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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Marital satisfaction is important for several reasons, including individual
and mental health of the husband, wife and children. One of the main factors in marital
satisfaction is the division of household tasks, which varies according to the gender-role
beliefs of the couples.

Objective: This study aims to examine the association between marital satisfaction,
division of household labor, and gender-role beliefs of couples.

Materials and Methods: This is an analytical study with correlational design conducted
on 120 couples referred to the health care centers in Mashhad City, Iran, in 2013. They
completed a demographic form, Persian version of Evaluation and Nurturing Relationship
Issues, Communication, and Happiness (ENRICH) marital satisfaction scale, a researcher-
designed household labor division questionnaire, and another researcher-designed
gender-role belief questionnaire. The collected data were analyzed using descriptive and
inferential statistics.

Results: Marital satisfaction of spouses had no significant relationship with their gender-
role beliefs. Performing household tasks by wives were not significantly associated with
their marital satisfaction, but when their husbands participated in household labor,
their marital satisfaction increased which was statistically significant (r=0.18, P=0.004).
Husbands’ participation in household labor was significantly correlated to their marital
satisfaction (r=0.20, P=0.025).

Conclusion: Although most husbands believe in traditional gender-roles and wives in
modern beliefs, these attitudes do not correlate with their marital satisfaction and the
division of household labor. Husbands who had higher marital satisfaction reported more
participation in housework.
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Introduction

atisfactory marital relationship is an indica-

tor of positive family function that directly

or indirectly facilitates effective parenting,

improves the relationships of children with

each other and with their parents, and in-

creases children’s the adaptability [1]. Mari-
tal satisfaction has been defined as an objective feeling
of satisfaction and pleasure experienced by the hus-
band or wife while considering all aspects of life. It is im-
portant in various aspects, including the individual and
mental health of children, mental health of husband
and wife, family health and of course prevention of vari-
ous physical and mental illnesses [2, 3].

Marital conflicts, in addition to marital dissatisfaction,
create an inappropriate environment for the growth and
development of children and consequently social harms
[4]. Marital satisfaction helps the individual’s overall
adaptability and creates more self-esteem and consis-
tency in social relationships [5]. Adaptable people whose
marriage are stable generally live longer, are physically
healthier and happier, and have less psychological prob-
lems [6]. Marital satisfaction is affected by some factors
such as personality traits, conflict resolution, family in-
come, duration of marriage, infertility, wife’s education,
husband/wife’s occupation, and planned pregnancy [7, 8].

Overall, the main factors affecting marital satisfaction can
be categorized into three groups: 1. Intrapersonal factors
such as personality traits and individual habits, expectations,
ideals, and values; 2. Interpersonal factors such as relation-
ship rules, conflict resolution, sex, interpersonal commit-
ment and rules, and, the division of household labor; and
3. External factors such as relationships with relatives/chil-
dren/parents/friends, and financial issues [9].

The division of household labor if not agreed upon
couples, can lead to their dissatisfaction and if agreed,
can increase marital satisfaction and promote their
mental health. Couples’ beliefs about the division of
household labor are different, and as a result, the de-
gree of their participation in these tasks as an objective
and behavioral aspect of perceived justice can have a di-
rect effect on marital satisfaction [10-12]. The employ-
ment of women outside the home in paid jobs was the
beginning of questioning the fairness of dividing house-
hold tasks between husband and wife, and then house-
keeping tasks of women were considered as tedious,
erosive, and undesirable activities. In other words, in-
creasing the participation of women in the labor force
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and paid works in industrial societies is a key variable in
the concept of the division of household labor [13-17].

There are three perspectives on division of household
labor between couples: relative resource theory, time
constraints, and gender ideology about the division of
family work [10]. Various studies have investigated the
fairness of the division of household labor and quality
of marital relationships using these approaches. For ex-
ample, a study used relative resource theory to evalu-
ate quality of marital relationships, and suggested that
individuals with higher levels of education have higher
marital stability [18-20]. According to time constraints,
when husbands and wives spend more time in paid
work, they have less time to spend performing house-
hold labor. This condition may put pressure on them
and reduce marital satisfaction.

Faulkner found out that in the US, marital satisfac-
tion decreases with increased time spent in house-
work [21]. In the study of Polachek, results indicated
that time spent for housework was harmful for mental
and physical health of couples when it interferes with
weekends relax or when individuals feel that the di-
vision of housework is unfair [22]. Lachance-Grzela
found out that gender ideology of women affects their
perceived fairness of the division of family labor in the
household [23]. McGovern reported that spouses had
greater marital adjustment when husbands completed
traditionally male household labor, but when spouses
completed male labor, it had no effect on marital ad-
justment of husbands [24].

Although some studies have shown that modern gen-
der-role beliefs may have a negative effect on marital
satisfaction of women [24], the similarity or differences
in these beliefs between couples is more important
than their support of traditional or modern beliefs. It
means that wives probably have less satisfaction when
their beliefs are different from those of their husbands
[25]. People with traditional beliefs believe that women
should stay at home and be responsible for housework
and child care, but people with modern beliefs expect
that both husband and wife can have paid works and
housekeeping tasks should be equally divided between
them [18, 24, 26].

In Iran, few studies have been conducted on the rela-
tionship between the division of household labor and
marital satisfaction and the beliefs of each spouse in the
division of housework. In this regard and considering the
importance of marital satisfaction, especially in couples
having babies, this study attempts to investigate the as-
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sociation between gender-role beliefs, household labor
division and marital satisfaction in couples referred to
health care centers in Mashhad City, Iran.

Materials and Methods

This is an analytical study with correlational design
conducted on 120 couples having infant children. Sam-
pling was conducted in three phases of stratifying, clus-
tering, and convenience in health care centers located
in Mashhad, Iran in 2013. The samples were selected
from the study population consisted of all couples
with infant children referred to 14 health care centers
in Mashhad (n=200). At first the five health centers,
according to the division policy of health centers in
Mashhad, were selected as strata. Then, according to
the population covered by each, the centers providing
health services were randomly selected as clusters.
Then those who were eligible to enter the study were
selected using convenience sampling technique.

Considering the correlation coefficient of 0.7 be-
tween the two variables of marital satisfaction and
participation in household labor obtained from the
preliminary study, the sample size for examining the
variables of marital satisfaction and household labor
division was calculated as 20, and for examining gen-
der-role beliefs, as 19. Given test power as 80% and
significant level of 0.05, the total sample size was 120.

Inclusion criteria were as follows: having literacy,
living with wife/husband at the time of study, lack-
ing mental and physical illness (self-report), not hav-
ing twins or multiple children, lacking history of drug
abuse or alcohol consumption, having a healthy baby
who is not adopted, and having signed the informed
consent form. Returning incomplete questionnaires
results in exclusion from the study. The data collec-
tion tools were a demographic form, Persian version of
ENRICH (Evaluation and Nurturing Relationship Issues,
Communication, and Happiness) marital satisfaction
scale, a researcher-designed Household Labor Division
(HLD) questionnaire, and a researcher-designed Gen-
der-Role Belief (GRB) questionnaire.

ENRICH was developed by Fowers and Olson [27]. It
has 47 items with 12 subscales rated based on 5-point
Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=moderately
disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=moderately
agree, 5=strongly agree). Items 4, 6, 8, 11-16, 18-24, 30-
33, 37-42, and 45-47 have reverse scoring. Scores 47-84
indicate very low Marital Satisfaction (MS); 85-122 low
MS; 123-160 moderate MS; 161-198 high MS; and 199-
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235 indicates very high level of MS between couples
[27, 28]. In the present study, the ENRICH reliability was
calculated with Cronbach alpha as 0.78.

HLD was designed in Persian based on Ghobadi and
Dehghani [18] designed tool and other tools such as
Krause Household Task scale according to the Iranian
culture [10, 11, 18, 29]. To determine the content valid-
ity of the questionnaire, 10 faculty members of the mid-
wifery department and 3 faculty members of sociology
Department reviewed and modified it. HLD has 15 items
which assess the level of participation in the housework
tasks scored based on 5-point Likert-type scale (1=nev-
er, 2=rarely, 3=sometimes, 4=often, 5=always). The total
score ranges from 15 to 75 and divided into three levels:
15-34 indicates low participation; 35-54 shows moder-
ate participation, and 55-75 indicates high participation
in division of household labor. Its reliability with Cron-
bach alpha was obtained as 0.75.

GRB was designed in Persian according to a similar
questionnaire by Ghobadi and Dehghani [18], Osmond-
Martin Sex Role Attitude Scale (Osmond & Martin,
1975) [24], Traditional-Egalitarian Sex Role (TESR) scale
[30], and Gender Role Attitude Traditionalism Scale [23].
This questionnaire assesses the gender role attitudes
of couples toward household labor division. It has 15
items answered using three options: 1. Wife’s task; 2.
husband’s task; and 3. Both. Options 1 and 2 has 1 point,
and option 3 which indicates modern belief and scores
2 points. The total score ranges between 15 and 30 and
is divided into two levels: scores 15-22 indicates tradi-
tional beliefs of couples and scores 223 shows modern
attitude toward household labor division. To examine
the content validity of the questionnaire, it was sent to
10 faculty members of the midwifery department and
3 faculty members of sociology department, and after
modifications, its validity was verified. Its reliability with
Cronbach alpha was obtained as 0.81.

After obtaining a Letter of Permission from the Vice
Chancellor for Research and Technology of the univer-
sity and its Faculty of Nursing and Midwifery, as well
as receiving permission from the health centers, the
researcher referred to these centers every morning in
the office hours for collecting data after introducing
himself, giving details about the research objectives to
the couples, assuring them about the confidentiality of
their information, and obtaining their written informed
consent. The couples were asked to complete the ques-
tionnaires independently and deliver them to the re-
searcher separately. The time required to complete the
questionnaires was about 30 minutes.
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After collecting data, they were analyzed in SPSS V. 16
using descriptive (mean, standard deviation) and infer-
ential statistics (the Spearman correlation test). In addi-
tion, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to examine
the normality of data distribution. P<0.05 was consid-
ered the significant level for all tests.

Results

The age of the female samples ranged between 16 and
43 years (30+5.28), and the age of male samples ranged
between 21 and 52 years (33151). A total of 75 (62.5%)
wives and 64 (53.3%) husbands had academic educa-
tion. Also, 65 (54.2%) wives had modern beliefs and 55
(45.8%) traditional beliefs, while 50 (41.7%) husbands
had modern beliefs and 70 (58.3%) traditional beliefs. In
41 (34.16%) couples, gender-role beliefs were tradition-
al, while in 36 (30%), the beliefs were modern and 43
(35.83%) had different gender-role beliefs (i.e. they did
not agree with the beliefs of each other). Statistics about
marital satisfaction of samples are presented in Table 1.

Couples’ beliefs had no significant relationship with
their marital satisfaction (P=0.07 for wives, and P=0.32
for husbands). There was not a significant relationship
between couples’ beliefs and their level of participa-
tion in household labor (P=0.10 for wives, and P=0.52
for husbands). In addition, couples’ agreement on gen-
der beliefs did not show a significant relationship with
their marital satisfaction.

The Spearman correlation test results indicate that
the participation of husbands in household labor signifi-
cantly correlates to their marital satisfaction (P=0.025,
r=0.204), and as their marital satisfaction increases,
their participation increases, too (Figure 1). Wives’ par-
ticipation has no significant relationship with their mari-
tal satisfaction (P=0.90, r=-0.01). Marital satisfaction be-
tween men and women has significant relationship with
each other (P<0.55, r =0.55) such that with the increase

Table 1. Statistics of marital satisfaction in study couples
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of satisfaction in men, the marital satisfaction of women
also increases. Moreover, women’s marital satisfaction
increases with the increased participation of men in
housework (P=0.04, r=0.18) (Figure 2).

To investigate the relationship of demographic vari-
ables with study variables, the Spearman test was used
because of the qualitative distribution of data. Based on
the results, husband’s income had significant associa-
tion with marital satisfaction of women (P<0.05). Hus-
band’s educational level was not associated with any of
the study variables, but wife’s educational level had a
statistically significant relationship with her gender-role
beliefs (P<0.01) such that those with higher education
had more egalitarian and modern beliefs.

The type of gender-role beliefs in wives had statistically
significant association with social status of the husbands
(P =0.01), i.e. women whose husbands had higher social
class, had more gender equitable and modern attitudes.
Wives with higher social class also reported more gender
equitable and modern attitudes (P=0.001). Gender-role
beliefs of wives and husbands had significant relationship
with each other, i.e. women with gender equitable atti-
tudes had husbands with similar attitudes and vice versa
(P=0.002). Age of men had a statistically significant rela-
tionship with their gender-role beliefs (P=0.019), and with
the increase of age, they tend to have more gender equi-
table and modern attitudes.

Discussion

The results of this study indicate a significant relationship
between participation of men in household labor and their
marital satisfaction. This is consistent with the results of Os-
hio [10], Toth [11], McGovern [24], and Moller and Hwang
[31] studies. In these studies, different tools were used to
investigate the participation of spouses in household labor,
because there is no standardized tool in this area. Some
of them measured the hours spent on housework and

N. (%)
Marital Satisfaction Level
Wives Husbands
Low 7(5.8) 7(5.8)
Moderate 47(39.2) 36(30)
High 50(41.7) 63(52.5)
Very high 16(13.3) 14(11.7)
Total 120(100) 120(100)
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Figure 1. Marital satisfaction of men vs. participation of men in
household labor

others considered the way couples divide the housework
tasks. Perhaps, the reason for our study result is that, by
increased marital satisfaction of men (due to affection to
their wives), they get more involved in housework for the
comfort of their wives.

According to our study results, there is no significant
relationship between the participation of women in
housework and their marital satisfaction. This is in
agreement with the results of Ghobadi and Dehghani
[18], Frisco and Williams [32], and Greenstein [33] stud-
ies, but is not consistent with the findings of Oshio [10],
Toth [11], McGovern [24], and Moller and Hwang [31].
Perhaps the reason for this discrepancy, is related to
the conditions of transition to parenthood. These stud-
ies did not study the women with infant children. Only
Moller and Hwang [31] reported a significant correla-
tion between experiences of household workload and
the quality of couple relationship for women when they
had both their first and their second child.

In the current study, marital satisfaction of women was
higher when their husband performed more household
tasks. This is consistent with the findings of Moller and
Hwang [31] and Tsuya and Bumpass [34] studies. Tsuya and
Bumpass in their study in Japan found out that marriage
dramatically increased women’s housework time but pro-
duced little change in men’s time. In addition, husbands’
housework hours were positively correlated with reported
marital satisfaction of both spouses. However, this result
is not in agreement with the results of Ghobadi and Deh-
ghani [18] and Polachek [22] studies. According to them,
the division of housework is not effective on marital satis-
faction of couples, and its perceived fairness has positive
correlation with marital relationship and negative relation-
ship with marital conflicts.

In our study, the type of gender-role beliefs in cou-
ples was not significantly correlated with the division
of household labor. This is not in agreement with the
results of McGovern study [24]. In that study, couples’
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Figure 2. Marital satisfaction of women vs. participation of men
in household labor

sex-role beliefs had statistically significant relationship
with the division of household tasks. That is, couples
with traditional attitudes completed housework tasks
traditionally; those with a modern attitude shared tasks
equally. Perhaps, cultural issues that govern the com-
munity affect the division of household tasks.

The present study was carried out in couples with
infants who were in transition to parenthood. That is,
when women have babies, they knowingly accept most
of their household tasks. In this situation, there are the
needs of a newborn baby like breastfeeding and caring
on the one hand and economic needs of the family on
the other hand. After the delivery and considering the
difference in income levels between men and women,
the husband prefers to have a breadwinner role and the
wife to stay home and do the housework.

According to Katz-Wise, because of the effect of transi-
tion to parenthood on gender-role attitudes of couples,
the traditional attitudes are observed during this period
[30]. In first-time women, the traditional attitudes re-
turn to the egalitarian beliefs over time, and because of
inexperience and unpreparedness in managing tasks,
they become confused. However, in second-time wom-
en, the traditional attitude is stable and husband’s par-
ticipation is not related to marital satisfaction.

Consistent with the findings of Ghobadi and Dehghani
[18], McGovern [24], and Stanik and Bryant [35] stud-
ies, we found no statistically significant relationship
between gender-role beliefs and marital satisfaction of
couples. Stanik and Bryant reported that couples had
lower marital quality when husbands had relatively
more traditional gender role attitudes. Husbands re-
ported lower marital quality when the couple engaged
in a relatively more traditional division of household la-
bor, while husbands with more traditional attitudes who
also engaged in a traditional division of labor reported
lower marital quality compared to other husbands. This
inconsistency is probably due to differences in the re-
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search samples. Stanik and Bryant evaluated newlywed
couples, while we assessed couples with children.

Another reason is the difference in the used assess-
ment tools. McGovern reported that modern husbands
had greater marital adjustment than traditional hus-
bands, but the attitudes of wives had no relationship
with their marital adjustment. Lachance-Grzela sug-
gested that emotional rewards the mothers receive
from their romantic partner influence the way they use
gender ideology to evaluate the fairness of the division
of family labor in their household [23].

Their results indicate that egalitarian gender ideology is
associated with a greater sense of unfairness only when
women feel that their partner demonstrates a low level
of appreciation toward them. When women with tradi-
tional gender ideology feel that their partners demon-
strate a low level of appreciation toward them, they per-
ceive that the housework is fair, but when they feel that
their partners respect, appreciate, and care for them,
egalitarian gender role attitudes are not associated with
a perception of unfairness, and is more likely as fair divi-
sion of household labor [23]. Perhaps it is thought that if
both couples have same traditional/modern beliefs and
attitudes, they will have more marital satisfaction or vice
versa, but the fact is that if they have different attitudes,
they can have more marital adjustment [24].

One of the advantages of this study is that it exam-
ined both spouses because in most studies only one
of the couples completed questionnaires. Low sample
size and survey of urban couples with children were
the limitations of this study. In urban communities,
couples have more access to modern appliances for
housework such as washing machines and vacuum
cleaners, though the family’s financial status influenc-
es their access to these modern appliances. Another
limitation of this study was that it did not examine
working women or housewives separately and couples
were not divided into those with no children, first-time
parents, second-time parents, etc. Further studies are
recommended with larger sample size on working
women, housewives, couples with children, and child-
less parents in urban and rural communities.
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