3.28

Parental role restriction, H → Negative communication, H
Parental role restriction, W → Negative communication, W
Parental role restriction, W → Negative communication, H

.12
.31
.15

3.60
4.45
3.60

Negative communication, H → Marital Satisfaction, H
Negative communication, H → Marital Satisfaction, W
Negative communication, W → Marital Satisfaction, H
Negative communication, W → Marital Satisfaction, W

-.65
-.08
-.10
-.58

-14.52
-2.38
-2.38
-14.52

(a) t=

3.29 (p < .001), t = 2.58 (p < .01); t = 1.96 (p < .05); t = 1.64 (p < .10)

Reverse conclusions on sex-specificity can be drawn when considering
parental role restriction. The negative effect of parental restriction on marital
communication is stronger for women than for men. Additionally, our
results show that wives' restriction by the parental role also negatively
affects their husbands' communication perception.
Through their effect on negative communication, both parenting
stress and parental role restriction indirectly affect spousal marital satisfaction. Note that spouses' negative communication does not only affect their
own marital satisfaction but that of their partner as well.

226

Figure 9.4
Path Diagram of Couples' Resources, Parenting and Marital outcomes
Year birth
child

.10*

Social
support, H

-.19***
-.30***
.07*

Year marriage

Parental
satisfaction, H

Parental
stress, H

.07*

Education,
H

.11*

.33***
.10**

Role restr., H

19***

Social
support, W

Employ., W

Parental
stress, W

.12***

-.08*

Role restr., W

.31***

Neg. comm.,
W

-.12**
-.16***
-.21***

.23***

-.10*
.11*

.09*
-.39***

-.65***

Neg. comm.,
H

.15***

.15***
-.21***

.16***
Education, W

Marital
satisf., H

-.30***

.08*

Number of
children

.23***

Parental
satisfaction, W

.17***

-.58***

Marital
satisf., W
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In contrast to the results for parenting stress and parental role restriction, it
appears that the spillover of parenting satisfaction to marital satisfaction
does not run through spousal negative communication. In this study,
parental satisfaction has a direct effect on marital satisfaction. The more
parents value the upbringing of children as a task that gives satisfaction and
new possibilities in life, the more they are satisfied with their marital
relationship. This association is sex-specific as the effect of parental satisfaction on marital satisfaction is stronger for men than for women.
Hence, our findings support Hypothesis 14, stating that parental role
restriction and parenting stress are associated with the communication
behavior displayed by the spouses. The hypothesis does not hold with
respect to parental satisfaction. In Figure 9.4 the distinct paths described
above are visualized. For reasons of comprehensibleness the effect of
resources on negative communication were excluded from the presentation.
For the sake of brevity, only the significant paths are presented.
Cross-lagged analysis
Couples that remain married between the two measurement points
(N=386) were included in the cross-lagged analyses. Using LISREL 8.5
(Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996) it is firstly assumed that marital satisfaction at
Time 1 predicts marital satisfaction at Time 2 and similarly that parenting
characteristics at Time 1 predict parenting characteristics at Time 2.
Secondly, we test the assumption that parenting characteristics at Time 1
predict marital satisfaction at Time 2. A similar reasoning is held with
respect to the effect of marital satisfaction at Time 1 on parental characteristics at Time 2. Controlling for the variables at Time 1, these reciprocal
paths indicate the extent to which changes in one domain are related to
changes in the other domain. Cross-lagged analyses are conducted jointly
for husbands and wives. For the purpose of this study, variables at Time 1
were only allowed to affect one's own variables at Time 2 and not those of
the partner.
The variables in this analysis are latent constructs measured by
manifest scale items. Similarly to the short-term analysis, parcels are used to
indicate the latent constructs in the cross-lagged analyses. The reason for
using parcels in the long-term analysis is mainly due to the reduction in
observations that participated twice. The covariance matrix of these parcels
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and seven control variables 21 was used as input matrix for the cross-lagged
analysis.
Figure 9.5
Cross-lagged Model for Parental Role Restriction and Marital
Satisfaction
Husbands
Role restrict.
♂ T1

.67***
-.08*

Role restrict.
♂ T2

-.08*
Mar. sat.
♂ T1

.65***

Mar. sat.
♂ T2

Wives

Role restrict.
♀ T1

Mar. sat.
♀ T1

.56***
-.08

-.08*
.62***

Role restrict.
♀ T2

Mar. sat.
♀ T2

Note: The curved arrows denote the correlations between husbands' and wives'
variables, which are not presented here for reasons of concision. Standardized
parameter estimates.
* p < .05 *** p < .001
Control variables include spousal age, age of the child, educational level of both
spouses, year of marriage and the number of children.
21
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Three separate cross-lagged models were tested, each including one of
the three parenting aspects. Seven variables were included as exogenous
variables in the cross-lagged analyses: marital duration, number of children,
age of the target child, age of both spouses as well as their educational level.
Non-significant gamma paths were constrained to zero. The involved
factor loadings (lambda's) were constrained to equality across time and sex.
Due to the time span of five years we did not expect error terms to be
correlated over time. The endogenous variables of husband and wives were
allowed to correlate at Time 1 as well as at Time 2.
Testing the cross-lagged model with parenting satisfaction as depicted
in Figure 9.3, our analysis yields a χ²-value of 300.56 with df = 198, RMSEA
= .040 and CFI = .97, which fits very well. As expected, the results indicate
that marital satisfaction as well as parenting satisfaction is stable across the
two waves. However, neither for women, nor for men, cross-lagged effects
were found significant. Omitting the cross-lagged relationships, the χ²-value
is 302.35 with df = 202, RMSEA = .039 and CFI = .97. The χ² difference
equals 1.79 with df = 4 and p = .774 indicating that the cross-lagged effects
have a non-significant contribution in the cross-lagged model. Hence,
hypothesis 15 is not supported in our sample.
Considering parenting stress, the cross-lagged model showed χ²-value
of 292.69 with df = 200, RMSEA = .038 and CFI = .97, which indicates a
good fit. Our findings demonstrate that marital satisfaction at Time 1
predicts marital satisfaction at Time 2. The same holds for parenting stress.
Again, the cross-lagged effects did not appear to be significant. A model
without the cross-lagged effects yielded a χ²-value of 296.38 with df = 204,
RMSEA = .038 and CFI = .97. The increase in χ² is 3.69 with df = 4 and p
= .449 and thus not significant. As in the previous model, the cross-lagged
relationships do not significantly contribute to a model already including
the change in marital satisfaction and in parenting stress between Time 1
and Time 2.
Testing the cross-lagged model with marital satisfaction and parental
role restriction, our baseline model showed a good fit with χ²(197) = 257.30
and an RMSEA value of .031 and a CFI of .98. Both marital satisfaction
and parental role restriction are stable across time. Additionally, our results
demonstrate that the effect from marital satisfaction at Time 1 to parental
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role restriction at Time 2 is significant for women but failed to reach
significance for men. To examine whether the cross-lagged relationship
between marital satisfaction at Time 1 and parental role restriction at Time
2 is different for men and women and significantly different from the
opposite relationship, a second model was tested. In this model, the path
between marital satisfaction at Time 1 and parental role restriction at Time
2 as well as the path between parental role restriction at Time 1 and marital
satisfaction at Time 2 is constrained to be equal between husbands and
wives. This constrained model yields a χ²(200) = 262.84 with RMSEA =
.031 and CFI = .98. The χ² difference equals 5.54 with df = 3 and p = .136
indicating that this equality constraint apparently not worsened our model.
Considering the cross-lagged effects, our results show that both crosslagged effects are significant at the .05 level for both men and women. The
higher a spouses' marital satisfaction at Time 1, the lower he or she feel
restricted by the parental role at Time 2. Conversely, the higher parental
role restriction reported at Time 1, the lower one's satisfaction with
marriage at Time 2. Because of the equality constraints, the negative effect
of marital satisfaction on parental role restriction is equally strong as the
opposite effect. Hence, we found no support for the assumption that
parental role restriction is primarily a product rather than a cause of marital
satisfaction. Moreover, our results suggest that changes in both concepts
mutually influence each other in similar ways for men and women. The
results are presented in Figure 9.5.
9.7. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Drawing upon the Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation model of marriage
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995), this study presented an integrated husbandwife model to explain how couples' parenting experiences are related to
their marital experiences. The former were indicated by means of (1)
spousal satisfaction with the parenting role, (2) feelings of restriction by the
parental role and (3) the experience of parenting as problematic and
burdensome, referred to as parenting stress. Because of the dynamic
character of family life, we additionally performed cross-lagged analyses to
capture the circular nature of parenting and spousal relationships.
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To systematize our discussion, we first comment upon our findings
with respect to the short-term relationships between the parenting and the
marital system. Following on this, we consider the sex-specific character of
parenting and the alleviating effect of resources on parenting and marital
experiences. Each set of resources is separately addressed in relation to
parental and marital variables. Finally, we discuss the interrelationship
between parenting and marital satisfaction over time. To conclude, some
limitations and strengths of our study are denoted.
Short-term relationships between parenting and the marital system
Referring to our first major question, evidence was obtained for a spillover
effect of parental experiences on marital experiences. However, the way
through which this effect comes about depends on the parental aspect
under study.
We found support for negative communication being a mediating
mechanism between parenting stress and marital satisfaction as well as
between role restriction and marital satisfaction. It was shown that, on the
one hand, spouses' perception of negative communication significantly
relates to both spouses' marital satisfaction and, on the other hand, role
restriction as well as parenting stress enhances this perception of negative
communication behavior. Hence, our results demonstrate that spouses'
feelings of parental role restriction as well as their parenting stress have a
negative effect on both spouses' marital satisfaction because under these
circumstances partners perceive their mutual communication as more
negatively.
It should be noticed that the association between parental stress and
negative communication is stronger for men than for women whereas the
relationship between parental role restriction and negative communication
is stronger for women than for men. These findings thus indicate that the
restrictions experienced in the parental role have a larger impact on
women's marital experiences than on men's. Reversely, the perception of
childrearing as burdensome and problematic is more closely tied up with
husbands' than with their wives' marital experiences..
Both sex-specific results offer additional insight in the two partner
effects that were obtained in this respect. Indeed, it was found that the
indirect effects of parenting stress and parental role restriction not only run
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through one's own perception of communication but also through the
perception of the other partner. Wives' negative communication depends
on their husbands' parental stress whereas husbands' negative communication depends on their wives' parental role restriction. Thus, both partner
effects occur precisely with respect to those parental aspects, already being
stronger associated with the communication perception of one of the
partners involved. As aforementioned, it appears that in comparison to the
other partner, husbands' parental stress and wives' parental role restriction
are stronger related to their perception of negative communication. The
finding that these already stronger effects also additionally influence the
other partner indicates the strong impact of that specific aspect on the
marital system.
Further, our results show that parenting satisfaction is directly related
to spousal marital satisfaction and not indirectly through negative communication. Moreover, this effect is stronger for men than for women. Hence,
for all the parental aspects under study, sex-specific findings were established. Taken these findings together, it appears that the spillover of
parenting on partnership is the strongest for those aspects that are not
traditionally defined as belonging to one's sex. For women, motherhood
was traditionally assumed to be "natural" and high in priority. Therefore, it
might be speculated that they were less likely to feel hindered by their
parental role in both their personal development and in the maintenance of
partnership. However, these expectations have changed and parenting
might now interfere with personal fulfillment and developing high-quality
partnership, explaining the stronger association between marital satisfaction
and parental role restriction for women (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).
The reverse holds for men. Expectations about men's participation in childrearing have risen. In this respect, men are more likely to be exposed to the
advantages and disadvantages associated with parenting. However, because
mother role expectations are more strongly inscribed in the social script
than the father role, men are more susceptible to the side effects of this
'new' role. Therefore, the pain (i.e., parental stress) and pleasures (i.e.,
parental satisfaction) of parenting rather than feelings of role restriction
have a stronger impact on husbands' marital experiences. To state it pithily,
'new' roles of men and women for which no strong guidelines are yet available, expose each sex to new risks and vulnerabilities, coloring the intimate
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bound between husbands and wives. Another possible explanation, fitting
the above line of reasoning, is that women are better able to draw boundaries between their different roles within the family, but not as to roles outside
the family.
Assuming that the assumptions of our theoretical model are feasible,
the direct spillover effect of parenting satisfaction to marital satisfaction
suggests that other adaptive mechanisms, not considered in this study, play
a substantial part in the association between the parental and the marital
system. Moreover, besides negative communication, other mechanisms may
also account for the spillover of parental stress and role restriction on
marital satisfaction. This theme needs to be further investigated in the
future.
Sex-specificity of parental experiences
As expected, our results indicate that women experience more parenting
stress and feel more restricted by the parental role than men. Nevertheless,
they also report to be more satisfied with parenting than their husbands.
These findings are in line with previous research and can be understood in
terms of the different role experiences of men and women (Scott & Alwin,
1989). The high salience of the parental role for women may simultaneously
account for their stronger appraisal of parenting (parenting satisfaction) and
for the larger burden and sacrifices experienced in this respect. However,
our results contrast with Stryker 's (1980) identity theory, suggesting that
role salience makes the performance of a role less problematic. Insofar as a
role is considered to be central to an individual's identity, the demands
associated with it will be discounted or at least evaluated in a more positive
light (O'Neill & Greenberger, 1994). Two qualifications need to be made in
this respect. First, this reasoning can be easily reversed when considering
our findings. Likewise, it may be speculated that the stress and strain
experienced by women in their parental role may lead them to conclude
that this specific role must be very important to them (Scott & Alwin, 1989).
Second, our study deals with a particular generation that was socialized with
a segregated sex role model but who developed their own marital relationships in a social climate, increasingly questioning traditional role expectations and opening up women's role repertoire. Moreover, negotiation
between this generation and their children has become more difficult
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because these children enjoy material and immaterial possibilities that their
parents, i.e. our generation of interest, are not acquainted with. Hence,
women are confronted with several role expectations. On the one hand,
women still take the burden of childrearing, which has become less obvious
because of a lack of dominant models; on the other hand, women are faced
with new opportunities and roles, competing with their mother role. Therefore, the mothers of this generation are particularly confronted with 'old
models', explaining their parenting pleasure, and 'new realties' explaining
their parenting pain.
The effects of role demands and role spillover on parental and marital experiences
Distinguishing three aspects of parenting, (1) parental satisfaction, (2)
parenting stress and (3) parental role restriction, our study demonstrates
that role demands and role spillover are weakly correlated with the distinctive aspects of parenting.
Men report lower parental satisfaction when children become older.
Hence, the pre-adolescence phase of their children is more rewarding for
fathers than the adolescence phase, probably because of the increasing
autonomy demanded by adolescents. Moreover, research indicates that
mothers are more important sources of support and more responsive to the
desires of adolescents than are fathers, explaining why parenting give men
less satisfaction in this specific stage (Vandemeulebroecke, et al., 2000). For
women, role demands and the spillover of roles rather relate to their
perception of the parental task as restrictive. It was found that employed
wives feel less restricted by their parental role than non-employed wives.
Hence, instead of role overload, it seems that women's possibility to
perform multiple roles results in less parental role restriction. This might
hold in particular for Dutch women who typically do not participate at the
labor market when having children, or if they do, only work part-time.
The number of children yields mixed results for the parent-child and
the husband-wife system. Our study shows that the more children are
present in the family, the more both women and men feel hindered in the
arrangement of their personal life, and hence the more negative their
marital experiences. However, this effect on marriage is counterbalanced by
the finding that the number of children is negatively related to husbands'
and wives' negative communication, and thus positively affecting their
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marital experiences. It might be speculated that it is indeed more difficult
for men and women to combine parenting with other desired activities to
the extent that more children are present. However, at the same time
marital partners might be 'forced' or have 'learned' to communicate in a
more positive way in order to sustain the family system when handling the
different problems and difficulties that children bring along. Future
research needs to investigate this finding.
For mothers, it appears that not only the number of children but also
the age of the target child predicts their perception of negative communication. It was found that women have a more negative perception of the
marital communication when children are younger (min. 9 years old). In
line of the aforementioned reasoning, it might be that in the phase of
adolescence, mothers can alleviate the pressure, which the increased autonomy demand of their adolescents might have on the marital system, by
becoming confidence-persons for their children. This finding also awaits
further study.
The effect of spousal life course variables on parental and marital experiences
In contrast to previous findings, spousal age was not related to more
positive experiences of parenting (Umberson, 1989). This might be due to
the limited age range in our study. Our findings show, however, that the
marital stage is more determining. The longer couples are married, the less
parental stress is reported. Because this effect is controlled for the ages of
the spouses, it points to the beneficial effect of the spousal bound. Sharing
a marital reality together for a longer period in time may arm parents
against experiencing parenting as being too stressful.
However, the duration of marriage seems to have an opposite effect
on the marital system itself: wives perceive more negative communication
the longer the couple is married. This finding supports the idea that marital
quality declines gradually throughout the marital career and that women in
specific tend to report lower marital quality. However, it might contrast
with the earlier finding that women report less negative communication the
older children are. It is abundantly clear that further investigation on timeperiod-cohort effects is required to elucidate these results.
This recommendation is further supported by the finding that
husbands' negative perception of the marital communication depends on
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the age of the marital partners and not on the duration of being married.
The effects however take the opposite direction. Husbands evaluate their
marital communication more negatively to the extent that they are younger
and their wives are older. This result lends support to the reasoning of
Vannoy-Hiller and Philliber (1989) assuming that the discrepancy between
expectations and relational experiences is larger for older women, whereas
older men are more able to develop emotional relationships because in that
life stage they less strongly depend on establishing their masculine identity.
As emphasized before, future research needs to unravel the time, cohort
and period effects that play a part in the explanation of these findings.
The effect of education and network support on parental and marital experiences
The educational and network resources available to a couple are vital in
understanding parental and marital experiences. With respect to spousal
educational level, it was found that husbands' education in particular was
related to both spouses' parental experiences. The finding that lowereducated spouses have more positive experiences of parenthood in terms
of parenting satisfaction and parental role restriction contrasts the
commonly held idea that the more socio-economic resources available, the
more adequate one's role performance is. An explanation for this finding
needs to be sought in the higher opportunity costs of children for higher
educated spouses as well as in the cultural orientation of higher educated
people. Parenting might be a less far-reaching endeavor for lower class
spouses because of their specific attitudes: higher educated spouses endorse
less traditional family values than lower educated spouses. A post hoc
analysis on our data indeed demonstrates for both husbands and wives, a
positive association between one's appraisal of traditional family values on
the one hand, and parenting experiences in terms of the three aspects of
interest on the other hand. The less familial orientation of higher educated
parents makes the parental role less salient and hence more problematic.
However, with respect to the performance of marital roles, different
results are obtained when considering spousal educational level. We found
that wives assess the marital communication less negatively when their
husbands are higher educated. This might be due to the fact that these
husbands are equipped with better communication skills than lower
educated men and endorse more egalitarian sex role attitudes. The opposite
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result, however, holds with respect to women's education. The higher
women are educated, the more negative both spouses evaluate their
communication. This finding may reflect the lower contentment of higher
educated women with partnership. Because higher education is associated
with less traditionalism and a more emancipatory orientation, it may
become more difficult for higher educated women to maintain satisfying
marriages (Amato & Booth, 1995).
Besides spousal educational level, an important resource for parental
and marital functioning is the availability of social support. Our results
support the hypothesis that husbands and wives who have access to
network support for personal problems, experience parenting as less
problematic and less restrictive for their personal life. Some argue that this
might be due to fact that 'integrated' individuals rely less heavily on their
spouse for the fulfillment of a variety of needs (Booth, Edwards, &
Johnson, 1991). Because some needs are already met by other social
contacts, the expectations one has for the other partner may diminish. In
addition, others assert that embeddedness may generate a confident feeling
that one can count on the support of other people (Granovetter, 1985).
However, the strength of the associations between social support and
parental experiences is sex-specific. The availability of network support
appears to be more strongly associated to women's parental role restriction
and childrearing stress than to men's. A plausible line of explanation could
be that women enjoy more social support than men and therefore might
also take more advantage of it. This reasoning, though, does not hold with
respect to marital experiences because it seems that with respect to the
latter, men profit more from social support than women. Again, this might
be due to contemporary expectations on husbands' family involvement.
Today, men are expected to invest more in both partnership and parenthood. This investment is not obvious because men cannot rely on a
dominant social script or pre-given model. However, as to parenthood they
still can count on their female partners in case of problems and difficulties
because the latter are still have the final responsibility. Things are different
with respect to partnership since men have to take the responsibility
themselves in this respect. Therefore, more than is the case for women,
who are socialized to be 'relational gatekeepers', men can benefit from
'social others' in the development of partnership. In this respect, our study

238

Marital Relationships and Parenting Experiences in Established Marriages
specifies the findings of van Yperen (1990) on social comparison and
relationship satisfaction in the Netherlands. The author claims that women,
as a result of their relational orientation, talk more about their relationships
with others but are also more insecure in this respect because relational
problems are made explicit. Our results suggest that women's 'insecurity'
may be rather situated in the parenting domain whereas men's relate to the
marital relationship.
All in all, the significant and persistent role of social networks
throughout marriage was demonstrated for both husbands and wives. A
similar conclusion was reached by Bryant & Conger (1999) showing that
social support predicted a positive change in both husbands' and wives'
marital experiences in long-term marriages. Our study corroborates this
work and additionally identifies parenting as a mediating dynamic through
which social support contributes to marital well-being.
Long-term interrelationship between parenting and marital satisfaction
Using cross-lagged analysis, a significant contribution of our study is the
exploration of the long-term antecedent-consequence issue between the
marital and the parental system in established marriages. Our exploration of
three aspects of parenting, (a) parenting stress, (b) parenting satisfaction
and (c) parental role restriction resulted in only significant cross-lagged
effects between parental role restriction and marital satisfaction. This
means that in established marriages, role restriction and marital satisfaction
are both antecedent and consequence within a five years time interval. It
might be interpreted that in established marriages, role restriction and
marital satisfaction have become intertwined so strongly over time, that
both are associated in a bi-directional way; or maybe even in a circular way.
Given the conclusion that no cross-lagged effects for parenting stress and
parenting satisfaction are found, parental role restriction might be one of
the most relevant aspects of the parental system having a serious impact on
the marital system over time. Therefore, parental role restriction seems to
be the most important candidate for future explorations of long-term interrelationships. The long-term finding of no significant effects between
parenting stress and parental satisfaction, and marital satisfaction is in
contrast with the short-term findings of significant associations between
those variables. As to parental stress, this finding might be due to compen239
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sating effects. Some marital partners may suffer from parenting difficulties
and problems whereas others may become strengthened by this situation in
the long-term, offsetting the negative effects. The cross-sectional finding
that marital duration was negatively associated with parenting stress
supports the latter speculation.
The lack of cross-lagged effects between parenting and marital is in
contrast with the work of Rogers and Whyte (1998). Using a four-years
time span, these authors found significant cross-lagged effects between
marital and parental satisfaction. The reason why this finding was not
replicated may be due the longer period between the two measurement
points or to the broader range in ages of the included respondents in the
American study.
Therefore, it needs to be further investigated whether it holds that the
rewarding aspects of parenting (parental satisfaction) or the problems
induced by it (parenting stress), remain unimportant in the long-term
evaluation of marital satisfaction within established marriages. Based on our
study, however, it seems as if the mutual influence between the marital and
the parental system over time hinges more strongly on the restrictive nature
of the parental task, hindering individuals in their personal development.
Limitations and recommendations
Some caveats of our study should be noted. First, the spillover of multiple
roles is measured in a very limited way, i.e. by means of women's employment. Other indicators such as the division of household and parenting
labor between husbands and wives, indicating who takes the burden of
family care, may be useful indicators too. Nonetheless, it can be argued that
instead of measures of role spillover, a measure of role commitment may
yield alternative and interesting results. Indeed, the sacrifices one is willing
to make for performing different roles may deepening our insight in how
role spillover, but also role demands, relate to parenting and hence to
partnership.
Second, we need to learn more about communication as a mediating
mechanism. As we used a limited conceptualization of spousal communication, it remains unclear which specific aspects are harmful and which
interaction behavior can buffer the harmful effects of stress and strains on
partnership. Moreover, other mechanisms are conceivable which may be
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responsible for the effect of parental experiences on marital satisfaction.
For example, it is possible that the degree of cohesion brought about by
parenting, is central in understanding the interrelationship between parenthood and partnership.
Thirdly, and related to the previous remark, it should be emphasized
that social support was considered as a resource variable contributing to
parental and spousal well-being. However, social support can also buffer
stressful events by providing a solution to problems or by alleviating the
importance of a problem. In this way, network support may reduce or
eliminate the impact of stress (Cohen & Wills, 1985). This speculation must
be investigated in future research.
Fourth, it is recommended to examine whether the sex-specific effects
of the restrictive and stressful nature of the parental role might depend on
spouses' family ideology. The "interactive effects of ideology" (Greenstein,
1996) may be especially important in understanding why some women (and
men) experience more role restriction and stress than others.
Conclusion and implications
Our study yields some unique findings. First, the assumption that the
marital system is an antecedent for parenting should be replaced by a bidirectional relationship. Neither parenting nor marital satisfaction should be
dealt with only as an outcome variable. Second, and related to the previous
remark, it may be that spousal communication, which we defined as a
mediator between the parental and the marital systems, might also mediate
the effect of the marital to the parental system. Third, besides our support
of the widely held assumption that parenting is a gender-specific experience, our research design allowed to distinguish between gender-specific
and gender-a-specific associations. Fourth, it was found that the associations between parenting characteristics and marital characteristics are
stronger for men when considering parenting satisfaction and parenting
stress. However, when taken parental role restriction into account the
association between the parental and the marital system is stronger for
women.
The findings presented here also have implications for couple intervention. Helping parents to function better in their parenting responsibilities may be an important avenue to improve marital relationships. As we
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also demonstrated that successful parenting provides a source for satisfying
marriages by decreasing spousal perception of the marital communication
as negative, interventions focused on improving couples' communication
styles or the attributions associated with it, may also be an effective
strategy.
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PART III
Conclusions and Implications

10. Central Findings and Reflections

10.1. INTRODUCTION
This study was about husbands and wives' marriages in the Netherlands,
about 30 years after the onset of the so-called 'second demographic transition'. More specifically, attention was paid to the determinants and mechanisms underlying spousal satisfaction with marriage. The reason for this
emphasis needs to be sought in the changing nature and significance of
marital relationships. As a result of various social transformations, contemporary marriage is not only released from traditional cementing frames, but
also faced with increasing quality-related demands of its members. Hence,
more than ever, the survival of a union strongly depends on the nature of
the conjugal relationship itself.
However, the loss of a clear-cut normative recipe specifying the 'ought'
with regard to spousal behavior in marriages, makes it harder for partners
to make their relationships work today, the more so since the latter is no
longer exclusively built up around the complementary roles of husbands
and wives. Relationships have turned into a private enterprise in which
spouses are forced to work out their marital scripts on their own. Because
there is no longer a generally agreed external moral code, making explicit
one's positions and needs are at the core of modern marital relationships.
The conjugal bond therefore serves the (difficult) purpose of taken into
account and satisfying both partners' emotional needs. As the demographic
picture demonstrates, this emotional fulfillment as a primary basis for marriage in modern society is at the same time a serious risk and a major gain,
leading some to allege that the family is in decline whereas others consider
it as a new opportunity in developing equal partnership.
The present micro-sociological study endeavors to deepen our insight
into the factors that play a part in this emotional fulfillment, i.e. spousal
marital satisfaction. Because of this broad research agenda, we sought to
select significant topics penetrating the everyday reality of all married husbands and wives with children. The selected topics cover four general areas:
spousal socio-cultural and economic embeddedness, marital communica245
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tion, gender and parenting. To investigate how these areas affect husbands
and wives' satisfaction with marriage, six major research questions are
formulated. The first question deals with the valid and reliable measurement
of our central object under study. Regarding the second question, an attempt
is made to get a more profound grasp of the interrelationship between
marital satisfaction and communication over time. The third research question addresses the extent to which spousal satisfaction is affected by
women's economic position, and spouses' attitudes towards gender roles
and family values. It is also examined whether women's economic resources
are contingent upon these cultural orientations in influencing husbands and
wives' satisfaction with marriage. The fourth question relates to spouses'
gender role identity. More specifically, it is questioned how the incorporation of instrumental (masculine) and expressive (feminine) traits affects
spousal marital experiences and how this effect is conditional upon the
social position of the partners. The fifth question extends the previous
research question by examining several gender-related characteristics in
relation to marital satisfaction and marital communication. The final question assesses how the marital system hinges on parenting experiences. Both
short-term and long-term associations were considered as well as the possibility that marital communication mediates the spillover effect of the
parental system on the marital system.
To examine these questions, a Dutch longitudinal database of first
married couples was used. At the first measurement point in 1990, 646
couples were eligible for inclusion in the study. All couples had children
between 9 and 16 years old. Of this group, 386 couples participated a
second time five years later. Hence, to some extent, our research deals with
marital survivors. Considering the average marital duration of our research
sample, i.e. 22 years at the second measurement point, the couples under
study are likely to have weathered marital crises. This is not to say,
however, that only the most satisfied couples are left because dissatisfied
couples have their own reasons for remaining married. Nonetheless, it can
be assumed that a considerable proportion of dissatisfied couples have
already been filtered out of our sample. In this way, the results of the present study indicate which marital resources and processes play an important
part in longer-term marriages, but they do not inform us about resources in
other stages of the marital relationship or about the reasons why marriages
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do not succeed. The reader needs to keep this qualification in mind when
interpreting and reflecting on the research findings.
In the following section, the central findings of this study are reviewed
and reconsidered. To structure this review, findings are subsumed under
four general headings. Besides unifying the distinct results of the individual
chapters into a general conclusion, our results are interpreted in light of the
discussion presented in the first chapter. The third section delineates theoretical, methodological and future research implications. Some thoughts of
consideration of possible interest for policy makers are outlined as well. To
conclude, a few final remarks are discussed in the last section.
10.2. CENTRAL FINDINGS RECAPITULATED AND RECONSIDERED
Our review of the central findings is built up around four broad themes: (a)
spousal communication, (b) parenting, (c) spouses' economic and cultural
position and (d) gender. Because they are already described at length in the
individual discussions, a selection of the most important results will be
touched upon in this section. The aim is to go through the different studies
once again and to recapitulate the key results in order to arrive at more
general considerations on what our findings add up to in light of the initial
discussion on marriage in a changed social landscape (cf. Chapter 1).
10.2.1.

Communication

Marital satisfaction and communication are considered as two key elements
in understanding present marital behavior. Because of the weakening of
traditional prescriptions and external rules, the role of communication
moves from the periphery to the very heart of partnership. Husbands and
wives create their unique and intimate nomos world through a continuous
and open dialogue with each other (Berger & Kellner, 1964). By lack of
external and structural standards on what a 'good' marriage should look
like, marital partners use this dialogue to develop a satisfying partnership by
their own internal standards.
Because of the utmost importance of communication and marital satisfaction, Chapter 3 made a promising effort in developing a short, reliable
and valid instrument to assess both concepts. Two dimensions of commu-
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nication were distinguished. For the first dimension, items were included to
evaluate the degree to which certain forms of negative communication are
characteristic of the marital relationship (negative communication). In a
way, this scale measures the 'quality' of marital communication as perceived
by the partners of interest. Because the theoretical literature assumes that
current marital relationships are (or should be) characterized by more
openness, a second dimension included items measuring the openly sharing
of personal experiences (open communication).
The strong interwovenness of marital satisfaction and communication
has led some authors to suggest that they are both indicators of an underlying concept, 'marital quality'. However, replicating our results in independent samples and across time, our analysis demonstrates the conceptual
uniqueness of marital satisfaction, open communication, and negative
communication.
In a next step, the uniqueness of these concepts allowed investigating
their interrelationship over a five years time interval. Despite the assumed
central role of communication in developing satisfied partnerships, our
results indicate that communication does not predict marital satisfaction.
Instead, evidence was obtained for a reverse relationship with satisfied
husbands being more inclined to share personal experiences with their
partner. For women, no cross-lagged effects were demonstrated. Our sexspecific finding is striking in light of the widely held assumption that men
are not as relationally attuned as women. In Chapter 1, it was elucidated
that women are considered as the relational architects, being largely concerned with communication in and about their relationship. Hence, it
would be expected that women's rather than men's communication behavior relates to their experiences of partnership. Our opposite conclusion that
men's and not women's marital satisfaction predicts their open communication over time therefore needs to be sought in the importance of femininity in marriages. Compared to men, women score higher on open
communication. Therefore, it looks as if men within successful marriages
develop a communication style that their wives already tend to apply to a
larger extent (Chapter 4).
With respect to negative communication, which primarily focuses on
the communication between the partners, no long-term relationships with
marital satisfaction were established. This finding indicates that negative
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partner communication is more consistently associated with concurrent
marital satisfaction than with subsequent or prior assessments within a five
years time interval (Chapter 4). As such, satisfaction reflects negative marital
communication (and vice versa), rather than that they influence each other.
Because negative communication measures interactions between partners, it was considered a potential mechanism through which the partner
and the parental system are linked with each other. In Chapter 1, it was
elaborated that both parental and marital roles are salient sources of identity
and therefore closely tied up with each other. Drawing upon the vsa-model
of Karney and Bradbury, it was hypothesized that experiences in the
parental role are likely to spillover onto the marital experiences through the
behaviors that husbands and wives exchange. Three indicators for parental
experiences were considered, i.e. satisfaction with the parental role, feelings
of restriction by the parental role and experiencing parenting as problematic
and burdensome. Evidence was found for parental role restriction and
parental stress to have negative effects on both spouses' marital satisfaction
because these characteristics cause partners to communicate more negatively with each other (Chapter 9). Hence, despite the failure to establish a
long-term association between negative communication and marital satisfaction (Chapter 4), it can be asserted that marital communication is of vital
importance in understanding husbands and wives' satisfaction with marriage in the short-term. The marital dialogue represents a central process
through which partners not only make their internal relational standards
explicit, but also ventilate their parental experiences. In this way, raising
children may considerably weigh on the spousal system, burdening parents'
enactment of their marital role.
10.2.2. Parenting
From the discussion in Chapter 1 the parallels between partnership and
parenting became clear since both are increasingly driven by emotional
motives and needs, instead of economic ones. Husbands and wives both
expect to draw emotional-affective satisfaction from their parental role.
Children may give partnership an extra dimension and may serve as an
important anchor point because parenthood cannot fail in the same way as
can partnership. However, like maintaining partnership, parenting also
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needs to meet stringent requirements, exerting pressure on individuals to
favorably combine both parental, spousal and other tasks. As mentioned in
the previous paragraph, children can therefore hindering individuals in their
enactment of the marital role. Because of their close connection, the interrelationship between the parental and spousal system was studied more
profoundly in Chapter 9.
First, our findings show that wives experience more parental stress and
role restriction but also seem to be more satisfied with the parental role
than husbands. These sex-specific experiences are due to the central
importance of motherhood in traditional images of femininity. Apparently,
the high salience of the mother role simultaneously accounts for positive
feelings but also for stress and strain. As the saying goes "no pleasure without pain". Indeed, the salience of the mother role may exert pressure on the
accomplishment of the role and therefore on being 'responsible' for the
problems and difficulties related to role performance. Because of the
salience of the mother role, contemporary women also feel more restricted
by their parental role than men. However, our study indicates that mothers'
participation in the labor market can remedy this feeling of restriction.
These findings are a good example of the negative side effects of role
specialization as also voiced in the economic debate on the breadwinning
role of men. Segregated sex roles may have positive effects because of the
clear role delineation but at the same time cause men and women to be
held exclusively responsible for the performance of their task.
Parental experiences are not only differentiated by sex but also according to the educational level of the parents. Less educated spouses report
more positive parental experiences than higher educated partners. Thus,
instead of benefiting from one's educational capital for performing the
parental role, the opposite seems to be true. This effect might be due to
children's higher opportunity cost for better educated spouses. Moreover,
education is negatively related to familialism (cf. infra). In fact, the burden
of parenting may be alleviated by holding a pro-family orientation, which is
more likely to be true for lower educated spouses. Hence, adequately
performing a role, or at least having a more positive perception of it, does
not only relate to resources available to perform one's role but may also be
linked to compatible orientations held towards the role. In this way, socio-
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economic resources and cultural orientations can have contradictory effects
on role performance and experiences.
More consistent, however, is the positive effect of spousal access to
network support for alleviating the burdens of parenting. The beneficial
effect of social support can be explained by the fact that one can rely on
others to fulfill certain needs, lowering the expectations toward the partner.
The beneficial effect of social support is sex-specific since access to network support has a stronger effect on women's than on men's feelings of
parental role restriction and parental stress. This finding is not remarkable
in light of the aforementioned conclusion that women also experience more
stress and strain in their mother role and therefore can take more advantage
of sources of support. Moreover, although the standard of motherhood
may have become less imperative for an increasing number of women, the
demand for ´psychologically´ responsible motherhood adds to contemporary women's feelings of insecurity (Brinkgreve, 1988). The availability of a
social network can help to relieve these feelings.
Besides examining the differentiated parental experiences, we also
investigated the impact of parenting on spousal marital experiences. Once
more, the result is sex-specific. For husbands, experiences of parental stress
are more closely tied up with their marital experiences than is true for
wives, whereas for wives, experiences of parental role restriction (and not
parental stress) are more strongly connected with marital experiences than
those of their husbands. The partner effects that these aspects brought
about as well, support the interwovenness between marriage and husbands’
parental stress, and between marriage and wives’ parental role restriction.
Husbands' parental stress does not only affect their own perception of
marital communication but also that of their wives. Similarly, wives' parental role restriction also impinges on their husbands' view of communication.
In other words, the sex-specific spillover of parenting on marriage (i.e in
terms of strength of association) precisely occurs for those parental
domains with which the sexes are increasingly confronted as a consequence
of changed sex role expectations. Indeed, women may feel ever more hindered by their parental role because other options became socially available
in the life project of women. Reversely, because men are now socially
allowed to take up parental roles, they are confronted with the problems
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and difficulties associated with it. In this respect, contemporary marriages
suffer from the broadening of men and women's (mental) horizon.
Despite the stronger association between wives' marital experiences
and their parental role restriction, our long-term analysis indicates for both
spouses that feelings of parental restriction are cause as well as consequence
of marital satisfaction in the long term; they mutually influence each other.
For the other parental aspects, no cross-lagged effects were established.
Hence, it looks as if the mutual influence between the marital and the
parental system over time hinges more strongly on the restrictive nature of
the parental task than on the rewarding or problematic aspects, indicating
that husbands and wives meet difficulties in combining a demanding task
like parenting with other self-fulfilling activities.
10.2.3. Spouses' Labor Market Resources and Their Cultural
Orientations
Women's increased labor market resources are often considered as the
essence of current marital vulnerability (cf. Chapter 1). It is argued that
their enhanced economic status makes them less dependent on the marital
institution and gives them more bargaining power within marriage. This socalled female independence hypothesis received some support in the present study
when considering wives' education. Both spouses appear to be less satisfied
with marriage when wives are better educated (Chapter 5). From Chapter 9,
it became clear that this finding might be due to the more negative parental
experiences of higher educated mothers and the negative effects of
women's education on marital communication. Rather than benefiting from
wives' (better) communication skills, it seems that couples whose wives are
higher educated communicate more negatively. This might support the
bargaining argument. It can be speculated that an increased educational
level of women may put marriage under stress because these women have
more verbal skills to make their needs and desires, which are more likely to
be non-traditional, explicit. This assertiveness may unbalance the traditional
positions of men and women within marriage and therefore enhances the
chance of conflict and negative communication.
This speculation might also explain the finding that husbands belonging to higher income families tend to report stronger declines in marital
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satisfaction than those belonging to lower income families. Probably, the
explanation must be sought in the social position of their wives since
women in higher income families are higher educated than their female
counterparts of lower income families. The stronger position of these wives
(and the cultural and verbal characteristics associated with it) might be a
threat for husbands' marital comfort.
When considering female employment instead of education, the female
independence assumption was not strongly supported. Our study
documents that women’s labor market participation does not put husbands'
marriage under pressure but rather affects women's. Considering the longterm analysis, our findings indicate that employed women do not
experience more or less decrease in marital satisfaction than do nonemployed women. Lower marital satisfaction, though, was reported by
women who became unemployed between the first and second
measurement point. The loss of work and hence the change in and
adaptation to new roles rather than employment as such seem to affect
women's satisfaction within the private sphere.
Nonetheless, an important finding of our cross-sectional analysis is that
men can relieve the impact of women's outside employment on their wives'
marital satisfaction by holding pro-family attitudes. The more husbands
appraise traditional family values, the more positive wives' employment
turns out to be for wives' satisfaction (Chapter 5). At first glance, the
conclusion that husbands' endorsement of values such as "living for your
family" and "having children", and not their egalitarian gender role
orientation, provides a favorable context for women being satisfied when
they are employed is remarkable. Instead of being irreconcilable, husbands'
traditional family orientation is a gain for employed women. Other research
suggests that this might be due to the higher motivation of these husbands
to invest in and be committed to family life. Apparently, this commitment
makes it easier for contemporary women to combine their family role with
a role in the public sphere. To state it pithily, the more women withdraw
from the private sphere, the more men need to enter this sphere for
satisfying their wives. It looks as if the family role of the husband is also
increasingly situated within the family than merely outside it. This contrasts
with the situation of fifty years ago, about which Dumon (1977, p. 20)
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diagnosed that, "Strangely enough, the family role of the man-father [as
provider and breadwinner] is situated outside the family".
The fading of domains exclusively reserved for one of the sexes, goes
hand in hand with a cultural relaxation on what men and women 'ought' to
do. An increasing preference for shared and equal responsibilities between
husbands and wives results in wide social acceptance of performing astereotypical tasks. Moreover, the stronger emphasis put on autonomy and
freedom of individuals, results in a weaker orientation on traditional family
values. These cultural processes also affect the internal marital reality of
husbands and wives and hence their evaluation of it. A major finding of the
present study is that we have a stronger case for these cultural than for
economic variables to be important determinants for marital satisfaction.
Particularly, spouses' endorsement of traditional family values positively
contributes to their own satisfaction with marriage. This is probably true
because 'family' is a salient part of these spouses' identity, encouraging the
sacrifices one is willing to make to develop a satisfying partnership.
In this respect, our study also showed that husbands' marital
satisfaction depends on their wives' appraisal of traditional family values.
This finding is not remarkable since it is not question of role change here.
However, it might indicate the uncertainty accompanying women's
changing role and expectations. The privilege of men to have structural
power in society, now also becomes available for women. Even when
women are solely housewives, no one can deny these changed expectations
and the waning dominance of women's role of family maker. The availability
rather than the actual employment of women might more strongly affect
spousal marital experiences (Ruggles, 1997). Apparently, in a social area of
insecurity and relationship fragility, successful partnership requires a profamily orientation.
However, this reasoning is not true when considering sex role expectations. Women's orientation on egalitarian sex roles does not make their
husbands more or less happy with their marriage. In contrast, women
report to be more satisfied when their husbands value equal roles for men
and women. In essence, however, a progressive gender role attitude on part
of the husband refers to a pro-family-orientation as well. These men have
adapted themselves to changed social circumstances in which men and
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women interact on equal terms and in which men may perform stereotypical female roles.
10.2.4. Gender
In reflecting upon the previous themes, gender manifests itself as a quintessential part of married life. Unlike biological sex, gender is created and
recreated in interaction with others and as such is a social product (West &
Zimmerman, 1987). Men and women do not only reproduce but can also
transform gender through their behavior, attitudes and self-definitions
(Connell, 1985; Hochschild & Machung, 1989). Particularly, because social
prescriptions of what it means to be 'man' or 'woman' have become less
restrictive, a whole plethora of gender expressions become available.
Women can now display typical masculine behavior by taking a paid job
and at the same time strongly incorporate female expressive qualities. In a
similar vein, men can define themselves in stereotypical masculine qualities
while also engaging in childrearing tasks. Hence, gender may operate in
different ways within marriage. One of the questions in this study was to
what degree and how gender, in the broad sense of the word, impinges on
the marital system. This effect could be twofold. For one, different gender
characteristics can be similarly related to specific marital aspects, and for
another, the same gender characteristics can differently affect different
marital aspects. The generation under study is particularly relevant in this
respect because they were socialized with a sex-segregated social model that
they questioned as adults later in life.
Drawing upon identity theory and the multifactorial theory of gender,
the interrelationships between different gender characteristics and different
marital characteristics were studied in Chapter 7 and 8. Three gender
aspects were distinguished: (a) gender role attitudes, (b) gender role identity,
i.e. incorporating stereotypical male and/or female qualities, and (c) gender
role behavior, i.e. performing household and childrearing tasks. According
to the multifactorial gender theory, these different gender aspects might be
differently related to marital outcomes whereas identity theory hypothesizes
that a female identity yields positive marital communication and therefore
possibly also higher marital satisfaction. The reverse is assumed as to male
identity.
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Given the central importance of marital communication in understanding marital satisfaction, the relationship between gender and communication was firstly investigated. Considering gender role identity and gender role
attitudes, our findings show that expressive spouses communicate less negatively and more openly, whereas egalitarian orientated wives and husbands
communicate less negatively and the latter also more openly. Hence,
adopting feminine orientated characteristics positively influences husbands
and wives' communication behavior in marriage.
Considering gender role behavior, contrasting results were obtained.
Wives taking the main responsibility of childrearing, communicate more
negatively whereas husbands being responsible for childrearing communicate more openly. The former may fit the idea of women wanting no longer
being the primary caretaker of children. For men, however, childrearing
apparently creates possibilities to communicate more openly about their
personal experiences. Taking these findings together, it can be asserted that,
"being expressive", "having egalitarian sex role attitudes" and "taking care
of children", are all part of husbands' view of being feminine because under
these circumstances men display a more feminine communication style of
openly sharing experiences. The latter is even more strongly pronounced
for expressive husbands belonging to higher income groups. In this respect,
"being expressive", "having egalitarian sex role attitudes" and "taking care
of children", may signify new elements in the old image of masculinity as a
way to adapt to new demands of partnership.
The assumption that gender operates differently within marriage also
became clear when considering marital satisfaction. It was demonstrated
that an important difference exists between the family orientation of women
(cf. supra) and the family role of women. Whereas women's familialism (i.e.
appraising traditional family values) positively affects both husbands and
wives' marital satisfaction, it was found that having the main responsibility
of parenting turns out negatively for women's experiences of partnership.
This finding, along with the positive marital effects of husbands' parenting,
might account for the fact that fathers are increasingly expected to take part
in childrearing as well.
This norm, however, does not seem to exist as regards housework. The
performance of domestic tasks by husbands has a negative influence on
both spouses' evaluations of their marriage whereas wives' household labor
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does not have a significant impact on marital satisfaction. Hence, it seems
that caring and household labor have become dissociated, with the former
being more socially approved (Dumon, 1997). Household labor appears to
be de-emphasized by spouses as a potential source of satisfaction in
marriage.
The significance of social valued behavior for spousal marital experiences is brought further to a head when discerning higher and lower social
classes. The present study shows that the impact of the approval and disapproval of childrearing, respectively household tasks, is even more pronounced
in distinct income classes. Wives in higher income levels are less positive
about their marriage when doing the lion's share of household labor
whereas husbands and wives evaluate their marriage more positively when
being responsible for parental tasks. Higher income classes may be able to
'buy' behavior that is less valued (e.g. household labor). In contrast,
displaying behavior that is highly valued and emotionally loaded entails
more positive consequences (in terms of marital satisfaction). Apparently,
by taking more marital advantage of performing childrearing labor, higher
income groups distinguish themselves from lower social classes. This might
be due to the different meanings attached to having children. The salience
of raising children in higher social classes becomes clear in both the positive consequences it has for marital satisfaction in higher income groups
and the negative parental experiences reported by higher educated spouses.
These findings might indicate that in higher social classes, children are a
more deliberate choice than they are in lower social groups. Children are
part of the whole set of choices one is 'forced' to make but for which one is
also held responsible.
It is striking to note that higher income couples accentuate traditional
female behavior in the sphere of parent-child relations, whereas the reverse
holds for stereotypical female identity traits. Indeed, evidence was obtained
for spouses to be more satisfied when women endorse more stereotypical
male and less stereotypical female traits. Overall, it seems that motherhood,
probably because of its social value, represents behavior that reproduces
traditional femininity within higher income groups whereas household
labor as well as gender identity traits represent domains through which
higher income women produce a new image of femininity, i.e. not performing household labor and incorporating qualities that are traditionally
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associated with masculinity. Or an alternative reasoning may be true, i.e.
child rearing might have increasingly become a sex-neutral task, not being
specifically associated with femininity or masculinity, allowing men (and
women) to respond to new (feminine) requirements.
In lower income groups, another picture can be drawn. By emotional
disapproving (i.e. being marital dissatisfied) women who define themselves
in stereotypical male traits, lower income husbands might define what is
optimally masculine. Possibly, this attitude is also 'functional' for spousal
satisfaction in the private sphere. It may allow lower income husbands to
'control' the sphere of partnership by preferring not-masculine women but
rather women who are typified as stereotypically feminine.
Considering stereotypical feminine and masculine qualities in higher
and lower social classes where the wife is employed, our findings show that
wives' gender role identity is not a critical factor in understanding spousal
marital satisfaction. In contrast, the focus is directed towards husbands'
qualities. For being satisfied with one's marriage it appears that a
strengthened economic position of women in higher social layers requires
de-emphasizing husbands' stereotypical qualities whereas in lower social
layers it demands an accentuation of these traits. In fact, 'masculine' men
might be incompatible with women who display non-traditional female
behavior, i.e. labor market participation.
However, it is remarkable that this incompatibility does not result from
the smaller gap between husbands and wives' occupational status in higher
social layers. Post-hoc analyses have shown that in spite of women's higher
occupational status in higher social classes, the distance between both
spouses' occupation is significantly larger in the higher than in the lower
social strata. Hence, the economic power of higher-class husbands is relatively larger than that of their male counterparts in lower social classes.
Perhaps, this gap might explain higher-class husbands' (unconscious) indulgence in the field of stereotypical identity traits. Indeed, subverting the male
status position by less adhering to stereotypical male qualities is probably
more far-reaching or threatening for lower-class men than for higher-class
men. The latter may maintain a status difference by their relatively higher
occupation. Although this assertion cannot be proved by means of this
study, it is tempting to speculate.
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This speculation notwithstanding, our study demonstrates that by far
the most significant factor in spousal marital satisfaction in higher and
lower social classes is husbands' incorporation of expressive qualities. Husbands who define themselves as "being kind", "not hiding emotions" and
"expressing tender feelings", are more satisfied with marriage and so are
their wives. This effect is probably due to the less negative and more open
communication of these men. As indicated, the latter is of utmost importance in a social scenery characterized by less structural prescriptions. Accidents in communication may cause damage to the marriage and to its vital
function of personal and emotional fulfillment (cf. Chapter 1). Our study
shows that husbands' self-identification in terms of stereotypical female
qualities positively fosters this behavior.
Overall, this gender discussion leads us to conclude that the onus is on
the husband; the more so since our study shows that husbands' non-traditional sex role behavior and identifications are beneficial for higher-class
marriages. Particularly, the belief that an essential role is reserved for men
can be substantiated when considering the principle of stratified diffusion, stating that lower status groups have a tendency to imitate those above them
(Cheal, 1991, p. 121). If it is true that important changes are likely to begin
high up in the status hierarchy and gradually diffuse downwards, it can be
expected that in the foreseeable future successful marriages will require
more 'feminine' men and perhaps also more 'masculine' women.
10.3. CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS: STRENGTHS, UNRESOLVED
ISSUES AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The present study significantly contributes to the study of marital satisfaction. The reason is twofold. For one, determinants and processes underlying spousal marital satisfaction in the Netherlands are not well corroborated. For another, our study extends prior research by the specific issues
that were addressed and/or by the techniques that were used. In this section, we summarize the major strengths but also the shortcomings of this
study. This task involves three steps. First, we reflect upon the methodological aspects characterizing the present study. Second, recent theorizing
on marital satisfaction is evaluated in light of our findings. Finally, we discuss significant unresolved issues. Through the whole section, it is
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attempted to only deal with research caveats that go beyond those already
made in the individual chapters of Part II.
10.3.1. Methodological Reflections
Two-Wave Design and Individual Trajectories. The use of a two-wave
panel design in this study had major strengths. It allowed us to validate our
central measures across time and to gain more insight in the short-term and
long-term associations between marital satisfaction and relevant covariates.
Moreover, by considering the same individuals for two periods in time,
intra-individual changes in relation to marital satisfaction (change) were
assessed. Nevertheless, the use of a two-wave panel design also has limitations. These have to do with the limited inferences that can be drawn about
change in marriage. With two measurement points, the most complex line
that can be fitted is a straight line (Rogossa, 1995). Hence, it can be assessed whether change has occurred but not whether the change is nonlinear. At least three waves of data are required to better understand how
and why marital satisfaction follows a particular pattern throughout the
marital career. Doing so, the researcher also has the possibility to examine
individual trajects throughout time (Bradbury, Fincham & Beach, 2000). In
the present study, we reviewed marital processes with a fine-tooth comb,
revealing differences in social class experiences and in husbands and wives'
marital processes. Therefore, the evolution of a lower class wife's marital
satisfaction may be very different from that of their male counterpart
belonging to a higher social class. Especially in the light of an individualized
'self-made' life course, the use of traject-based models with multi-wave data
is a promising research line for the future. The lesson that variables and
strategies that make partners happy in the short term will not necessarily
have the same impact in the long term, must researchers motivate to not
only ask about what people makes happy, but also to deal with the issue of
when and why (Holmes, 2000).
Dyadic Data and Partner Effects. A major advantage of this study is the
availability of information from both husband and wife. Karney and
Bradbury (1995) conclude, based on their meta-analysis that one out of
three longitudinal studies on marital quality and stability fail to take sex
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differences into account. Because this is often due to the fact that data are
only gathered by one of the partners, studies also fail considering partner
effects in their analyses. Therefore, the strength of using couple data, as in
our study, is twofold. For one, the availability of these data allowed us to
evaluate sex-specific marital experiences. For another, information of the
partner could be used to explain the marital outcomes of the other partner.
To deal with husbands and wives' dependency, we exploited the capacity of
structural equation modeling to use the couple as a unit of analysis. Hence, husbands and wives' information could be simultaneously included in one
analysis with the purpose of testing for significant differences (Kenny &
Cook, 1999). Illustrative for the argument that the consideration of both
husbands and wives is a requisite for fully capturing the differences and
similarities in spouses' marital experiences is the cross-lagged analysis
described in Chapter 4. Conducting this analysis for husbands and wives
separately, our results showed that the cross-lagged effect from wives'
marital satisfaction to negative communication is significant as well. However, by including husbands and wives' information in one model, the longterm association between marital satisfaction and negative communication
is no longer significant. This example shows that only studying information
of one of the partners yield a biased view of the interpersonal nature of
marital relationships.
Quantitative versus Qualitative Designs. The chosen method determines what sort of picture will be taken of marriage: a close-up or a wideangle picture. To draw a comprehensive picture, however, both are needed.
Using solely a quantitative design, the underlying meanings attached to
some phenomena escape our notice. Therefore, qualitative research might
supplement our research findings and deepen our insights obtained from
quantitative studies. For example, face-to-face interviews enable the
researcher to fully explore what it means for Dutch husbands and wives to
perform household and childrearing tasks. Husbands might consider the
performance of household tasks as an expression of their caring, and thus
'emotional' work, whereas women do not perceive it that way. Women may
rather desire emotional work as defined in feminine terms. Similarly, it can
be questioned to what extent different members distinguish between the
task-related aspects of childcare and the more emotional components asso-
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ciated with it. And what are the mechanisms behind the sex-specific parental experiences? Can it be assumed that women feel restricted because they
are 'expected' to prefer parenting above 'other' personal fulfillments
whereas men feel restricted because they are used to disregard the extra
responsibility of childrearing? These and other questions can be overcome
by extending quantitative research designs with a close-up approach from
qualitative research.
10.3.2. Theoretical Reflections
Throughout the chapters of Part II, several theoretical frames were considered useful candidates for investigating marital outcomes. Despite the use
of distinct theoretical perspectives, the various topics addressed throughout
this study could be thought within a more general model of marriage. One
model qualified for capturing the diverse relationships that were examined,
was the VSA-model of Karney and Bradbury (1995). As indicated, the VSAmodel is a rather abstract model, identifying four substantial domains to
understand the outcome of partner relationships: enduring vulnerabilities,
stressful events, adaptive processes and marital quality. Although this
model acknowledges the complexity and diversity of marriage as well as the
processes by which marriages change, the findings of the present study
recommend a further specification of this theoretical model.
First, the gender dimension is not explicitly addressed in the model.
Nonetheless, our study has shown several differences between husbands
and wives regarding enduring vulnerabilities (e.g. cultural orientations, gender role identity), stressful events (e.g. parental experiences) and adaptive
processes (e.g. open communication).
Second, the concept of 'enduring vulnerabilities' is ambiguous. According to Karney and Bradbury (1995, p. 461) this concept refers to "stable
demographic, historical, personality and experiential factors that individuals
bring to marriage". These characteristics should 'set the stage' for marriage.
As a consequence, the relevance of attitudes and characteristics acquired
during the marital course is absent from the model. Above and beyond the
premarital factors that spouses bring to marriage, they may also develop
characteristics throughout the marital career. For example, spouses' social
network may significantly affect the stressful events that the couple
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encounters as well as the capacity to adapt to these events. Social support,
however, is hard to think of as an enduring vulnerability. Hence, it seems
that one important domain is missing in the VSA-model, i.e. instable personal
characteristics. As became clear from our study, these characteristics,
among which include social support or gender role attitudes, are also
related to stressful life events and to spousal adaptive processes. However,
in contrast to enduring vulnerabilities (e.g. family of origin experiences),
these characteristics may alter during the marital course.
Third, the VSA-model shed insufficient light on moderating contexts.
For example, the interrelatedness between husbands and wives' vulnerabilities and their adaptive processes may be contingent upon the specific social
environments in which they act. This assertion was supported in the present study. Among others, it was demonstrated that husbands' and wives'
gender role identity has a different impact on spousal marital satisfaction or
communication within higher or lower social classes and according to the
marital stage. With respect to the latter, it should be noted that the couples
under study have already been married for some time. Therefore, the
research problems addressed in this study might yield different results if
examined among a sample of newlywed couples.
In sum, these findings indicate that the VSA-model may manifest itself
differently within different social contexts. Therefore, attention needs to be
paid to the specific conditions under which the relationships between specific vulnerabilities, stressful events, and adaptive processes hold. In this
respect, the VSA-model might benefit from a social ecological thinking of
marriage. The emphasis put by social ecology on the mutual interdependence between the marital partners as well as between the marital partners
and the smaller and broader social environments in which they function,
may bring the dynamically social nature of partnership into the VSA-model.
I document this suggestion with two examples. First, the degree to which a
spouse behaves negatively towards the other partner (adaptive processes)
can be triggered by the social context. It might be more tolerated within
middle classes than in lower social classes that women behave negatively
towards their husbands, engendering different marital experiences and outcomes for the husbands and wives of interest. A second example relates to
the aforementioned development of personal characteristics during marriage. Spouses may enter marriage with a particular orientation towards
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gender roles. This orientation can be re-adjusted by one or both of the
spouses, for example, after the birth of the first child. This re-adjustment
may in its turn affect subsequent marital satisfaction. Hence, as indicated
above, the VSA-model seems to lack a fifth domain, i.e. 'individual characteristics', which are unsteady in nature. These characteristics may affect
both stressful events and adaptive processes.
These caveats on gender differences and the moderating nature of
marital relationships also imply that there is not a single theory of marital
satisfaction. Our research suggests at least specifications with respect to
sex, marital stage, cultural orientation, and socioeconomic context. In this
respect, it is worthwhile to investigate and compare more homogeneous
groups in order to examine the validity of theoretical models.
10.3.3. Towards a New Research Agenda for Studying Marital
Satisfaction
In the different studies of Part II several recommendations for future research were addressed. Moreover, the speculations made when interpreting
our research findings in the second paragraph of this section, each feeds the
research agenda. The attempt of this paragraph is to exceed the individual
chapters with the intention of formulating some general and promising
research lines for the future. Four directions are outlined below. These
concern research on indirect effects, conditional effects, partner incongruence and social networks.
Indirect Effects. Our study indicates that the widely held assumption that
socioeconomic background factors are weakly correlated with marital satisfaction might be due to the focus on direct effects. Therefore, future
research needs to more fully explore which background factors are directly
or indirectly related to marital satisfaction. Our study showed, on the one
hand, that economic factors in terms of income and income satisfaction
might play an important part in understanding change in marital satisfaction;
and on the other hand that several background factors directly relate to
spousal marital communication. It looks as if: (a) education might have
both direct and indirect effects through communication on marital satisfaction, (b) life cycle variables (e.g. age and marital duration) might have indi-
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rect effects through marital communication and (c) income and income
satisfaction might rather affect marital satisfaction across time. Research
that includes these different levels of background characteristics, communicational variables and marital satisfaction of both husbands and wives is
scarce (see Kurdek, 1993). Therefore, it is recommended that future
research further deciphers this complexity of direct and indirect effects
between background factors and marital relationships.
This remark also holds with respect to gender role identity. The study
reported in Chapter 6, using marital outcome variables other than marital
satisfaction, supports the assumption that gender role identity has larger
effects on marital communication than on marital satisfaction. Moreover,
research needs to explore to what degree spouses' gender role identity
affects marital satisfaction indirectly through spousal parental experiences.
It can be speculated, for example, that husbands' expressiveness is beneficial for marriage because of its positive effects on parental experiences. In a
similar vein, it can be examined whether the positive effect of women's
'masculine' qualities in higher social classes is due to the less negative
parental experiences of these women. Perhaps, successful higher-class marriages increasingly require 'masculine' women because they are better able
to cope with the difficult combination of raising children and participating
in the labor market. Hence, the impact of gender role identity is probably
greater than shown by research using a single indicator like marital satisfaction or studying direct effects only.
Conditional Effects. Although of significant importance to capture the
complexity of marriage, moderating effects are rarely considered in previous research. Two directions seem promising. First, our study demonstrated that wives' satisfaction with the family income plays a part in understanding their subsequent marital satisfaction. This finding taps the issue of
relative deprivation as accentuated in the theory of Easterlin (see Chapter 1). It
is advisable to explore the causes of this effect. Thus far, we have no idea
of the degree to which the effects of income satisfaction are limited to
those who are confronted with 'objective' economic hardship or to those
who do not face 'objective' economic hardship but have higher aspirations.
And if the latter is true, why are women, more than men, sensitive to this
relative deprivation? Therefore, it is recommendable to examine interaction
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effects between objective and subjective indicators of economic circumstances
in future research.
Second, it needs to be examined to what degree the effects of gender
role identity and parental experiences are contingent upon cultural orientations such as gender role and family attitudes. The latter may provide a
different context in which particular aspects are evaluated. For example, the
questions arises whether our results on the spillover of parental on marital
experiences depends on the more or less traditional orientation of the
spouses towards gender roles and family values. Since these cultural orientations underwent major shifts during the past decades, the question as to
what extent they steer personal experiences in distinct areas of the private
sphere becomes important.
Partner Incongruence. An important unresolved issue in this study is the
incongruity between and within spouses with respect to gender and other
characteristics. It is sometimes argued that the lag between husbands and
wives' role behavior and the more advanced beliefs they hold in this respect lies
at the core of current marital problems. Because an important difference
might exist between what people think and what people actually do, examining the effects of discrepancies between, for example, gender role identity, gender role behavior (domestic labor and labor market participation),
and gender role attitudes within individuals may contribute to a more full
understanding of how marital reality is experienced by the partners. In view
of the interdependence of marital partners, not only the within-individual
but also the between-individual incongruences are relevant to consider. This
becomes also clear in the benchmark paper of Karney and Bradbury (1995).
Applying meta-analytical techniques, the authors estimated the aggregate
effect size for frequently studied variables in longitudinal research on marital satisfaction. Personality homogamy was established as one of the
strongest predictors. Besides personality, literature has demonstrated that
spousal homogamy with respect to other characteristics, such as religion or
socioeconomic background, is also beneficial for the satisfaction experienced by the spouses (Heaton, 1984; Medling & McCarrey, 1981). However, little attempt is made to consider homogamy as a multidimensional
phenomenon. Doing so, insight would be gained in the relative importance
of different dimensions of structural and cultural stratification for spousal
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marital satisfaction as well as in the different importance of homogamy
dimensions within higher and lower social layers. Scrutinizing the effects of
spousal congruence on structural, cultural and personality characteristics
may contribute to our understanding of how 'similar' couples differently
adapt to stressful events and everyday experiences than couples showing
incongruent features.
Social Support. An important conclusion that can be drawn in the face of
what some claim as a period of (negative) individualism is the importance
of social integration in understanding satisfying marriages. Spouses who can
fall back on network support have more positive parental experiences and
perceive their marital communication and satisfaction as more positive as
well. However, we have not analyzed the nature and mechanisms lying
behind these positive effects. Several questions remain open. Has social
support a direct effect or rather a buffering effect on marital satisfaction? Is
the beneficial effect of social support merely due to the existence or to the
number, frequency or intensity of the received social support? Does the
emotional or rather the instrumental aspect of social support determine the
beneficial effects on marriage? Besides, more attention needs to be paid to
the social structures and processes that cause social support networks. For
example, it must be investigated how the significance and usefulness of
social support may vary across groups in different structural positions – for
example men and women in lower and upper economic classes. Moreover,
assuming that attitudes are formed through interaction, it can be questioned
whether there is a link between diverse aspects of social support and
cultural orientations in their effects on marital satisfaction? At least at a
broader societal level, it can be speculated that the mechanisms through
which large social transformations affect marital relationships might run
through the social relations in whom marital life is embedded. Therefore, a
much fuller understanding of these relations might be fruitful for capturing
how major shifts in social life, as described in Chapter 1, affect the everyday
life of husbands and wives.
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10.3.4. Policy Thoughts
Although this study has not attempted to evaluate Dutch family policy or to
derive policy implications, in this paragraph some tentative recommendations and general points of attention are made on the basis of our research
findings. The ideas presented hereafter need to be seen as a potential
breeding ground for policy initiatives rather than as concrete, delineated
measures. The policy thoughts put forward concern (a) the spousal system
and (its relation to) the parental system, (b) social diversity in private
experiences and (c) the temporality of families.
Regarding the spousal system, our study points to the importance of
stimulating husbands' taking over aspects of the stereotypical female role. It
was found that men's expressiveness, open communication, and child rearing participation are important sources of spousal satisfaction with contemporary marriage. In this respect, the accentuation of the private female
sphere and the public male sector as prevalent in 'modern' society, is questioned in developing a satisfying partnership in 'postmodern' society. Moreover, stimulating men fulfilling roles in the private sphere might overcome
the problems faced by women in their role as primary caregiver. This
became apparent in our research findings with regard to the parental system
in specific. Because of a strong social orientation on women as primary
caregivers, mothers feel more restricted and stressed by the parental role
than fathers, indicating the negative side-effects of sex role specialization.
Having a paid job, however, can alleviate women's feeling of parental role
restriction. Hence, it seems that policy orientations on the public role of
women and the private role of men need to go hand in hand.
However, stimulating and realizing this new orientation on sex roles is
a difficult policy target because deep-rooted social images of womanhood
and in particular manhood, lie at the core of this issue. It has to do with
profound social expectations and habits ingrained with husbands and wives.
Therefore, to realize such gender shifts, changes must take place both
within the structural context (i.e. political and economic conditions), and
within the prevailing cultural scripts.
As concerns the structural context, huge differences exist between
husbands and wives' economic position in the Netherlands. For the couples
studied in this research, this might be due to the higher educational levels
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of husbands in comparison to their wives. Consequently, husbands' participating in unpaid caring labor is relatively expensive because they can earn
more by participating in paid labor. However, the different economic positions of Dutch husbands and wives could also result from the implicit
family policy pursued by the Dutch government during the eighties. The
availability of formal childcare and more flexible regulations of maternity
leave since the nineties, has contributed to more flexibly combining private
and public roles for women today. To also encourage fathers to take
parental leave, the Netherlands adopted a system of equal and not
transferable parent-specific allotments (Sigle-Rushton & Kenney, 2004).
Nonetheless, this strategy seems to be counterbalanced by employers'
attitudes (Duindam, 1993; European Commission, 1998). Fathers are afraid
to be labeled as uncommitted when asking for parental leave or fear to let
opportunities of promotion slip away. Therefore, the compatibility of the
worker and the parental role, which is increasingly made possible for
women, must also be (or remain) an explicit policy object that is directed
towards men 22 . Moreover, a structural steering of balancing public and
private responsibilities by means of family leave or flexible work hours, is in
tune with current transformations in partnership and might alleviate
dilemmas of care for wives and husbands. In this respect, Sigle-Rushton
and Kenney (2004) demonstrate that in the Netherlands, which is
dominated by the arrangement that women's economic role is secondary to
their caring activities, there has already been some shift in preferences and
priorities as to a more equitable distribution of working hours between men
and women.
It goes without saying that the imbalance between the private and the
public sphere is not only structural but also cultural in nature. Cultural
images of womanhood and manhood are probably even harder to deal with
than the just mentioned regulations in the structural context. As mentioned
in the first chapter, the ideology that attended the division between family
and workplace since the 19th century, reflects ideals of manhood and wom22 Despite the fact that the enhancement of men's caring responsibility was pushed
forward as the spearhead of the Dutch emancipation program in the nineties ("Met
het oog op 1995"), Niphuis-Nell (1997) concludes that few catalysts exist to
encourage men taking greater responsibility in unpaid labor.
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anhood. Until today, men and women internalize that caring is a more
feminine task and breadwinning is a more masculine task. However, this
split and the symbolic meaning lying behind it, constrain the possibilities
for care in marriage (Thompson, 1993). This becomes clear in research
findings demonstrating that wives who earn more than their husbands tend
to do more household and childrearing tasks than their female counterparts
earning less (Hochschild & Machung, 1983). Thus, a two-way traffic seems
to be going on. On the one hand, husbands are not eager to take part in
unpaid caring labor, the more so since this labor is not socially high valued,
but on the other hand, it is not evident or easy for women to depart from
their traditional role. Or to voice Thompson (1993, p. 560), "The symbolic
distinction between women and men preserves the notion of separate
spheres, justifies the sexual division of labor, and creates personal dilemmas
for couples". Influencing these symbolic distinctions can only be realized
through different channels such as public campaigns, education and media.
A side effect of socially allowing 'new' sex roles is the lack of clear
models at the moment. The cultural flexibility (and even expectation) that
fathers take part in child rearing and that mothers also fulfill public roles,
has created new risks and vulnerabilities for the spousal system. The longitudinal intertwinement of parental role restriction and marital satisfaction
may lend support to this argumentation. It seems that husbands and wives,
facing difficulties in living up to an extended role repertoire covering both
the public and the private sphere, are more vulnerable in their marital relationship. Moreover, our study demonstrates that the spillover of parenting
on partnership is the strongest for those aspects that are not traditionally
defined as belonging to one's sex and for which no clear expectations are
inscribed in the social script. Specifically, partnership seems to suffer from
both husbands' exposure to the pleasures and pain of parenting as from
wives' extended role repertoire resulting in feelings of parental role restriction. Hence, men and women seem to lack established role models to cope
with new cultural expectations. (Local) initiatives to assist fathers and
mothers in their parental responsibilities may therefore help to establish
'new' models.
Besides the idea of providing a structural and cultural environment that
supports private roles for men and public roles for women, policy should,
secondly, recognizes the social diversity of marital experiences. Our study
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clearly specifies the difficulty of treating men and women, and higher and
lower social groups similarly in developing relationship-friendly policy
measures. For example, instigating a more expressive self-definition on part
of the husbands will yield more positive consequences for women's than
for men's satisfaction. When considering different social layers, it appears
that traditional notions of men as providers and women as homemakers are
more likely to serve as a comparison referent of fairness in lower socioeconomic groups whereas higher social groups rather appraise a-stereotypical
qualities and behavior. Hence, not every man or woman is waiting for a
rethinking and reorganization of unpaid labor since stimulating an equal
share in household labor is less valid for lower income spouses. Moreover,
lower educated spouses experience parenting as less problematic, less
restrictive and more satisfying than higher educated ones. Consequently,
higher educated spouses are more likely to fall victim to a negative spillover
of parenting on partnership. In this spillover, women are more affected by
feelings of role restriction whereas men's marital relationship is more
closely tied up to parenting stress. All in all, these research findings demonstrate that spousal resources for developing a satisfying partnership depend
on the social categories to which they belong. These categories determine
individuals' relational schemata and their specific experiences in the private
sphere. Therefore, it is important that policy makers are directed towards
the differences and specificities of their target groups, taking into account
the social specificity of private experiences.
A third policy thought relates to the temporality of family experiences.
Temporal aspects can refer to age-, period- and cohort-effects all clotting
together in spousal experiences, but also to different marital stages (Becker,
1992; Kalmijn, 2002). As to age-, period- and cohort-effects, it was already
mentioned that the spouses under study are part of the baby boom generation. This generation shares the common experience of being socialized
with a traditional sex role model. However, the relational schemata adopted
during childhood may not fit into the larger environment at the time individuals initiate and develop relationships themselves. The difficult exercise
of adopting 'new' sex roles and living up to new partnership ideals may
therefore be more pronounced in a generation that inherited an 'old' private
story and therefore lacks appropriate behavior models. Our finding that
older women have a more negative perception of the marital communica-
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tion whereas older men do not might point towards a discrepancy between
expectations and actual realizations in this specific female cohort.
As to marital stages, policy makers need to bear in mind that family
roles and needs are dynamic as individuals move through their life and
family career. Within a time period of five years, our longitudinal analysis
indicates that the couples who go through a 'transition' of becoming more
satisfied is a specific group characterized, among other things, by husbands'
more open communication behavior, husbands' sex role egalitarianism,
spouses' familial orientation and their experiences of less parental role
restriction. This transition, however, needs to be interpreted within the
specific family stage of these couples. Actually, the processes laid bare in
this study operate in longer-term marriages but do not necessarily apply to
newlywed couples. For example, our study indicates that husbands report
lower parenting satisfaction as their children reach adolescence. To the
degree their children are younger, fathers experience parenting as a more
rewarding task. One of the elements playing a part in this experience might
be the greater role of mothers as sources of support in this stage.
Therefore, stimulating fathers' commitment in rearing their adolescent
children might positively affect their parenting satisfaction and
consequently their marital relationships. Thus, along with the longitudinal
findings just mentioned above, it seems that affecting sex role standards
can help longer-term couples to enhance their satisfaction with partnership.
Research on newlywed couples might clarify the elements that are
important in the earlier stages of the marital relationship. These temporal
qualifications need to be taken into account when planning public
initiatives such as the previously mentioned 'new man' campaigns.
Acknowledging the rich diversity of families might be a difficult but focal
policy point.
10.4. MARRIAGE IN MOTION: FINAL REFLECTION
Demographic figures indicate the waning quantitative significance of the
marital institution. According to some authors, this paradoxically reflects
the increased emotional importance of marital relationships. At the microlevel this qualitative importance becomes manifest in individuals'
satisfaction with partnership. Gaining insight in forces contributing to
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husbands and wives' satisfaction with marriage was the central aim of the
present study. Overall, three social movements came to the fore, reflecting
the time-specific character of marital experiences.
First, segregated sex-role specialization as prevalent in the fifties, has
negative rather than positive effects on spousal emotional life. Women's
outside employment, be it primarily part-time in the Dutch case, does not
seem to put marriage under pressure and make women feel less restricted in
their parental role. Moreover, household labor is de-emphasized as a
significant source of marital satisfaction.
Second, several findings lend support to the importance of pro-family
orientations in maintaining rewarding partnership. Spouses' appraisal of
traditional family values provides a cultural context benefiting spousal
marital satisfaction, the more so when wives are employed.
Third, and related to the previous trend, is the overwhelming importance of 'feminine' husbands. Husbands incorporating stereotypical feminine qualities into their self-image take more part in childrearing tasks,
communicate more openly, and hold more egalitarian attitudes towards sex
roles. The former is essential given the fact that wives take the burden of
parenting and experience more role restriction and parenting stress than
men. The latter two, open communication behavior and egalitarian role
attitudes are important because they represent both significant elements in
new interpretations of (equal) partnership.
Hence, marital relationships are in motion and husbands and wives are
permanently "doing marriage". The three movements described above,
reflect a changing society where both men and women find themselves in
circumstances, at which mid-century men and women, would have looked
at suspiciously. Indeed, a successful marriage now seems to increasingly
require a renouncement of traditional images of maleness and femaleness.
We are standing, however, at the crossroad of 'old customs' and 'new
ideals'. Hence, it can be expected that the picture drawn in the present
study is a product of time and generation. Specifically, it is a time in which
the generation under study holds other ideals and behaves differently than
the ideals and behaviors with which it was raised, burdening husbands and
wives with role ambivalences. Particularly, the finding of the close intertwinement of marital satisfaction and parental role restriction indicates the
difficulty of combining new roles with deep-seated habits as well as the
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discrepancy between new roles and structural facilities making them possible. Hence, it looks as if marital vulnerability has not (only) to do with
spouses decreased investment in relationships, as voiced in popular discourse, but with new (relational) ideals and attitudes not being in pace with
structural opportunities.
Some authors define this situation as a kind of cultural lag (Jamieson,
1999; Vannoy, 1991). This lag also refers to the social boundaries limiting
the choices individuals can make (see Chapter 1). Our study made clear that
not everyone is losing sleep over these new ideals. Sharp social dividing
lines exist between spouses, being still strongly orientated on traditional
sex-specific images and those following new social avenues. Hence, the
choices individuals recognize and make, the behavior that they display and
the way they experience all this is inscribed in the social script of our
society. It was shown that education continues to be an important element
of social division within the private sphere. Therefore, theories (over-)
emphasizing individuals' agency and their search for personal satisfaction
might lose sight of the still important collective contexts in which the
individual biography takes shape. Marital relationships are not pure but
socially infected. Hence, examining gender and the diverse social contexts
in which men and women develop their marriages, remains a fascinating
research domain for the near future.
Research on the correlates and processes underlying partners' marital
satisfaction is not only an important end in itself, but becomes particularly
relevant from the perspective of the social advantages of established marriages. According to Latten (2003), relationship formation and maintenance
has increasingly become an important factor in individual welfare. In fact,
economic and other cumulative gains associated with staying married
throughout the life course, has turned marriage into a status symbol disclosing new mechanism of inequality. In this respect, one can raise the
question to what degree these intimate transformations in partnership will
further result in class distinctions with stable and satisfied marriages being
the pivotal issue at stake.
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Door een samenspel van diverse sociale ontwikkelingen is het huwelijk in
de tweede helft van de 20ste eeuw fragieler geworden. We trouwen niet
alleen minder en later, maar scheiden ook meer en vroeger. Sommige
auteurs wijten deze evolutie onder meer aan het toenemend belang dat
huwelijkspartners hechten aan de kwaliteit van hun relatie. In vergelijking
met een halve eeuw geleden zouden psychologische en emotionele verwachtingen ten aanzien van de partner niet alleen sterk zijn toegenomen,
maar zouden zij ook meer en meer de legitimeringsbasis voor de vorming
of de ontbinding van een huwelijksrelatie zijn.
Er hangt ook een sociaal prijskaartje aan de fragiliteit van het huwelijk.
Volgens Latten (2003) is relatievorming en -ontbinding in toenemende
mate een element van individuele welvaart geworden. De economisch
cumulatieve voordelen die gepaard gaan met 'getrouwd zijn en blijven'
doorheen de levensloop heeft het huwelijk tot een belangrijk symbool van
sociale status gemaakt.
Het voorliggend onderzoek sluit hierbij aan en heeft als centraal objectief inzicht te verkrijgen in de factoren en processen die aan de basis liggen
van huwelijkstevredenheid bij Nederlandse koppels. Hiervoor werd gebruik
gemaakt van de gegevens van een Nederlands longitudinaal project "Opvoeding en Gezin in Nederland". Dit project is gebaseerd op een nationaal
representatieve steekproef van kinderen tussen 9 en 16 jaar. Deze kinderen
alsook hun vaders en moeders werden bevraagd aan de hand van dezelfde
meetinstrumenten, en dit in 1990, 1995 en 2000. Voor het huidig onderzoek werd enkel gebruik gemaakt van de data van de eerste twee bevragingen. Bovendien beperkt het onderzoek zich tot eerste huwelijken bestaande
uit partners met de Nederlandse nationaliteit. Het specifieke karakter van
de steekproef impliceert bijgevolg dat de mannen en vrouwen die participeerden aan dit onderzoek met elkaar gehuwd zijn en geen individuele at
random huwelijkspartners zijn. Aangezien de bevraagde koppels gemiddeld
17 jaar gehuwd zijn bij de eerste bevraging, hebben we te maken met relatief 'stabiele' huwelijken. In zekere zin gaat het dus om marital survivors.
Daarmee is echter niet gezegd dat enkel de meest tevreden koppels in onze
steekproef zijn terechtgekomen. Ontevreden huwelijkspartners kunnen
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immers omwille van diverse redenen beslissen om bij elkaar te blijven,
bijvoorbeeld omdat er kinderen zijn. Dit neemt niet weg dat we er redelijkerwijs van uit kunnen gaan dat een deel van de ontevreden koppels reeds
zijn weggefilterd. Bijgevolg informeert dit onderzoek ons over de factoren
en processen die een belangrijke rol spelen in huwelijken met een langere
huwelijksduur, maar niet over determinanten in andere huwelijksfasen of
over de redenen waarom huwelijken niet slagen.
Aangezien de bevraagde mannen en vrouwen vooral geboren zijn in
het decennium na WO II, richt het onderzoek zich op de Nederlandse
babyboomgeneratie. Deze generatie is gesocialiseerd met een relationeel
model dat sterk gebaseerd was op complementaire sekserollen. Zij zijn
opgegroeid in een sociale omgeving waarin de persoonlijke identiteit van
mannen en vrouwen sterk werd gevoed door (of zelfs gereduceerd tot) de
sociaal welomlijnde rollen die men diende te vervullen. Echter, diezelfde
generatie initieert en ontwikkelt twee decennia later intieme relaties binnen
een geheel andere sociale context. Precies dat maakt de studie naar hun
relationeel welbevinden zo interessant.
Meer specifiek poogt dit onderzoek inzicht te verwerven in de contextuele, individuele alsook dyadische kenmerken en processen die van invloed
zijn op de subjectieve perceptie van huwelijkskwaliteit. De studie bestaat uit
drie delen. Deel 1 schetst de brede sociale contouren waarbinnen de relationele ervaringen van mannen vrouwen kunnen en dienen begrepen te
worden (Hoofdstuk 1). Verder wordt in dit deel dieper ingegaan op de
methodologische en theoretische achtergrond van de studie alsook op de
beschrijving en validering van de steekproef (Hoofdstuk 2 en 3). Dit deel
leidt tevens tot de zes onderzoeksvragen die in Deel 2 worden geanalyseerd
en becommentarieerd. Een uitgebreide samenvatting en kritische beschouwing van het onderzoek wordt in Deel 3 gegeven. In wat nu volgt worden
de belangrijkste bevindingen per onderzoeksvraag samengevat.
Onderzoeksvraag 1: Hoe kunnen we het centrale onderzoeksobject geldig en betrouwbaar
meten?
In antwoord op het controversiële debat betreffende de meting van huwelijkskwaliteit, gaan we in Hoofdstuk 4 de geldigheid en betrouwbaarheid na
van een Nederlands instrument ontwikkeld voor het meten van huwelijkssatisfactie, en van open en negatieve communicatie. De 24 items van dit
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instrument zijn ontleend aan de Huwelijkssatisfactie- en Communicatieschaal van Kerkstra (1985). Aan de hand van een exploratieve factoranalyse
wordt in een eerste studie de factorstructuur van deze items onderzocht bij
de 646 koppels die participeerden aan de eerste bevraging van het onderzoek. Uit deze analyse blijkt dat de items inderdaad resulteren in de drie
vooropgestelde concepten (namelijk huwelijkssatisfactie, open en negatieve
communicatie) maar dat sommige items niet significant differentiëren
tussen de factoren. De 16 items die wel differentiëren, leveren een solide
drie-factorenoplossing op. Om na te gaan of dit resultaat kon worden gerepliceerd, werd de factorstructuur van het instrument onderzocht in een
nieuwe onafhankelijke steekproef van 1.178 Nederlandse mannen en vrouwen. De CFA-analyse toont aan dat de drie concepten ook in deze steekproef worden gemeten aan de hand van dezelfde items.
Om vervolgens de meetinvariantie of stabiliteit van het instrument na
te gaan, wordt de factorstructuur van de items opnieuw onderzocht voor de
respondenten die zowel aan de eerste als aan de tweede golf van het project
deelnemen (N=386). Uit deze analyse blijkt dat, voor zowel mannen als
vrouwen, de meting van de drie concepten stabiel is tussen het eerste en het
tweede tijdsmoment.
Naast het aantonen van de stabiliteit, wordt aan de hand van Cronbachs alpha coëfficiënten ook de betrouwbaarheid van de meting onderzocht. Zowel de negatieve communicatieschaal als de huwelijkssatisfactieschaal blijken een goede interne betrouwbaarheid te hebben. Voor de open
communicatieschaal wordt echter een lagere betrouwbaarheidscoëfficiënt
gevonden, wellicht omwille van het geringer aantal items waaruit deze
schaal bestaat. Tevens tonen de verschillende studies van Hoofdstuk 4 ook
de constructvaliditeit van de schalen aan. Er worden significante samenhangen gevonden tussen de drie indicatoren van huwelijk en covariaten
zoals depressie, conflictueel gezinsklimaat, algemeen welbevinden en levenssatisfactie.
Bijgevolg kan worden geconcludeerd dat de schalen die in dit onderzoek centraal staan, betrouwbare en valide instrumenten zijn om open
communicatie, negatieve communicatie en huwelijkssatisfactie in Nederland
te meten.
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Onderzoeksvraag 2: Wat is de langetermijnrelatie tussen huwelijkssatisfactie en communicatie?
De tweede onderzoeksvraag is geïnspireerd door de centrale rol die wordt
toegekend aan communicatie binnen hedendaags partnerschap. Zowel in de
empirisch als in de theoretisch georiënteerde literatuur is het belang van
communicatie voor huwelijkstevredenheid aangetoond. Communicatie zou
niet alleen instrumenteel zijn voor huwelijkstevredenheid maar zelfs één
van de belangrijkste determinanten. Veel minder aandacht gaat naar het
omgekeerde effect van huwelijkssatisfactie op de wijze waarop partners met
elkaar communiceren. Als gevolg daarvan, is het tot dusver onduidelijk of,
en in welke mate communicatie een oorzaak of een gevolg is van satisfactie.
Daarom gaat deze studie dieper in op de vraag of open en negatieve communicatie een resultaat of een predictor van huwelijkstevredenheid is.
Bovendien richt dit onderzoek zich op het seksespecifieke karakter
hiervan. De aanname dat vrouwen vaak worden gezien als de 'relationele
architecten' van huwelijksrelaties en daarom ook meer bekommerd zijn om
relationele communicatie, doet vermoeden dat de langetermijnrelatie tussen
communicatie en huwelijkssatisfactie anders verloopt voor mannen dan
voor vrouwen.
Aan de hand van een cross-lagged analyse worden beide vragen onderzocht. Noch voor mannen, noch voor vrouwen geven de resultaten aan dat
communicatie een voorspeller zou zijn voor de latere huwelijkstevredenheid van de partners. Wel blijkt het langetermijneffect van huwelijkssatisfactie op het open communicatiegedrag van mannen significant te zijn.
Mannen zijn volgens ons onderzoek meer geneigd om persoonlijke ervaringen met hun partner te delen wanneer ze ook meer tevreden zijn met hun
relatie terwijl dit bij vrouwen niet het geval is. Deze vaststelling is merkwaardig in het licht van de zogenaamde sterkere relationele oriëntatie van
vrouwen. Als mannen minder sterk gericht zijn op de man-vrouwrelatie
waarom voorspelt hun huwelijkstevredenheid dan hun open communicatiegedrag? Een verklaring kan worden gevonden in het belang van 'vrouwelijkheid' binnen huwelijksrelaties, zoals aangetoond door Antill (1983).
Aangezien vrouwen in onze studie gemiddeld hoger scoren op de open
communicatieschaal, suggereert ons onderzoeksresultaat dat mannen die
tevreden zijn met hun relatie een meer vrouwelijk communicatiegedrag aan
de dag gaan leggen. Bijgevolg richt de langetermijnrelatie tussen huwelijks278

Samenvatting - Dutch Summary
satisfactie en communicatie zich op het communicatiegedrag van mannen
en niet op dat van vrouwen. Huwelijken hebben blijkbaar niet enkel baat bij
reeds aanwezig communicatiegedrag maar ook bij communicatiepatronen
die zich ontwikkelen tijdens het huwelijk.
Onderzoeksvraag 3: Hoe en in welke mate zijn economische en culturele indicatoren
gerelateerd aan huwelijkssatisfactie op korte en lange termijn?
In sociologisch onderzoek naar huwelijkskwaliteit en -stabiliteit staan
economische en culturele determinanten centraal. Economisch geïnspireerde theorieën veronderstellen dat complementaire sekserollen, waarbij
arbeidsmarktbronnen exclusief aan één van de seksen - meestal mannen worden toebedeeld, positief bijdragen tot een stabiel en tevreden huwelijk.
De reden is de wederzijdse afhankelijkheid die gepaard gaat met rolspecialisatie. Naarmate vrouwen echter meer economische bronnen ter beschikking hebben en dus (gedeeltelijk) economisch ontvoogden, verhoogt de
kans op instabiele en ontevreden huwelijksrelaties.
Cultureel georiënteerde theorieën leggen meer nadruk op verander(en)de culturele oriëntaties die het huwelijk onder druk zetten. Door
processen van individualisering en secularisering streven mannen en vrouwen steeds meer rolegalitarisme en emancipatorische waarden na. Dat ze
onder deze omstandigheden minder belang hechten aan traditionele familiewaarden en rolopvattingen, zou negatief afkleuren op hun huwelijkstevredenheid.
In de derde onderzoeksvraag (Hoofdstuk 6) worden deze assumpties
getest. Op basis van de vrouwelijke onafhankelijkheidshypothese verwachten we dat zowel een hoger opleidingsniveau als het buitenshuis gaan
werken van vrouwen een negatief effect heeft op de huwelijkssatisfactie van
beide partners. Deze onderzoeksvraag wordt zowel in een cross-sectioneel
als een longitudinaal model getest.
Aangezien het opleidingsniveau en de tewerkstelling van vrouwen
samenhangen met (veranderende) opvattingen omtrent sekserollen en
gezin, wordt ook nagegaan of het effect van economische indicatoren op
het relationeel welbevinden van de partners afhangt van hun gezins- en
rolopvattingen. Deze vraag wordt enkel cross-sectioneel onderzocht.
Wat de economische indicatoren betreft, bevestigen onze cross-sectionele analyses dat de huwelijkstevredenheid van zowel mannen als vrouwen
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lager is naarmate vrouwen hoger opgeleid zijn. De tevredenheid van de
huwelijkspartners blijkt echter niet af te hangen van de buitenhuistewerkstelling van vrouwen. Bijgevolg wordt de onafhankelijkheidshypothese
bevestigd voor opleiding maar niet voor tewerkstelling.
Echter, het effect van vrouwelijke tewerkstelling op de huwelijkstevredenheid van vrouwen hangt af van de familiale oriëntatie van hun echtgenoten. Naarmate mannen meer belang hechten aan waarden zoals 'leven
voor je gezin' en 'het hebben en opvoeden van kinderen' is het effect van
buitenshuis gaan werken van vrouwen positiever voor hun relatietevredenheid.
De langetermijnanalyse van ons onderzoek levert andere resultaten op
voor de economische indicatoren: het opleidingsniveau van de vrouw gaat
niet gepaard met een hogere of lagere huwelijkstevredenheid van de partners vijf jaar later. Echter, vrouwen die tussen het eerste en tweede bevragingsmoment hun job verliezen, blijken een lagere huwelijkstevredenheid te
rapporteren dan vrouwen die op geen van beide meetmomenten buitenshuis werken. Bovendien stellen we vast dat vrouwen die zowel op het eerste
als op het tweede moment een job hebben, niet meer of minder tevreden
zijn dan diegenen die geen job hebben op de twee tijdsmomenten. Deze
bevindingen suggereren dat het al dan niet buitenshuis werken van vrouwen
op zich geen verschil maakt. Het is eerder het verlies van werk, en dus de
verandering in de werksituatie, die resulteert in een lagere huwelijkssatisfactie.
Ondanks het belang van economische indicatoren, blijken culturele
indicatoren ons meer inzicht te verschaffen in de huwelijkstevredenheid
van partners. Vrouwen rapporteren een hogere huwelijkssatisfactie wanneer
zij 'traditionele' gezinswaarden hoog in het vaandel dragen; mannen blijken
meer tevreden te zijn met hun huwelijk als beide partners deze waarden
aanhangen. Dit traditionalisme gaat echter niet op voor sekserolattituden.
Vrouwen evalueren hun relatie positiever wanneer hun echtgenoten minder
traditioneel zijn ten aanzien van man-vrouwrollen. De genderrolattituden
van vrouwen hangen niet significant samen met de tevredenheid van de
huwelijkspartners.
Samenvattend kunnen we dus stellen dat de huwelijkstevredenheid van
Nederlandse partners en die van vrouwelijke huwelijkspartners in het
bijzonder, positief beïnvloed wordt door een pro-gezinsoriëntatie van
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mannen (en dit zowel in termen van rolopvattingen als van attituden ten
aanzien van huwelijk en kinderen).
Onderzoeksvraag 4: Hoe en in welke mate zijn stereotiepe mannelijke en vrouwelijke
kenmerken gerelateerd aan huwelijkssatisfactie?
Deze onderzoeksvraag gaat dieper in op de gevolgen van een 'mannelijke'
en 'vrouwelijke' genderrolidentiteit (namelijk het zich toeschrijven van
stereotiepe mannelijke en/of vrouwelijke kenmerken) op de tevredenheid
met de relatie. Instrumentele kenmerken verwijzen naar een mannelijke
identiteit, expressieve naar een vrouwelijke. Als gevolg van een toegenomen
emotionalisering van partnerschap (zie Hoofdstuk 1), kan worden verwacht
dat vrouwelijke kenmerken belangrijker zijn dan mannelijke. Deze hypothese wordt ook door de empirische, vooral Amerikaanse, literatuur ondersteund (zie Antill, 1983). Het is echter onduidelijk in welke mate deze
hypothese opgaat voor Nederlandse gehuwden en meer specifiek voor
koppels in verschillende huwelijksstadia en uit verschillende sociale strata.
Dit thema wordt behandeld in Hoofdstuk 7.
De verschillende analyses tonen consistent aan dat expressiviteit van
mannen positief afkleurt zowel op 'haar' als op 'zijn' huwelijkstevredenheid.
Echter, in de fase dat het koppel jongvolwassen kinderen opvoedt, blijkt de
'vrouwelijkheid' van mannen minder belangrijk te zijn en lijken eerder de
expressieve kenmerken van de vrouw aan belang te winnen. Dit resultaat
ligt in de lijn van vorig onderzoek waarin werd vastgesteld dat vrouwen in
deze fase belangrijkere bronnen van steun zijn voor hun kinderen dan
vaders.
Wat betreft het effect van genderrolidentiteit op de relatietevredenheid
binnen hogere en lagere sociale strata, blijkt dat naast de expressiviteit van
de man ook de vrouwelijke identiteit een belangrijke rol speelt. Dit onderzoek toont aan dat de 'mannelijkheid' (i.e. instrumentaliteit) van de vrouw
positiever is voor de huwelijkstevredenheid in hogere dan in lagere sociale
lagen (gemeten aan de hand van opleiding en gezinsinkomen). Met andere
woorden, a-stereotiepe genderkenmerken van de vrouw worden meer
gewaardeerd in hogere sociale strata.
Indien we bijkomend ook de tewerkstelling van de vrouw binnen deze
hogere en lagere strata bekijken, dan blijkt niet langer de vrouwelijke maar
de mannelijke instrumentaliteit het verschil in huwelijkstevredenheid te
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bepalen. Meer nog, we vinden een tegengesteld effect hiervan binnen
hogere en lagere sociale strata. Ons onderzoek toont aan dat bij koppels
waar de vrouw gaat werken, de instrumentaliteit van mannen positiever is
voor de huwelijkstevredenheid van de partners in lagere strata. Bij hogere
sociale strata zijn deze negatiever. Met andere woorden, een versterkte
economische positie van vrouwen gaat in hogere opleidings- en inkomensgroepen gepaard met een geringer belang van stereotiepe mannelijke
kenmerken voor de huwelijkstevredenheid terwijl in lagere groepen deze
kenmerken precies aan belang winnen. Deze resultaten kunnen duiden op
de verschillende betekenis van vrouwelijke tewerkstelling in verschillende
sociale strata. In hogere sociale groepen wordt het buitenshuis werken van
vrouwen wellicht eerder gezien in termen van persoonlijke ontwikkeling
dan als een financiële noodzaak. Post-hoc analyses bevestigen dit vermoeden. In hogere opleidings- en inkomensgroepen zijn vrouwen niet enkel
tewerkgesteld in hogere beroepen maar ze werken ook meer. Bovendien
ondervinden ze meer werkgerelateerde stress dan vrouwen in de lagere
sociale groepen. Bijgevolg kan verondersteld worden dat de man-vrouwrelatie in hogere sociale groepen baat heeft bij of beter verzoenbaar is met
een minder 'stereotiepe' man.
De sociale context is dus belangrijk voor het begrijpen van de onderlinge samenhang tussen genderrolidentiteit en huwelijkstevredenheid.
Naargelang van de sociale condities worden stereotiepe mannelijke of
vrouwelijke kenmerken meer of minder belangrijk. Ondanks het belang van
vrouwelijke kenmerken, lijkt de tevredenheid met het huwelijk in tweeverdienerkoppels eerder samen te hangen met de stereotiepe mannelijke
kenmerken van de man. De 'vrouwelijkheidshypothese' van Antill (1983)
dient daarom genuanceerd en aangepast te worden.
Onderzoeksvraag 5: Hoe en in welke mate zijn verschillende genderkenmerken gerelateerd aan huwelijkssatisfactie en -communicatie?
In de vorige onderzoeksvraag, werd gender geconceptualiseerd in termen
van zelfdefinitie. Sommige auteurs beschouwen deze definitie als te beperkt. Naast genderrolidentiteit kunnen ook gendergedrag en genderrolopvattingen worden gezien als een indicatie van gender. Daarenboven beperkt
de vorige onderzoeksvraag zich tot de huwelijkstevredenheid van de
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partners als afhankelijke variabele, terwijl ook kan worden gekeken naar
huwelijkscommunicatie als een indicator van huwelijks- en partnergedrag.
Om de link tussen verschillende genderkenmerken en verschillende
huwelijksoutcomes te onderzoeken wordt in Hoofdstuk 8 gebruik gemaakt
van de identiteitstheorie. Identiteitstheoretici veronderstellen dat, ongeacht
de biologische sekse, een vrouwelijke genderidentiteit samengaat met
positief communicatiegedrag terwijl een mannelijke genderidentiteit veeleer
resulteert in dominante en negatieve communicatie. Het zijn bijgevolg de
culturele betekenissen van gender die het communicatiegedrag van individuen bepalen. Aangezien Hoofdstukken 4 en 5 een positief, respectievelijk
negatief verband aantonen tussen open communicatie en huwelijkssatisfactie en tussen negatieve communicatie en huwelijkssatisfactie, gaan we er
met de nodige voorzichtigheid vanuit dat een vrouwelijke identiteit niet
enkel positief communicatiegedrag met zich meebrengt maar ook een
positievere evaluatie van het huwelijk. Door het in de hand werken van
negatief communicatiegedrag, verwachten we tevens dat een mannelijke
genderidentiteit de kans verhoogt op een lagere huwelijkstevredenheid.
Omdat gender sociaal geconstrueerd is, zal het effect ervan op huwelijksoutcomes verschillen tussen sociale groepen. Aangezien hogere sociale
strata er minder conventionele houdingen en opvattingen op na houden
wat betreft man-vrouwrollen, verwachten we op basis van de identiteitstheorie meer consistente relaties tussen gender en huwelijksoutcomes binnen
lagere dan binnen hogere sociale groepen. Zoals de identiteitstheorie voorspelt, tonen onze resultaten dat expressiviteit en een egalitaire sekserolopvatting gepaard gaan met positiever communicatiegedrag. Het zorg dragen
voor kinderen blijkt minder consistent samen te hangen met communicatie.
Wel blijkt uit deze studie dat mannen die een groot deel van de opvoedingstaken voor hun rekening nemen opener communiceren met hun partner terwijl dit voor vrouwen resulteert in geslotener communicatiegedrag.
Bijgevolg laat dit onderzoek zien dat mannen met een vrouwelijke genderidentiteit (in de ruime betekenis van het woord) zich consistent gedragen
volgens de culturele voorschriften van 'vrouwelijk' zijn. Het is merkwaardig
dat wanneer vrouwen zich deze vrouwelijke attributen toeschrijven, deze
consistentie kleiner is. Althans als we kijken naar het communicatiegedrag
van vrouwen, blijken noch genderrolattituden, noch genderrolgedrag deel
uit te maken van de vrouwelijke identiteit.
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Huwelijkservaringen en communicatie zijn bijgevolg niet louter de
afspiegelingen van iemands sociale positie als man of vrouw, maar worden
ook bepaald door de gendered betekenissen van mannelijkheid en vrouwelijkheid. Door het zichzelf definiëren op expressiviteits-/instrumentaliteitsschalen, door de seksespecifieke rolopvattingen die men heeft of door het
stellen van specifiek rolgedrag, bevestigen individuen hun gendered self en
handelen ze hier ook naar in hun partnerrelatie. Hierbij dient opgemerkt dat
sommige genderkenmerken belangrijker zijn dan andere in het produceren
van dergelijke gendered interactie.
Het verschillend belang van genderkenmerken binnen huwelijksrelaties
wordt tevens duidelijk in de analyses tussen lagere en hogere inkomensgroepen. Lagere inkomensgroepen zijn meer geneigd om te handelen
volgens culturele verwachtingen van 'man-zijn' en 'vrouw-zijn'. Dit suggereert dat de identiteitstheorie minder ondersteund wordt binnen hogere
inkomensgroepen. Nochtans dient hierbij een belangrijke kanttekening te
worden gemaakt. Wat de 'vrouwelijkheid' van de man betreft gaat bovengaande conclusie niet op. Stereotiepe vrouwelijke kenmerken bij mannen
resulteren in hogere inkomensgroepen in meer positief huwelijksgedrag dan
in lagere inkomensgroepen, althans wat betreft expressiviteit, egalitaire
genderrolattituden en opvoedingstaken. Huishoudelijke arbeid vormt de
uitzondering op deze regel. Wellicht heeft dit te maken met de verschillende betekenis van huishoudelijke en opvoedingsarbeid. Huishoudelijke
taken hebben in vergelijking met het zorg dragen voor kinderen een minder
emotioneel geladen karakter. Vooral bij partners in hogere inkomensklassen, die voor huishoudelijke diensten kunnen betalen, zijn opvoedingstaken
crucialer in de evaluatie van het huwelijk. Er is als het ware sprake van een
zorghiërarchie waarbij opvoeding en zorg voor kinderen hoger gewaardeerd
worden en deze orde is nog sterker uitgesproken bij hogere inkomensklassen.
Deze bevinding kan tweeërlei worden geïnterpreteerd. Ofwel wordt de
mannelijke identiteit geherdefinieerd zodat het opvoeden van kinderen niet
in tegenspraak is met het dominante beeld van 'mannelijk-zijn'. Ofwel
verliest dit gedrag in toenemende mate zijn seksespecifieke karakter.
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Onderzoeksvraag 6: Wat zijn de korte- en langetermijnverbanden tussen ouderschap en
partnerschap?
Binnen de huidige maatschappelijke atmosfeer is het steeds moeilijker
geworden om ouderschap te combineren met andere persoonlijke objectieven. Een belangrijke vraag die zich in deze opdringt is de rol die kinderen
en opvoeding spelen in de wijze waarop mannen en vrouwen hun huwelijksrollen (kunnen) vervullen. Gebaseerd op het theoretisch Kwetsbaarheid-Stress-Aanpassingsmodel (KSA) van Karney en Bradbury (1995), wordt
daarom in de laatste onderzoeksvraag nagegaan op welke manier ervaringen
in de ouderlijke rol afkleuren op de partnerrol.
Er worden drie aspecten van ouderschap in beschouwing genomen: (1)
opvoedingssatisfactie, (2) opvoedingsproblemen (genoemd ouderlijke
stress), en (3) de mate van persoonlijke beperking (genoemd ouderlijke
rolrestrictie). Aangezien in het KSA-model wordt verondersteld dat de
beschikbaarheid van allerlei bronnen (waaronder bijvoorbeeld opleiding en
sociale steun) een effect heeft op het vervullen van zowel de ouderlijke als
de partnerrol, wordt tevens nagegaan welke bronnen positief bijdragen tot
de ervaringen van mannen en vrouwen in beide subsystemen van het gezin.
De centrale hypothese is dat (negatieve) partnercommunicatie functioneert
als een spillover-mechanisme tussen ouderschapservaringen en huwelijkssatisfactie.
Onze analyses tonen aan dat deze hypothese wordt bevestigd voor wat
ouderlijke stress en rolrestrictie betreft, maar niet voor opvoedingssatisfactie. Het blijkt dat ouderlijke stress en rolrestrictie negatief afkleuren op de
huwelijkstevredenheid van beide partners omdat onder deze omstandigheden mannen en vrouwen een negatiever beeld hebben van hun onderlinge
communicatie.
Het effect van ouderlijke ervaringen op de partnerrelatie is echter
seksegebonden. Ouderlijke rolrestrictie kleurt negatiever af op de huwelijkstevredenheid van de vrouw terwijl ouderlijke stress sterker samenhangt
met de huwelijkstevredenheid van de man. Meer nog, wanneer vrouwen
zich sterk beperkt voelen in hun persoonlijke ontwikkeling door de ouderlijke rol gaan ze niet alleen zelf de huwelijkscommunicatieperceptie hebben,
maar gaan ook hun partners dit zo ervaren. Hetzelfde geldt wanneer
mannen de opvoeding als problematisch en moeilijk ervaren. Bijgevolg
tonen deze resultaten aan hoe sterk ouderlijke rolrestrictie bij vrouwen en
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ouderlijke stress bij mannen inwerkt op de huwelijksbeleving van beide
partners.
Opvoedingssatisfactie, daarentegen, verloopt niet indirect via communicatie, maar heeft een direct en positief effect op de huwelijkstevredenheid
van partners. Opnieuw blijkt dit effect sterker te zijn voor mannen dan
voor vrouwen. Met andere woorden, de impact van ouderschapservaringen
op partnerervaringen zijn het sterkst voor die aspecten die traditioneel niet
behoren tot de roldefinitie van beide seksen. Aangezien vrouwen steeds de
primaire verantwoordelijkheid over de opvoeding van kinderen hebben
gehad, werden zij meer dan mannen blootgesteld aan de lusten en lasten
van deze taak. Een halve eeuw geleden waren gevoelens van rolrestrictie
wellicht minder aan de orde omdat opvoeding precies als één van de
centrale rollen van vrouwen werd beschouwd. Vandaag zijn deze grenzen in
toenemende mate opengetrokken. Van mannen wordt een grotere
betrokkenheid in de opvoeding verwacht - en dus het delen in de lusten en
lasten - terwijl vrouwen naast moeder- en huishoudelijke rollen ook andere
activiteiten kunnen uitoefenen - en dus potentieel meer geconfronteerd
kunnen worden met gevoelens van rolrestrictie door het verruimd rolrepertoire. De vaststelling dat buitenshuiswerkende vrouwen in Nederland,
waarvan we weten dat ze overwegend op een parttimebasis zijn tewerkgesteld, minder rolrestrictie ervaren dan huisvrouwen, doet vermoeden dat de
'traditionele' rolverwachtingen van deze vrouwen niet in het gedrang komen
door het uitoefenen van een job.
Niet enkel de huwelijkseffecten die ze teweegbrengen, maar ook de
ouderschapservaringen op zich, zijn seksespecifiek. Vrouwen rapporteren
over het algemeen meer opvoedingssatisfactie dan mannen, en paradoxaal
genoeg ervaren zij de ouderlijke rol ook als problematischer en meer beperkend. Dit heeft wellicht te maken met het relatief sterke belang van de
ouderlijke rol voor vrouwen, waardoor zij zich niet alleen meer verantwoordelijk voelen voor en betrokken zijn bij de opvoeding van kinderen,
maar ze ook meer plezier kunnen halen uit deze rol.
Zoals eerder vermeld gaat dit onderzoek ook na welke factoren een
effect hebben op de ouderlijke rolervaringen van mannen en vrouwen. Er
wordt weinig ondersteuning gevonden voor de idee dat het aantal en de
leeftijd van de kinderen een belangrijke rol spelen in de wijze waarop
ouders het opvoeden van kinderen ervaren. Noch bevestigt deze studie de
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idee dat buitenshuis werken van de vrouw, gevoelens van rolrestrictie in de
hand werkt. Integendeel, werkende moeders hebben in dit onderzoek net
minder te kampen met het gevoel dat ze beperkt worden in hun persoonlijke ontwikkeling of in de persoonlijke inrichting van hun leven. Echter, de
breuklijnen in opvoedingservaringen doen zich vooral voor op het vlak van
onderwijsniveau en de mate van sociale steun uit de omgeving. Een hoger
opleidingsniveau van de ouders, en vooral van de vaders, gaat gepaard met
een sterker gevoel van rolrestrictie en minder opvoedingssatisfactie. Een
mogelijke verklaring is de hogere opportuniteitskost van kinderen voor
hoger opgeleiden, maar ook dat ze minder traditionele gezinswaarden
aanhangen. Een post-hoc analyse toont inderdaad aan dat een sterke
gerichtheid op traditionele gezinswaarden positief samenhangt met ouderschapservaringen. De minder gezinsgerichte oriëntatie van hoger opgeleiden maakt het opvoeden van kinderen wellicht moeilijker en belastender.
Naast het opleidingsniveau, blijkt sociale steun een belangrijke bron te
zijn voor ouderlijk functioneren. Mannen en vrouwen die beschikken over
een sociaal netwerk waar ze terechtkunnen voor persoonlijke problemen,
ervaren opvoeding als minder problematisch en minder restrictief dan
ouders die daar niet op kunnen rekenen. Bovendien halen vrouwen hier
meer voordeel uit dan mannen, en dit wellicht om allerlei redenen. Ten
eerste beschikken vrouwen gemiddeld over een ruimer netwerk dan
mannen voor het bespreken van persoonlijke problemen. Ten tweede
worden ouders met adolescente kinderen vandaag geconfronteerd met
opvoedingsproblemen en (im)materiële ruimten die zij zelf als kind nooit
hebben gekend. Ten derde blijven vrouwen vaak de 'eindverantwoordelijkheid' van de zorg voor kinderen dragen. Dit, samen met het uitgebreider
rolrepertorium waarover vrouwen potentieel beschikken, verklaart wellicht
het grotere voordeel dat zij kunnen halen uit een sociaal netwerk.
Naast de kortetermijnrelaties, werd ook nagegaan of ouderlijke
ervaringen samenhangen met de huwelijkstevredenheid op lange termijn.
De resultaten van de cross-lagged analyses geven enkel een significante
relatie aan tussen huwelijkssatisfactie en ouderlijke rolrestrictie. Binnen een
tijdsinterval van vijf jaar blijkt er een wederzijdse, negatieve invloed te
bestaan tussen de beperkingen van de ouderlijke rol en de tevredenheid met
de partnerrelatie. Gegeven de vaststelling dat dit effect niet werd gevonden
voor ouderlijke stress of opvoedingssatisfactie, kunnen we veronderstellen
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dat de persoonlijke beperkingen die ouders ervaren door hun ouderlijke rol
één van de meest relevante aspecten is van de spanning tussen hedendaags
ouderschap en het partnersysteem.
Onderzoeksreflecties
In de verschillende hoofdstukken van Deel 2 werd gewezen op de sterke
maar ook de zwakkere punten van deze studie. Twee van deze beperkingen
worden hier nogmaals onderstreept. Ten eerste heeft deze studie betrekking
op een steekproef van koppels die reeds geruime tijd gehuwd zijn en die op
het moment van de eerste bevraging kinderen hebben tussen 9 en 16 jaar.
Onze bevindingen dienen binnen deze specifieke context te worden begrepen. Bij pasgehuwde of kinderloze koppels kunnen andere processen en
factoren een rol spelen
Ten tweede blijven de hier gerapporteerde langetermijnanalyses
beperkt tot twee momenten in de tijd (vijfjareninterval). Dit heeft tot
gevolg dat we enkel lineaire verschillen tussen het eerste (T1) en tweede
(T2) tijdsmoment kunnen vaststellen, maar niet de trend. Een stijging
tussen T1 en T2 kan voor het ene individu het begin van een stijgende
beweging zijn, voor een ander de overgang naar een dalende trend. Bovendien weten we niet wat de duur van het tijdsinterval moet zijn om al dan
niet significante verschillen in bepaalde fenomenen vast te stellen. Sommige
langetermijnfactoren hebben we mogelijk in dit onderzoek niet vastgesteld
precies omdat hun effect al voorbij was of juist nog niet zichtbaar.
Zowel de eerste als de tweede bemerking voeden een pleidooi om in
de toekomst meer wetenschappelijke energie te stoppen in grootschalig
longitudinaal onderzoek dat moet toelaten om individuele en gezinstrajecten over een langere periode te onderzoeken. Dergelijke onderzoeksstrategie komt zowel tegemoet aan de beperking dat koppels slechts gedurende
een korte periode worden gevolgd, alsook aan de heterogeniteit die er is
tussen gehuwde koppels. Diverse bevindingen tonen hoe belangrijk de specifieke sociale context is waarbinnen een huwelijksrelatie vorm krijgt. Er
bestaat niet één theorie van huwelijkssatisfactie. Naargelang van de huwelijksfase en de socio-economische bronnen die het koppel ter beschikking
heeft, kunnen mannen en vrouwen de huwelijksrelatie zeer verschillend
beleven.
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Een interessante onderzoekspiste is partnerincongruentie. De verschillende studies van dit onderzoek besteedden reeds aandacht aan de effecten
van individuele kenmerken, zowel van de man als de vrouw, op de relatiebeleving van beide partners. Hierbij werd telkens ook rekening gehouden
met het kenmerk zoals gemeten bij de andere partner. Er werd echter geen
afstands- of gelijkheidsmaat tussen de partners berekend. In toekomstig
onderzoek is het belangrijk na te gaan of dergelijke maat additioneel
(bovenop de individuele kenmerken) bijdraagt in de verklaring van huwelijkstevredenheid en/of deze maat bijkomend inzicht verschaft in veranderingen in huwelijkssatisfactie doorheen de tijd.
Huwelijk in beweging?
Demografische indicatoren wijzen op het tanende kwantitatieve belang van
het huwelijk. Volgens sommige auteurs zou dit net te wijten zijn aan het
toegenomen belang dat individuen hechten aan huwelijksrelaties.
Huwelijkspartners zouden er andere en vooral emotioneel hogere verwachtingen op na houden dan een halve eeuw geleden. Meer dan ooit vormt de
emotionele satisfactie die partners aan hun huwelijksrelatie ontlenen, een
belangrijk element in de kosten-batenanalyse van mannen en vrouwen. Dit
onderzoek beoogde meer inzicht te verwerven in de factoren en processen
die aan de basis liggen van huwelijkstevredenheid. Wanneer we onze
verschillende onderzoeksbevindingen samen in beschouwing nemen, wordt
het tijdsgebonden karakter van huwelijkservaringen duidelijk.
Ten eerste blijkt een sekse-gesegregeerde taakverdeling vandaag minder gunstig te zijn voor de huwelijksbeleving van vrouwen. Buitenshuistewerkstelling van vrouwen, rekening houdend met het parttime karakter
ervan in onze studie, lijkt niet te resulteren in een lagere huwelijkstevredenheid en zorgt er bovendien voor dat vrouwen zich minder in hun persoonlijke ontwikkeling beperkt voelen door de ouderlijke rol. Tevens wordt
huishoudelijke arbeid vandaag niet als een belangrijke bron van relatiesatisfactie gezien.
Ten tweede benadrukken verschillende onderzoeksbevindingen het
belang van een pro-gezinsoriëntatie voor een emotioneel bevredigend partnerschap. Deze familiale oriëntatie blijkt des te belangrijker wanneer
vrouwen uit gaan werken. Het effect van deze buitenshuistewerkstelling
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kleurt positiever af op de relatiebeleving van vrouwen naarmate mannen
sterker gezinsgericht zijn.
Gerelateerd hieraan, blijkt ten derde het belang van vrouwelijke kenmerken bij de man. Mannen die zichzelf vrouwelijke kenmerken toeschrijven nemen ook een grotere verantwoordelijkheid op in de opvoeding van
kinderen, delen meer persoonlijke gevoelens en problemen met hun partner
en zijn tevens meer voorstander van egalitaire sekserollen. Vooral de
grotere betrokkenheid van mannen in de opvoeding is een belangrijk
gegeven niet alleen omwille van de nog steeds grotere rol van vrouwen in
de opvoeding maar ook omwille van de ouderlijke stress en rolrestrictie die
vrouwen ervaren. Het open communicatiegedrag en de egalitaire rolopvattingen van 'vrouwelijke' mannen zijn belangrijk omdat ze beiden deel
uitmaken van nieuwe opvattingen over partnerschap.
Er beweegt dus wel wat op het terrein van huwelijk en partnerschap.
De drie hoger genoemde trends weerspiegelen een verander(en)d sociaal
klimaat waarin partners huwelijksrelaties ontwikkelen die voor hun mannelijke en vrouwelijke tegenhangers van het midden van de 20ste eeuw hoogst
opmerkelijk zouden zijn geweest. Een succesvol huwelijk lijkt vandaag (in
toenemende mate) samen te hangen met het verwerpen van traditionele
belichamingen van mannelijkheid en vrouwelijkheid. Het is echter geen
sinecure om te voorspellen welke richting dit in de toekomst zal uitgaan.
We bevinden ons op een kruispunt van 'oude' gewoonten en 'nieuwe'
verwachtingen. Bijgevolg is het plausibel te veronderstellen dat het beeld
dat deze studie ophangt een product is van de specifieke periode waarbinnen het onderzoek werd gevoerd alsook van de specifieke generatie die
werd bestudeerd. We hebben hier te maken met een generatie die er andere
idealen en gedragingen op nahoudt dan deze waarmee ze werden gesocialiseerd en die bijgevolg geen sociale voorbeelden voorhanden hadden en
hebben. Bovendien bestaat er een spanning tussen verwachtingen en feitelijke realiteit en worden deze mannen en vrouwen geconfronteerd met
rolambivalenties. De sterke verstrengeling van ouderlijke rolrestrictie en
partnertevredenheid wijst op de moeilijkheid om 'nieuwe' en 'oude' rollen te
combineren alsook op de discrepantie tussen nieuwe rollen en de structurele infrastructuur die hiervoor ter beschikking is. Bijgevolg is het fragiele
karakter van het huwelijksinstituut niet (enkel) te wijten aan de individuele
investeringen (of beter de afwezigheid ervan zoals vaak gehoord in het
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populaire discours) maar aan nieuwe verwachtingen en opvattingen die
geen gelijke tred houden met de potentiële realiseerbaarheid ervan.
De discrepantie tussen verwachtingen en mogelijkheden wordt door
sommigen ook wel eens geduid als een vorm van cultural lag. Dat verwijst
tevens naar de in het eerste hoofdstuk vermelde sociale grenzen die de
keuzes van individuen beperken. Onze studie toont inderdaad aan dat niet
iedereen wakker ligt van deze nieuwe idealen. Er bestaan scherpe sociale
scheidingslijnen tussen partners die nog steeds gericht zijn op traditionele
en stereotiepe genderschema's en diegenen die de nieuwe sociale paden aan
het bewandelen zijn. Bijgevolg zijn de keuzes die individuen (h)erkennen,
het gedrag dat ze stellen en de beleving ervan ingeschreven in het sociale
script van onze samenleving. Dit onderzoek toont bijvoorbeeld het belang
aan van opleiding als een sociale breuklijn in het private gebeuren. Bijgevolg
lopen theorieën met een (te) sterke nadruk op het individueel handelen het
risico om de nog steeds belangrijke collectieve contexten waarbinnen de
individuele biografie vorm krijgt, uit het oog te verliezen. Huwelijksrelaties
zijn niet puur maar sociaal besmet. Dit is de reden waarom gender en de
diverse sociale contexten waarbinnen mannen en vrouwen hun huwelijk
vorm geven, een boeiend en belangrijk onderzoeksdomein voor de
toekomst zal blijven.
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