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 Using data from a national survey, this study examines income and other key 

variables (division of labor and work-family conflict) and their relationship to marital 

satisfaction. This study builds upon the body of research regarding working couples and 

women's increased participation in the paid labor force as well as evaluates the findings 

in the context of data gathered from the recent United States census. Results from this 

study also are compared to the findings of other key studies. Emergent data may be 

used to prepare counselors to work more effectively with couple clients and to assist 

employers in the development of work life policies for dual career and dual earner 

employees.  

 Results from the multiple regression revealed no direct effects of income on 

marital satisfaction. For this sample, increases in work family conflict contributed to less 

marital satisfaction as did the presence of children. Increased participation in household 

chores by respondents’ partners contributed to increased marital satisfaction. No 

differences were observed by gender. Limitations of the study, recommendations for 

further research, and implications for practitioners also are addressed. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

Economic Power and Women in the Workplace 

Since World War II, women in the United States have entered the paid labor 

force in increasing numbers. With this increase in participation in work for pay outside of 

the home, the American family structure also has changed. As of 2000, 64.2 % of 

married couple families reported both parents were employed (Statistical Abstract, 

2001). For many families the dynamics have changed from being male single-earner 

dual parent households to being dual-earner or single parent households. 

 With this change to dual-earner status for many families, median income also 

has risen. In 2000, a census year, the median income of a family household was $51, 

751 compared to a median income of $25,438 for a non-family household and to a 

median income of $42,128 for family and non-family households combined (U. S. 

Census Bureau, P60-213, 2001). For this same year, median earnings for married 

couples were $59,346. Households in which both partners worked had the highest 

earnings when compared to households in which the woman did not work outside the 

home or compared to single households, those with no partner. Dual-earner households 

tended to be found predominantly in the suburbs of major metropolitan areas with both 

earners being between 35 and 54 years old, working full-time and year-round. The top 

20 % of these households earned at least $81,960 in 2000. Disturbingly, female 

households with no partner present had significantly lower median incomes than male 

households with no partner present: $28,116 and $42,129, respectively (U. S. Census 

Bureau, P60-213, 2001). Disparity was also evident in reported median weekly earnings 
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for full-time wage and salary workers: Women’s earnings were $491 compared to men’s 

earnings of $646—a difference of $155 per week. Within race by gender, Whites 

showed the greatest wage disparity-- a $169 per week difference between men and 

women with men earning more. By race, the total reported weekly earnings for Black 

and Hispanic workers were less than those reported by White workers; however, the 

disparities within race between men’s and women’s earnings were less. On average, 

Hispanic women earned 88% of what Hispanic men earned and Black women earned 

85% of what Black men earned. White women, however, earned only 75% of what 

White men earned (Statistical Abstract, 2001). 

 According to the 2000 census data (U. S. Census Bureau, C2KBR/01-8, 2001), 

the majority (52 %) of United States population households were maintained by married 

couples. The next represented household type was that of people living alone-- 26 % of 

households. Unmarried-partner households accounted for 5.2 %, or 5.5 million, of all 

households and were found in both the family and non-family household classifications 

depending on the presence or absence of any relatives to the householder. Of these 

unmarried-partner households, 4.9 million reported being comprised of partners of the 

other gender. Families maintained by female householders without a spouse or partner 

present accounted for 12.2 % of total households. Male householders without a spouse 

or partner present accounted for 4.2 % of total households. Female households without 

a spouse present, but with children under 18 years of age, accounted for 7.2 % of all 

households. In 2000, 3.7 % of all households reported being multigenerational or having 

members of more than two generations residing in the home (U. S. Census Bureau, 

C2KBR/01-8, 2001).  
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 Although women’s salaries in the last 60 years have increased proportionately 

more than men’s salaries, women’s salaries, like median earnings, still lag significantly 

behind those of their male counterparts (U.S. Department of Labor, 1993). Absence 

from the workplace and oppression through gender discrimination in the workplace may 

explain some of the difference in earnings between women and men; however, the fact 

remains that women are still perceived by many employers and employees as the 

second income earner. Wilkie asserted that “although 8 of 10 Americans now believe it 

is O.K. for women to hold jobs, half still think that men should be the real breadwinners" 

(as cited in Coltrane, 1998, p. 74). This sentiment is echoed in the writings of Gerson 

and Hochschild: “By definition, men’s jobs are supposed to be more important than 

women’s jobs, and most people get uncomfortable if a wife makes more money than her 

husband" (as cited in Coltrane, 1998, p. 74). Gilbert (1993) and Deutsch (1999) 

recognized one argument for maintaining the status quo in heterosexual couples: As 

long as men earn more money than women, it makes greater economic sense for 

women to have greater responsibility for child care-- taking leave, shortening hours, and 

such -- to ease the family situation. This thinking has perpetuated women as the second 

income earner and as the majority caregiver while men have continued to progress in 

their careers and to wield power in social policy and legislation. 

In 2000, women earned only $0.74 for every $1.00 earned by men, statistically 

the same as the all time high in 1996 (U. S. Census Bureau, P60-213, 2001). Median 

earnings for men working full-time, year-round, actually dropped by 1.0 % to $37,339 in 

2000. For women working full-time, year-round, median earnings remained unchanged 

at $27,355 in 2000 (U. S. Census Bureau, P60-213, 2001). As median household 
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income has risen in the last several years and as women’s salaries have risen as a 

percentage of the total household income for married couples, explanations for these 

positive changes have been attributed to changes in the employment status of a 

household’s members and changes in educational attainment (U.S. Census Bureau, 

1998). In contrast to these economic gains for married couples as a whole, several 

explanations for the continued wage disparity between men’s and women’s earnings 

have emerged in the literature. For example, on average, women have worked fewer 

hours than men and have traditionally had less occupational experience, seniority, or 

tenure, due to absences for child rearing and home-making (Hattiangadi, 1998). Other 

explanations for the continued wage gap included sex discrimination and denied 

opportunities for women in the workplace. Still another explanation is that women 

pursued educational paths and industry types resulting in occupational choices that 

traditionally have paid less than occupations chosen by men (Hattiangadi, 1998; U. S. 

Department of Labor, 1993).  

Some women’s salaries actually meet or even exceed those of men in selected 

occupations. In 1999, however, women’s earnings were only 62-77% of men’s earnings 

for every major occupational category: executive, administrative, and managerial; 

professional specialty; technical and related support; sales; administrative support and 

clerical; precision production, craft, and repair; machine operators, assemblers, and 

inspectors; transportation and material moving; handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, 

and laborers; service workers; and farming, forestry, and fishing. Wage disparity existed 

not only in occupational categories historically predominated by men such as precision 

production, craft, and repair, but also in categories such as professional specialties in 
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which women approximated men and in categories such as administrative support and 

clerical in which women outnumbered men (Statistical Abstract, 2001). Considering this 

data, occupational choice alone does not appear to account for the continued gender 

disparity in workplace earnings. 

Despite the disparity within occupational categories and the disparity between 

average weekly salaries for men and women, the percentage of women entering higher 

paying jobs has been increasing (Statistical Abstract, 2001). In their study of married 

working couples and dual-earners, Bianchi and Spain (1983) found that although 82 % 

of wives earned less than their husbands, 2 % earned as much, 10 % earned more, and 

6 % earned twice as much as their husbands. Using 1993 data from the Current 

Population Survey, Winkler (1998) found the following characteristics regarding nearly 

22 million married dual-earner couples: 

1. Women were the primary earners or had earnings greater than their spouses 
in 20 to 25 % of the couples even though women tended to earn less on 
average than men. The remainder of the couples in the study included men 
who had greater or relatively equal earnings when compared to their spouse’s 
earnings.  

2. Women and men had the same level of education in 50 % of the couples. 

3. Men had more education than women in nearly 30% of the couples, whereas 
women had more education than men in nearly 20% of the couples. 

4. Women earned more than their partners in nearly 60 % of the cases in which 
men’s earnings were in the lowest quintile. 

5. Women earned more than their partners in only 6 to 7 % of the cases in which 
men’s earnings were in the top quintile. 

6. On average, the woman’s contribution to earnings accounted for between 35 
and 38 % of the couple’s total earnings. 

Winkler (1998) concluded that individuals in dual-earner couples do not randomly pair 

together but, instead, follow “positive assertive mating,” in which more highly educated, 
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higher wage men pair with more highly educated, higher wage women, and vice versa 

(p. 44). 

As women earn more money and spend more time on the job, Coltrane (1998) 

speculated that married women will increase their bargaining power for participation of 

their spouses in child care and household tasks and predicted that single women will 

increase their bargaining power for paying others to perform these same services. The 

gap between non-working class, White women and men in labor participation and pay 

scales will continue to narrow and should lead to greater parity in women’s and men's 

bargaining power in the marriage market and in the home (Coltrane, 1998). 

Nevertheless, Coltrane (1998) predicted that the majority of women will still continue to 

enter or occupy lower-paying, second-tier jobs. Single mothers and their children, 

especially in minority communities, will continue to struggle economically and will 

continue to be at risk for living in poverty (Coltrane, 1998). The concept of women and 

men as equally able economic partners is a different paradigm for viewing working 

couples and their accomplishment of work and family goals (Gilbert, 1993). For most 

couples this economic equality is not the present reality.  

Statement of the Problem 

Although many factors may influence the existence and perpetuation of the wage 

gap, the fact still remains that, on average, women earn significantly less than men do 

in the workplace as evidenced by lagging median earnings and the female-to-male 

earnings ratio. In addition, although most families include women that work, research on 

the relationship between this income or economic disparity and marital satisfaction is 

limited. Research of significant sample size with women as the higher wage earner 
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(e.g., Guzman, 2000; Kim, Galinsky, & Bond, 2001) also has been limited, because 

random samples, by definition, are representative of the larger population and most 

often reflect patterns in which men earn more money in the workplace. Much more 

attention has been given to defining dual-career or dual-earner relationships and to 

examining division of labor, work-family conflict, choice, power, and status in 

heterosexual marriages (e.g., Hallett & Gilbert, 1997; Hiller & Philliber, 1980; Stanfield, 

1998). Other studies (e.g., Buunk & Mutsaers, 1999; Richardson, 1979; Vannoy-Hiller & 

Philliber, 1989) examined marital satisfaction in relation to factors such as occupational 

choice, prestige, and continuity in the labor force. A limited number of studies have 

examined these same factors in committed couple relationships other than marriage 

(e.g., Shelton & John, 1993). With few exceptions (e.g., Eldridge & Gilbert, 1990), 

studies of dual-earner relationships have not included lesbian or gay couple 

participants. 

Studies (e.g., Aryee & Luk, 1996; Gorman, 2000; Hotchkiss & Moore, 1999; Steil 

& Hay, 1997) focused on income or economic power have examined the incremental 

amount of income that a female partner brings to the family, the wage gap between the 

two partners, career satisfaction and identity, a woman’s inability to wield economic 

power in the relationship, or economic realities experienced by dual-earners. Income 

has rarely been isolated as a correlate to marital or relationship satisfaction but, instead, 

has been mentioned in combination with the dual-earner couple’s division of labor, 

work-family conflict, and other factors. Many of the income-related studies have been 

limited in sample size (e.g., Arrighi & Maume, 2000; Hundley, 2001). In addition, some 

of these studies utilized samples from populations other than working couples in the 
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United States (e.g., Aryee & Luk, 1996; Nakhaie, 1995; Wu & Pollard, 2000). Very few 

researchers (e.g., Kim et al., 2001) have examined the possibility of a direct relationship 

between income or economic power and marital or relationship satisfaction with 

contemporary dual-earner couples and have failed to provided the detailed analysis as 

found in earlier studies (e.g., Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989).  

Increases in women’s earnings may increase opportunities for conflict in the 

context of the couple relationship. Researchers O’Neil, Fishman, and Kinsella-Shaw 

(1987) defined “normative dilemmas” experienced by dual-career couples as conflicts in 

personal and social norms and values for which solutions are not immediately apparent 

and which occur when couples diverge from accepted norms in their careers, gender 

roles, marriages, and families. In describing these conflicts, O’Neil et al. (1987) stated: 

Normative dilemmas exist when there are vastly unequal power bases between 
spouses. Inequities in power can affect how decisions are made, how resources 
are used, and how conflicts are resolved. Family power processes include control 
attempts, assertiveness, negotiation, persuasion, and influence directed at family 
decision making. (pp. 80-81) 
 

As recommended by O’Neil et al. (1987), further exploring the issues faced by dual-

earner in addition to dual-career couples and families will assist counselors in identifying 

normative dilemmas and themes that have psychological significance for the individual 

client, the couple, and the family. 

Operating from a position that gender equity is positive for both women and men, 

Kaslow and Carter (1991) argued that counselors and counseling theories often have 

ignored the power dynamics in couple relationships and the relationship of power issues 

to depression which is experienced more by women. They suggested that counselors 

increase their competency in this area by having an awareness of the couple’s cultural 
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context, having an awareness of one’s own gender biases, and gaining the gender 

perspectives of both members of the couple (Kaslow & Carter, 1991). Hare-Mustin 

(1991) contended that traditional theories of psychotherapy have reinforced gender 

norms and that if therapists are to do more than encourage their clients to conform, they 

must “recognize how the dominant discourses influence behavior and support the power 

differences in the relations of women and men” (p. 82). 

Similarly, Aspy and Sandhu (1999) defined and recommended client 

competencies required for gender equity. These identified competencies are in physical, 

emotional, intellectual, and spiritual realms. Specifically, Aspy and Sandhu (1999) 

asserted that proactive counselors can assist women by teaching skills, knowledge, and 

attitudes required for social change as well as by ensuring that women are aware of the 

processes that might be preventing them from reaching their potential. Further research 

also is needed on how the concept of inequity in relationships might be reinforcing the 

disadvantaged status of women and on how counselors might develop strategies for 

counteracting such reinforcement (Russo, 1987).  

Further comparative research involving dual-earner and dual-career couples and 

possible income or power inequities will also serve counselors as they seek to empower 

their clients at home and in the workplace (Pleck, 1987). McWhirter (1994) defined this 

progression: 

Empowerment is the process by which people, organizations, or groups who are 
powerless or marginalized (a) become aware of the power dynamics at work in 
their life context, (b) develop the skills and capacity for gaining some reasonable 
control over their lives, (c) which they exercise, (d) without infringing on the rights 
of others, and (e) which coincides with actively supporting the empowerment of 
others in their community. (p. 12) 
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Additional information on the advantages and disadvantages of different couple and 

family structures, including the possible influence of women’s earnings on marital or 

relationship satisfaction, provides clients the opportunity to be more intentional in their 

choices and to develop tolerance for those individuals, couples, and families who have 

made choices different from their own (Tinsley, 1987). 

 In summary, clarifying the relationship between partners’ relative income and 

their relationship satisfaction will add to the existing body of research on dual-earner 

couples by providing more timely and more specific information on the possible “costs” 

and “benefits” of participating in such relationships. Increased understanding gained 

from the study of these characteristics of dual-earner couples may be helpful to 

counselors as they work with clients currently in, or contemplating, committed couple 

relationships. Counselors will be better prepared to assist clients as they navigate 

through decisions related to relationships and work and as they experience conflict 

related to these major life areas. As well, current information regarding couples in the 

workplace might be useful to employers who are faced with developing policies and with 

managing workplace issues such as employee retention and work/life balance. 

Review of Related Literature 

Characteristics and Descriptors  

Research on working couples has focused on defining or describing the 

characteristics of the income-producing partners. In the literature, "dual-career" typically 

refers to relationships in which both partners are committed to professional positions 

and to growth and development in those positions. Stanfield (1998) defined a dual-

career couple as one in which both partners pursue careers and maintain a family life, 
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either with our without dependents, and in which the couple functions without the benefit 

of a “wife” or person to stay at home, manage the household, and care for dependents. 

In contrast, "dual-earner" refers to those couples in which both partners work but may 

not be committed to professional positions. Dual-earner connotes an emphasis on 

income brought to the family instead of an emphasis on psychological meaning derived 

from work. Pleck (1987) argued that, compared to dual career families, dual-earner 

families experience less bargaining power with their employers, have fewer economic 

resources for coping with problems, and endure more severe consequences when the 

woman leaves the labor force. 

According to Gilbert, Hallett, and Eldridge (1994), three assumptions plus their 

realities emerged as important to the definition and study of dual-career couples: 

1. Assumption: Economic equality exists between partners. Reality: Women are 
underrepresented in many jobs and earn less than men. 

2. Assumption: Work and family systems of the couple are compatible. Reality: 
Resistance is strong to altering the structure of professional work and 
workplace policies. 

3. Assumption: Spouses’ self-concepts allow for role-sharing, mutuality, and 
interdependency free of gender constraints. Reality: Gender roles extend 
beyond the individual and operate in the structures of society as well as within 
the dynamics of relationships.  

Gilbert et al. (1994) contended that “the meaning of role-sharing or establishing an 

egalitarian relationship differs dramatically when we move from a relationship centered 

around gender differences to one centered around gender sameness” (p. 160). 

Similarly, Schwartz (1994) identified and supported the development of egalitarian 

couple relationships or “peer marriages.” 

 Hallett and Gilbert (1997) commented on the existence of two subtypes or 

patterns within the dual-career marriage: conventional pattern and role-sharing pattern. 
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The conventional pattern (CONV) represented role expansion in which women retain 

primary responsibility for the home and parenting while actively pursuing careers. In the 

role-sharing pattern (RS), both spouses actively pursued careers and were actively 

involved in housework and parenting. The latter pattern represented social change, 

because it held wives and husbands jointly responsible for both home and occupational 

roles. 

 In their study of 174 never married, upper division, heterosexual university 

women, Hallett and Gilbert (1997) examined the differences between women planning 

for role-sharing dual-career marriages (RS) and women planning for conventional dual-

career marriages. Similarities between the two groups included vocational identity, the 

essential characteristics they would seek in a spouse, and perceptions regarding future 

difficulties with work-family issues. Both groups indicated they would seek spouses who 

are emotionally connective and available, and both anticipated future work-family 

conflicts to be few. The two groups differed on responses regarding career commitment, 

personal agency, and generally held attitudes regarding their fit on the liberal-

conservative continuum. RS participants responded with higher levels of career 

commitment, self-esteem, and instrumentality, as well as with perceptions of 

themselves, friends, and dating partners as having more liberal attitudes. RS 

respondents placed a higher value on having a spouse who would be involved in 

domestic labor and child-care. 

Division of Labor  

The distribution of domestic labor within the household and its relationship to the 

marital satisfaction experienced by couples were issues cited heavily in research. The 
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division or distribution of domestic labor included that work which couples perform to 

establish and maintain a household as well as that work related to the care and 

development of children and other dependents within the household. This section 

introduces the dilemmas faced by dual-earner couples regarding the division of labor 

and research findings related to how couples face those dilemmas. 

Perceptions as to whether women’s work outside the home is a contribution or 

cost to the family influence how responsibilities are negotiated and reflect the balance of 

power and division of labor within the family (Ferree, 1984). Following her study of 135 

working wives in Boston, Ferree argued that women who worked out of economic 

necessity had more power than did women whose work was optional. She explained: 

As with working class women, middle class wives assume that information about 
the division of labor conveys information about the distribution of power, crucial 
evidence of whether or not your family is living up to the ideal of a “good family” 
and whether or not you yourself are a “good” person. (Ferree, 1984, p. 71) 
 

Ferree found that norms regarding credit and discredit of women’s work may have 

differed somewhat by class, but these distinctions were not found in the division of 

household labor: Women still did the majority of housework in most families (Ferree, 

1984). In her discussion of the division of labor, Ferree (1984) suggested the existence 

of a paradox in that employment may give women power that they do not feel 

legitimately entitled to use even if this power is still less than that of men. With this 

occurrence, women may not demand an egalitarian division of labor and may take steps 

to refrain from undercutting their male partner’s authority (Ferree, 1984). 

 Likewise, Hochschild (1989) suggested in her research with a sub-sample of 65 

couples that the less a woman earned relative to her husband, the more she worked at 

housework. Findings also indicated that women who earned more than their husbands 
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earned did not necessarily have more leisure time. In studying this phenomenon further, 

Hochschild (1989) concluded that in these cases of higher earning women, the men 

were not performing well in their professions. Hochschild (1989) contended that these 

women making more money than their husbands were “balancing” or “making up” for 

this turn of the table by doing more at home or on the “second shift” (p. 284). Her 

findings were supported by Heath, Ciscel, and Sharp (1998), who found that (a) women 

in dual-earner families worked longer combined hours in the paid and unpaid labor 

market than did their male partners and counterparts in other family types; (b) although 

men were participating in greater proportion in the unpaid labor market than was the 

case in the past, women still did the majority of the household work and often at the 

expense of individual economic viability; and (c) that a slight increase in men’s 

participation in household labor increased women’s relative market wage and, perhaps, 

her bargaining power in the family. 

 Stier and Lewin-Epstein (2000) studied 807 married or cohabitating respondents 

in Tel Aviv; their results may or may not be generalizable to the United States. These 

researchers found no significant differences in bargaining power between women who 

worked part-time and women who were not working outside of the home. Full-time 

employment, however, did appear to influence bargaining power and to affect 

household decisions including how household labor was distributed within the family. 

Increased education for women appeared to correlate with more egalitarian 

arrangements in the division of household labor. The researchers further explained the 

double-bind and the “second shift” phenomenon also described by Hochschild (1989): 

Time and effort spent on household labor for part-time employed women did not 
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increase their access to the family’s resources and decision-making. Due to their part-

time status in paid work, these women often were invisible to their employers as was 

their contribution to the family work at home (Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000). 

Exploring gender theory and the division of household labor in a study of 3,221 

married or cohabitating partners, Shelton and John (1993) found that, similar to 

Hochschild’s findings, marital status was an important determinant of household labor 

for women but not for men. Although married men and married women held more 

traditional gender role attitudes when compared to their cohabitating counterparts, 

married women in this study spent significantly more time --over 6 hours per week-- on 

housework and earned less money than did cohabitating women. When adjusted for 

marital status, number of children, and gender, the resulting difference in housework 

time between married women and cohabitating women with children was 3.5 hours. 

This same measure between married and cohabitating women without children resulted 

in a difference of 12.3 hours. Although differences in housework hours existed between 

married women and cohabitating women in all analyses, the magnitude of the difference 

was explained by an important factor: parenthood. 

Blain’s (1994) in-depth study of 16 dual-earner heterosexual couples supported 

the concept that women’s work is devalued and that women and men reinforce that 

devaluation through everyday interactions or discourses. This devaluation of women’s 

work is exemplified when outside domestic help is sought to “assist her” when in fact it 

is assisting him. None of Blain’s participants said the outside help would “assist him” 

even when the female was the breadwinner and when that was the reality (Blain, 1994). 

Interwoven discourses perpetuating the devaluation of women’s work and precluding 
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equitable distribution of family work included themes of (a) personal choice, (b) men as 

incompetent at housework, (c) roles and socialization, and (d) natural bonding of mother 

and child (Blain, 1994). 

Findings in a national Canadian study of 1,810 married partners (Nakhaie, 1995) 

showed that, consistent with other research (e.g., Hochschild, 1989), full-time paid work 

by women did not lessen or relieve them from most of the housework. When the men’s 

number of hours of paid work increased over 30, their amount of housework decreased; 

however, in the same scenario with women, the amount of housework increased. 

Housework, or the division of domestic labor, was most strongly correlated with gender, 

then with relative income contribution by one partner, time availability, and individual 

income. Perceived power and the presence of children showed weaker correlations with 

housework. Nakhaie (1995) concluded, “[because] women as a group are less powerful 

than men, time spent performing paid work becomes less valuable and cannot easily 

help reduce [the women’s] share of housework” (p. 419). Similar to the findings of 

Ferree (1984) and Hochschild (1989), Nakhaie (1995) reported a “superwoman” work 

ethic among women working long hours who are also doing more housework. Nakhaie 

(1995) also speculated on an institutionalized “gender factory” or gendered socialization 

of housework in which daughters are trained in domestic activities and sons are less 

trained in domestic activities (pp. 419-420). 

In their study of 38 dual-career couples and role changes, Apostal and Helland 

(1993) concluded that both the women and the men in their study were committed to 

dual-career lifestyles and used traditional, gender-related roles to distribute the 

household work responsibilities. Domestic role changes were defined as increases or 
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decreases in the performance by either partner of a list of 17 domestic task items such 

as grocery shopping and lawn mowing. Non-domestic role changes were defined as 

increases or decreases in the performance by either partner of a list of non-household 

activities such as taking time to pursue a hobby or taking time to pursue personal and 

career interests. Non-domestic role changes for women appeared to indicate 

compromise, whereas non-domestic role changes for men appeared to indicate self-

enhancement. Apostal and Helland (1993) found that domestic tasks were gender-

specific rather than shared equally between partners and that, unlike non-domestic role 

changes, domestic role changes were relatively low for both women and men and, 

therefore, created minimal conflict. According to Gilbert (1993) satisfaction with the 

balance of roles was dependent on each partner's perception of the arrangement as fair 

regardless of how the labor was actually divided in the household. Other researchers 

(Guzman, 2000; Levine & Pittinsky, 1997; Russo, 1987) supported Gilbert’s (1993) 

conclusion that analyses of the perceptions of fairness are essential to understanding 

equity and, therefore, egalitarian relationships. 

Gregson and Lowe (1994) concluded that all households in their study had the 

ability to modify their domestic divisions of labor or to employ waged domestic labor. 

However, they found no evidence to support an inevitable positive relationship between 

women’s greater economic power and the development of egalitarian types of domestic 

labor. 

Arrighi and Maume (2000) in their study of 385 middle-aged men also had results 

similar to Hochschild (1989) and others. Specifically, they determined that (a) men who 

reported more traditional gender-role attitudes performed proportionately less 
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housework than men with more egalitarian attitudes, (b) men who worked longer 

workweeks did less required household work, (c) men with employed wives did not 

perform significantly more household work than men with non-employed wives, (d) men 

did less household work as the spousal earnings gap increased, (e) older men 

performed less household work than younger men, and (f) men who were union 

members participated in more household work than did non-union member men.  

Although sample size did not permit the study of men whose earnings were less 

than their spouse’s earnings, Arrighi and Maume (2000) examined the differences 

between financially “dependent” men, defined as men whose earnings were greater 

than their spouse’s earnings by $15,000 or less, and “independent” men, defined as 

men whose earnings were greater than their spouse’s earnings by more than $15,000. 

In the group classified as financially “dependent,” Arrighi and Maume (2000) found that 

workplace subordination or the perception of little control over decision-making, time 

scheduling, and work design, was magnified. According to these researchers, 

household work was inconsistent with masculine identity, and, therefore, men who were 

dependent on their spouse’s earnings and who were subordinated in the workplace 

were even more resistant to household work than were dependent men who were not 

subordinated in the workplace. 

Still other studies (e.g., Gjerdingen, 2000; Gottman, 1994) yielded results of 

women reporting that they contributed more to household labor than did their male 

partners. Dillaway and Broman (2001) had similar findings in their study of 492 

individuals from dual-earner couples. The division of labor was still a significant 

predictor of marital satisfaction and, in all their analyses, men reported being more 
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satisfied with their marriages and wives than women reported being with their marriages 

and husbands. Gottman (1994) described the “second-shift” phenomenon: 

Even in dual-career families, women nearly always wind up doing most of the 
housework. One study showed that men who claim to support feminist ideals 
only do an average of four minutes more housework each day than traditional 
men with openly “macho” belief systems. That adds up to scrubbing one pot or 
vacuuming one rug. (p. 155) 
 
Although Gottman (1994) attributed relationship success to a couple’s ability to 

resolve conflict and to the presence of the “marital nutrients” of love and respect, he 

also warned that inequities in household labor and child care have significant 

consequences for the marital satisfaction of women, which inevitability affects the 

marital satisfaction of men. Contending that housework and child care were “couple” 

jobs and, therefore, not the exclusive domain of women, Gottman (1994) postulated, 

“And remember: men who do more housework and child care have better sex lives and 

happier marriages than others” (p. 157). 

Many researchers using different approaches and spanning almost 20 years 

addressed the division of labor and its relationship to marital satisfaction. A few 

consistent themes emerged from that research: (a) women still perform the majority of 

housework regardless of income or economics (e.g., Ferree, 1984; Hochschild, 1989), 

(b) existence of a second shift phenomenon (e.g., Heath et al., 1998; Hochschild, 1989; 

Nakhaie, 1995; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000), (c) women’s greater involvement in work 

at home having a negative impact on women’s earnings in the workplace (e.g., Ferree, 

1984; Hochschild, 1989; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 2000), (d) gender role and generational 

influences on egalitarian relationships (e.g., Apostal & Helland, 1993; Arrighi & Maume, 

2000), and (e) the division of labor as a significant predictor of marital satisfaction (e.g., 
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Dillaway & Broman, 2001; Gottman, 1994). Although the studies cited in this section 

contributed differently to the body of research, they supported the arguments that the 

division of household labor and earning potential were related to marital satisfaction and 

that egalitarian relationships were not always defined by equality in these areas. 

Application of these findings to dual-earner couples today may be limited, because 

several of the landmark studies were conducted nearly 20 years ago. 

Work-Family Conflict 

Inherent in the definition of the dual-career or dual-earner couple is the concept 

of work-family conflict-- an outcome of each partner’s involvement in work and family 

roles with antecedents that include work salience, defined as work involvement and 

priority; flexibility of work schedules; and family involvement (Hammer, Allen, & Grigsby, 

1997). Theoretically, only when work roles and family roles are totally compatible does 

work-family conflict cease to exist. Realistically, even if a state of total compatibility is 

reached, it is temporary in nature. The research included in this section addresses work 

family conflict as experienced by dual-earner couples. 

Perceptions of work-balance suggest minimal work-family conflict just as 

perceptions of imbalance suggest a high level of work-family conflict. In a study of 2,757 

cases from the General Social Survey of Canada in 1990, White (1999) found that 

different types of earners in the family experienced work-family balance differently. In 

one-earner families, that is, those in which the male was financial provider, women were 

more satisfied with the work-family balance than were men. In families in which both 

partners worked, men were more satisfied with balance issues than were women. 

Women working full-time in dual-earner families were least satisfied with balance issues 
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in comparison to men. White concluded that men were most satisfied with balance 

issues when women were in the paid labor force, either full-time or part-time. Women, 

however, were more satisfied with work-family balance when they were stay-at-home 

mothers or when they were committed to working only at jobs outside the home 

involving less than 20 hours per week.  

Similar to White’s (1999) findings, 40% of respondents in a study (Lang, 2000) of 

upstate New York dual-earner couples reported managing work-family balance issues 

and responsibilities by having one spouse in a “career” and one spouse in a “job” – with 

women being most frequently in the “job” and, thereby, perpetuating traditional gender 

roles. Women in Lang’s study reported beginning as young women with expectations for 

egalitarian relationships and career paths but finding themselves diverted from career 

paths without any prior planning. Participants in this study, both men and women, 

although not described as working at the expense of time at home, as enjoying working 

more than spending time at home, or as transferring emotional commitment from family 

relationships to work relationships, were “scaling back” to place limits on the number of 

hours worked in paid employment. Men tended to scale back when their children were 

young and at calculated times in their careers; however, women tended to exercise 

limits throughout their employment. Lang argued that these employees, in an effort to 

balance work-family issues, were privately accommodating the demands of their 

employers and the workplace. As working couple employees accommodated the 

demands of their employers, these employers no longer were required to consider 

workplace accommodation through revision of policies or through work restructuring.  
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Stanfield (1998) suggested that dual-career couples face “role strain” in their 

family life due to the non-existence of a “wife” for either spouse. Each spouse, therefore, 

must attempt to fulfill both work and home obligations. In her study of 36 dual-career 

couples in the health, legal, and academic professions, Stanfield found that couples 

either employed a flexible coping style or a rigid coping style in their management of 

role strain. Differences in the coping styles were defined by the degree of flexibility in 

work schedules of the couple. Not surprisingly, couples with rigid coping styles 

experienced greater degrees of role strain. The presence of children at home did not 

appear to be related to the coping style that the couple used (Stanfield, 1998). 

Findings from a study of 393 married dual-earner couples (Hammer et al., 1997) 

suggested the existence of within-individual effects as well as the existence of 

crossover effects in which the level of work-family conflict experienced by an individual 

positively correlated with the level of work-family conflict experienced by the individual’s 

partner. Within-individual effects indicated that perceived work salience, work schedule 

flexibility, and family involvement accounted for significant amounts of variance in work-

family conflict. Surprisingly, the men in the Hammer et al. study perceived greater work 

schedule flexibility than did the women, a finding not previously supported in research 

literature. These researchers suggested further research was needed to understand the 

construct of work schedule flexibility and its influence on work-family conflict. Consistent 

with other research on work-family conflict and findings that women spend far more time 

on family-related tasks than do their male partners, Hammer et al. reported greater 

perceptions of work-family conflict among women and suggested that “… the women 

are having more difficulty in juggling the multiple demands of work and family than are 
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their male partners…” (p. 198). Guzman (2000) also found support for women’s work 

“spilling over” or affecting women’s marital quality, but she did not find the same held 

true for men. 

Contrary to the findings of the Hammer et al. (1997) study, Barnett and Rivers 

(1996), having studied two-income families, found no significant gender differences in 

how women and men experience work and family and any related psychological stress. 

They contended that for both genders, what happens at home influences what happens 

at work, and vice versa. Many employers have implemented family-friendly benefits to 

attract and to retain qualified employees as well as to assist employees in their attempts 

to mitigate conflict and achieve balance in their work and family lives. Levine and 

Pittinsky (1997) noticed a gap between the benefits being offered and the employees 

that actually took advantage of the benefits. Men were much less likely than women to 

utilize work-family benefits. Levine and Pittinsky (1997) offered several possible 

explanations for the gap: (a) women still provide the majority of child and elder care in 

households; (b) women on average earn less than men in paid labor and, thus, are 

more likely to work part-time to manage child care; and (c) men believe these benefits 

are designed and intended for women and believe utilizing such benefits equates to a 

lack of workplace commitment or to a threat to their masculinity. 

The research cited in this section examined work family conflict in relationship to 

(a) work status, i.e., fulltime vs. part-time (White, 1999), (b) gender roles and differences 

between dual-earner and dual-career status (Lang, 2000), (c) changing family needs 

and coping styles (Lang, 2000; Stanfield, 1998), (d) divisions of labor (Stanfield, 1998), 

and (e) work schedule control and flexibility (Hammer et al., 1997). The majority of 
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research included supported the existence of differences between men and women in 

how work family conflict is perceived and subsequently managed. Only one study 

(Guzman, 2000) directly related work family conflict to marital quality or satisfaction; 

however, other studies in this section directly related work family conflict to the division 

of household labor (e.g., Hammer et al., 1997; Stanfield, 1998). Therefore, at minimum, 

work family conflict appears to have an indirect relationship with marital satisfaction. 

Power Differentials 

Power dynamics in relationships appear to have an association with relationship 

satisfaction. In a study of 275 lesbian dual-career couples, Eldridge and Gilbert (1990) 

found that power, or the sense of one’s own influence in the relationship without regard 

to her partner’s sense of influence, was significantly associated with relationship 

satisfaction. Those participants who reported greater power also reported greater 

relationship satisfaction. Those participants reporting unequal power or a perceived 

differential in influence between partners also reported lower relationship satisfaction 

(Eldridge & Gilbert, 1990). As the following discussion indicates, power seems to have a 

similar, if not the same, effect in heterosexual couples as in lesbian couples. 

In their examination of contemporary developments in women’s career 

counseling, Harmon and Meara (1994) proposed different operating norms for men and 

women in the worlds of work and home. Men typically had more power than women in 

public life; however, both women and men worked out power sharing accommodations 

in their private lives with less formal structure and more complex patterns than those 

found in public life (Harmon & Meara, 1994). These writers contended, “when power is 

unequally distributed, the less powerful typically accommodate more than the more 
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powerful” (p. 359). According to Harmon and Meara (1994), women believed that, in 

both their personal and private lives, they have had to accommodate to men. The 

authors contended that this problem of gender dependent power will exist “until men are 

willing to relinquish more power or women are willing to insist more forcefully they 

should have power or, more simply, seize it …” (Harmon & Meara, 1994, p. 359). 

Similarly, Gottman (1999) claimed that marital satisfaction and stability were associated 

with the male partner’s ability to accept influence, or power, from his female partner. 

Blain’s (1994) research revealed discourses or couples’ talk that retained the 

power differential requiring women to ask to gain housework performance from men. 

Indicating they did not want to upset the balance of the household and were afraid of 

getting stuck with the additional responsibilities, men had the option of whether or not to 

respond to these requests. Blain (1994) also observed humor as a way that men 

addressed their resistance to their wives requests for help, and, therefore, maintained 

the power imbalance. She suggested, “men can refuse [domestic work]. Making a joke 

out of it hides the fact that, in most circumstances, women cannot [refuse domestic 

work]” (p. 547). 

Similar to Blain’s (1994) findings, Tichenor (1999) found that wives with resource 

advantages such as income or job status were not more likely to exercise greater power 

in relationships than wives in more conventional marriages. She concluded that the 

balance of marital power was more closely associated with gender than with income or 

status. In her in-depth interviews of 30 couples, Tichenor (1999) identified “status 

reversal” relationships in which the woman’s income, status, or both were greater than 

those of her partner. Status-reversal women matched the conventional women on all 
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variables except that status-reversal women tended to have advanced degrees and to 

significantly out-earn their spouses. Tichenor’s findings for status-reversal couples 

included: 

1. Increases in occupational status and income appeared to have minimal 
influence on marital power. 

2. Couples often reorganized their lives so as to hide the woman’s relative 
increase in income or status, thus maintaining the appearance of more 
conventional marriages. 

3. Women performed most of the household labor and provided most of the 
economic security of the family while judging personal success on the basis 
of their household contributions as opposed to occupational achievements. 

4. Women’s discretionary spending was perceived to be public due to the 
couples’ maintenance of joint funds for household expenses whereas men’s 
discretionary spending was often perceived private due to their maintenance 
of separate funds or due to the practice of paying themselves first. 

Tichenor (1999) contended that many status-reversal women shunned any power 

derived from their income or status by either giving up control or by adopting strategies 

that created the illusion of their partners being in control.  

Whereas some researchers (e.g., Pleck, 1987; Winkler, 1998) suggested that 

having a career rather than a job likely gives women more bargaining power with their 

partners, the studies of Blain (1994) and Tichenor (1999) pointed to the opposite --the 

strength of gender theory regarding power in relationships and the propensity for 

maintenance of the status quo. In yet another study, Hochschild (1997) interviewed a 

woman whose success level was approaching the success level of her husband. As this 

occurred, the husband began to “match” his work commitment to her work commitment. 

Like the status-reversal couples, this couple was involved in a strategy to “keep things 

even in the eyes of the world” (p. 79). These findings lend credibility to McGoldrick’s 

(1991) claim that economic viability alone does not equalize power in the marital 
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relationship because of the values and gender roles adopted by individuals through 

socialization and conflict with Potucheck’s (1992) claim that gender is continually 

constructed and reconstructed throughout an individual’s life span. 

As supported by research in this section (e.g., Gottman, 1994; Harmon & Meara, 

1994), power or influence was related to marital satisfaction. In addition to the studies 

with heterosexual couples (e.g., Blain, 1994; Tichenor, 1999), studies with lesbian 

couples (Eldridge & Gilbert, 1990) further contributed to explanations of how gender 

affects power in relationships. Consistent with the literature cited in previous sections, 

researchers cited in this section noted that women, regardless of relative income, 

performed more of the household labor than their male partners and that this division of 

labor was linked to the exercise of power in the relationship (e.g., McGoldrick, 1991; 

Tichenor, 1999). 

Selection and Choice 

Included in the literature on working couples were several studies that addressed 

decisions regarding whether or not an individual enters into or remains in a marriage or 

cohabitating relationship as well as decisions regarding the structure or type of 

relationship. The Hallett and Gilbert (1997) study suggested that women make choices 

regarding whether or not to participate in a dual-career relationship as well as make 

choices regarding selection from among the different types of dual-career relationships. 

These researchers found that women had preferences for either the conventional 

pattern or the role-sharing pattern and that this preference emerged because it was 

consistent with the woman’s worldview before she married (Hallett & Gilbert, 1997). 
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Postgender marriages refer to couples that have moved beyond using gender as 

a guidepost in their negotiation of marital roles and responsibilities (Risman & Johnson-

Sumerford, 1998). In a study of 15 educationally elite couples, Risman and Johnson-

Sumerford (1998) conceptualized the routes to postgender marriage using labor, 

control, and cathexis (emotional connection) as the framework for analysis. These paths 

included: 

1. Postgender dual-career couples have a near absence of gender as a criterion for 
determining labor distributions. 

2. Postgender dual-nurturers spend more time with children than at paid work. Their 
types of work vary depending on family needs. In this case, neither partner is 
strongly attached to the labor force. 

3. Postgender post-traditional couples have spent time in roles as husband-
breadwinner and wife-nurturer and now have consciously adopted new roles. 

4. External forces determine the route for some postgender couples. Circumstances 
beyond the immediate control of the couple push them into postgender dual-
career roles, as in cases in which the woman receives a job with a higher salary 
or one partner suffers from a chronic illness (Risman & Johnson-Sumerford, 
1998). 

In addition to supporting these alternative routes to postgender marriages, the 

findings of Risman and Johnson-Sumerford (1998) showed that (a) the income and 

professional prestige of the women participants appeared to help them move past male 

privilege, (b) the basis of comparison for these couples was each other rather than their 

same sex peers, (c) rules of fairness and sharing existed in marriages that functioned 

as egalitarian friendships, and (d) the consequences of gender were not deterministic – 

couples could reject gender as justification for inequality. 

 In a woman’s choice to enter into a committed or marriage relationship or to stay 

in a relationship with a male partner, researchers (Heaton & Blake, 1999; Oppenheimer, 

1997; Sayer & Bianchi, 2000; Wu & Pollard, 2000) identified and studied the 



 

 29

“independence effect” hypothesis that as women’s rising employment levels increase 

their economic independence, women’s desires to marry are decreased due to minimal 

perceived gain. Oppenheimer (1997) as well as Sayer and Bianchi’s (2000) findings did 

not support the independence effect hypothesis. Wu and Pollard’s (2000) study, using 

longitudinal data from a national Canadian survey, produced results that supported the 

independence effect, but that contradicted another finding from the study: Overall 

deterioration in household finances increased the risk of relationship separation or 

divorce. Wu and Pollard’s (2000) findings also included: (a) higher percentages of 

relationship separation or divorce as the earnings of both married and cohabitating 

women increased, (b) increased propensity to separate or lowered propensity to marry 

in cohabitating couples who are experiencing financial difficulties – an economic 

deprivation model, and (c) greater likelihood of relationship separation as men’s 

personal earnings increased, although increases in total family earnings were 

associated with union stability. Using a large sample of couples from the longitudinal 

National Survey of Families and Households, Heaton and Blake (1999) found that 

higher earnings for either spouse were associated with a greater likelihood of marital or 

relationship disruption, but that this association was greater for women than it was for 

men. 

 In total, the studies cited in this section were limited by number and by sample 

size. Some, but not all, of the research supported the existence of an independence 

effect with working couples. Income was addressed in relationship to marriage stability; 

however, none of the studies included in this section focused directly on the relationship 

between choices faced by working couples and marital satisfaction. 
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Status and Compatibility  

Instead of examining the reasons that women and men enter into or remain in 

relationships, this section on status and compatibility examines the reasons that women 

and men participate in the paid workforce and the ways in which this participation may 

affect relationships. Consequences associated with issues of status and compatibility 

and addressed in the literature include relationship distress, spousal abuse, and 

divorce, as well as changes in job level and changes in employment status. 

Job potential, including occupational potential and wage potential, was found to 

be the single most important reason that married women participated in the labor force, 

according to a 1980 study. In this study (Hiller & Philliber, 1980), 1606 women reporting 

to be married and holding a job, looking for work, or keeping house, responded that 

economic necessity was also important to participation in the labor force. The status 

compatibility hypothesis, or the assumption that women would seek employment in 

positions that would not compete with or that were not greater in status to the positions 

of their husbands, did not receive support. Likewise, the status enhancement 

hypothesis, or the assumption that a family would act as a unit to achieve the highest 

status possible regardless of whether the woman’s position was of greater status than 

the man’s position, also did not receive support. In another study of 984 White women 

between the ages of 30 and 44, Philliber and Hiller (1983) found that women in non-

traditional jobs, defined as those jobs primarily occupied by men, were more likely to 

become divorced, to leave the labor force, or to move to lower status positions than 

were women in traditional occupations. This employment by women in non-traditional 

occupations possibly created tension, violated role expectations, threatened gender 
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identities, caused status comparisons, and increased competition between husbands 

and wives (Philliber & Hiller, 1983). Together, these studies indicated that the women in 

the studies were open to jobs with higher statuses than those of their husbands, but that 

when they took such jobs, their relationship stability suffered. 

 Philliber and Hiller (1983) also reported that when the woman respondent was in 

a traditional occupation, defined as an occupation with primarily female incumbents, 

with a status lower than her husband’s occupation, the relative attainments of spouses 

were unimportant and led to fewer changes in the labor force for women respondents. 

The researchers conjectured that when both spouses were career-oriented, tension was 

inevitable, even if both partners appeared to be equal. 

 In their study of status inconsistency and status incompatibility, Hornung, 

McCullough, and Sugimoto (1981) speculated that both factors were associated with an 

increased risk of psychological abuse, even greater risk of physical aggression, and still 

greater risk of life-threatening spousal violence. Status inconsistency was defined as an 

individual having an atypical combination of status characteristics. In this study, an 

example of status consistency was achievement in occupation by the husband, and an 

example of status inconsistency was under-achievement in occupation by the husband. 

Status incompatibility referred to circumstances in which an individual, especially a 

woman, was in a higher status occupation or had more education than her male partner. 

This study included data from random samples of women, age 18 or older, married or 

living with their male partners in Kentucky. Status inconsistency, especially under-

achievement in occupation by a husband, positively correlated with a very high risk of 

life-threatening spousal violence toward the wife. Status incompatibility with the wife in a 



 

 32

higher occupation relative to her husband also positively correlated with a very high risk 

of life-threatening spousal violence toward the wife. Over-achievement in occupation by 

the husband as compared to his wife’s achievement in education or occupation 

appeared to be related to less risk of life-threatening violence in the relationship 

(Hornung et al., 1981). 

 Gottman (1999), taking a different approach than Hornung et al. (1981), 

examined the association between violence experienced within the couple relationship 

and exaggerations of influence or power and resistance to change. His extensive 

research with couples revealed that violent marriages displayed extreme one-way 

patterns of exerting power and that the violent husband did not accept influence from 

his wife, even when she was making reasonable requests of him. Gottman (1999) 

proposed two types of violent men and described these types in terms of physiological 

patterns as well as in terms of the control and intimidation practiced by each type in the 

marital relationship. Showing decreased heart rates from the baseline to the start of the 

conflict discussion, Type-1 men were violent with friends, coworkers, and family and 

were more likely to use a knife or gun when threatening their wives. Showing increased 

heart rates from the baseline to the start of the conflict discussion, Type-2 men were 

violent only with their wives; had a build up of belligerent, defensive, contemptuous, and 

intimidating behaviors; and were more likely to use their fists as weapons of violence. 

Type-1 men encouraged their wives to be independent but were angered at attempts by 

their wives to control their behavior. Type-2 men tended to isolate their wives socially 

and tended to use domineering behavior patterns. Although Gottman (1999) found that 

both types of violent men refused to accept influence from their wives, he also found 
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that Type-1 men were responding to fears of being controlled while Type-2 men were 

responding to fears of being abandoned.  

Gottman’s (1999) research resulted in observations regarding violent behavior 

patterns in marital relationships that differed significantly from Hornung et al.’s (1981) 

suggestion that violence was related to status inconsistency and status incompatibility. 

An alternate explanation of Hornung et al.’s (1981) findings was consistent with 

Gottman’s findings: Men who can share power may achieve more and overachieve in 

their careers, as well. 

 These same two variables, status inconsistency and status incompatibility, also 

were studied in relationship to life and marital satisfaction in a study of married, two 

career couples in 1973 and 1974 by Hornung and McCullough (1981). These 

researchers found that educational incompatibility in men contributed to dissatisfaction 

in marriage and life for men. Hornung and McCullough (1981) contended that men 

found marriage to "overeducated" women to be stressful, whereas achievement-

oriented women found marriage to "overeducated" men to be satisfying. 

Although some findings from studies in this section were conflicting, they (e.g., 

Hornung & McCullough, 1981; Philliber & Hiller, 1983) tended to support the idea that 

status incompatibility, especially when the woman was in a higher status job or 

occupation, had the potential to influence negatively marital stability as well as 

workforce stability. Findings regarding the relationship between status inconsistency 

and compatibility and increased incidence of spousal abuse were less conclusive, with 

two alternate explanations presented (Gottman, 1999; Hornung et al., 1981). At 
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minimum, status incompatibility appears to be related to levels of distress experienced 

by partners in some relationships. 

Relationship Quality or Satisfaction  

In addition to focusing on factors such as occupational prestige, educational 

level, and employment status, researchers included in this section also focused on the 

presence of children, partner expectations, division of labor, and competition as 

possible correlates of marital satisfaction. Researchers (Hicks & Platt, 1990) also 

addressed whether or not marital satisfaction or happiness was a requirement for 

marital stability, whereas others (Buunk & Mutsaers, 1999) addressed differences in 

satisfaction experienced by couples between current and former marriages. 

In their detailed study of 489 both single-earner and dual-career married couples, 

Vannoy-Hiller and Philliber (1989) found that socioeconomic variables did not appear to 

be related to the quality of marriage experienced by the spouses. The researchers 

measured marital quality in terms of the perceived frequency of both negative and 

positive experiences in the marriage. Negative experiences included quarreling, getting 

on each other’s nerves, regretting marrying, and striking physically. Positive 

experiences included planning for the future, confiding in each other, feeling satisfied, 

and spending leisure time together. Levels of family income, husband's occupational 

status, husband's education, and wife's education also appeared to be unrelated to the 

quality of marriage. Contrary to other studies cited by these researchers, whether or not 

the wife was employed and whether she surpassed her husband's achievements also 

were found to be unrelated to marital quality. Additionally, the husband was not likely to 

experience poorer marital adjustment or quality when his wife worked outside of the 
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home. Vannoy-Hiller and Philliber (1989) explained, "… the fact that the dual-earner 

couples maintain less traditional expectations and less rigid divisions of labor than 

single-earner couples helps explain why the wife's employment is unrelated to the 

perceived quality of the marriage" (p. 110). 

 This important study was based on data collected through interviews conducted 

between 1982 and 1983. The 489 participant couples included 306 dual-earner couples 

and 144 couples in which only the male partner was employed. These researchers 

intentionally over-sampled in order to obtain a sufficient number of couples in which the 

woman’s occupational status surpassed her husband's occupational status (Vannoy-

Hiller & Philliber, 1989). Summary findings from this study included: 

1. Almost all participants (90 %) believed both parents should care for any children, 
although only about half of the husbands actually participated in childcare. 

2. Large majorities of participants believed money management should be shared. 

3. Almost half of the participants believed housework should be done primarily by 
the wife. 

4. Over half of the participants believed that earning income is primarily the 
husband's responsibility. 

5. Only one third of the husbands regularly shared any regular household tasks. 
Almost all husbands, however, took primary responsibility for household tasks 
that were less regular in nature, for example, home repairs and yard work. 

6. Both husbands and wives in dual-earner marriages reported less traditional role 
expectations and greater participation by the husband in household tasks. 

7. Whether or not the wife was employed, both partners reported better marriages if 
the wife's expectations were more traditional and if she perceived her husband's 
expectations as less traditional.  

8. Regardless of the expectations, both husbands and wives reported higher quality 
marriages when the husband performed or shared more tasks. 

In addition to these findings, this study (Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989) also indicated 

that a husband's competitiveness or need to surpass his wife had negative 
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consequences for both spouses’ marital quality. A wife's competitiveness also had 

negative consequences, especially for her marital quality.  

 In his study of 1,533 participants-- 842 women and 691 men in dual-work 

families-- from national surveys from 1972 to 1977, Richardson (1979) found no 

significant association between occupational prestige levels and marital happiness. 

Data from his study did not support the theory that marital stress and dissatisfaction for 

men and women would be significant if women (working wives) were equal to or higher 

in occupational prestige than their husbands. Richardson (1979) used three age 

categories for survey participants and four controls: presence of children under age 18, 

degree of continuity in labor force participation, age, and length of marriage. Without 

controls, no significant association was found between occupational prestige levels and 

marital happiness. When controlling for continuity in labor force participation, those 

women with greater continuity experienced greater levels of marital happiness. When 

controlling for children under 18, all three age groups of women without children 

experienced greater marital happiness. No significant differences in marital happiness 

were experienced for women when controlling for age and length of marriage 

(Richardson, 1979). 

Consistent with Vannoy-Hiller and Philliber (1989), Wright (1978) in an earlier 

study of six national surveys also found evidence contrary to that of Ferree (1984): 

Women who worked outside of the home were not more satisfied than full-time 

housewives. In a review of studies conducted in the 1960's, Hicks and Platt (1970) 

found that higher occupational statuses, incomes, and education levels of husbands 

correlated positively with marital happiness and durability. Husband-wife similarities 
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such as socioeconomic status, age, religion, affectional rewards, sexual enjoyment, 

companionship, and age at time of marriage also correlated positively with marital 

happiness and durability. Children were found to detract from marital happiness, and, 

surprisingly, low happiness was often associated with marital stability. Hicks and Platt 

(1970) noted that stability in marriage was based on a variety of factors, only one of 

which was marital happiness, and advocated for further research that did not rely 

heavily on self-report and the use of “marital happiness” as a global concept (p. 569). 

Taking another approach, Buunk and Mutsaers (1999) considered differences in 

marital quality between former and current marriages. On average, individuals of both 

genders perceived their current marriages to be more equitable and satisfying than their 

former marriages. Women, more often than men in the study, reported feeling deprived 

instead of over-benefited in their former marriages. In the current marriages, women 

associated satisfaction with equity; however, men associated satisfaction with being 

advantaged in the relationship. Buunk and Mutsaers (1999) speculated that their 

findings were consistent with the suggestion that women place greater emphasis on 

harmony and equity in interpersonal relationships. 

Much of the research included in this section was based on data collected 

between 15 and 30 years ago (e.g., Hicks & Platt, 1970; Richardson, 1979; Vannoy-

Hiller & Philliber, 1989; Wright, 1978) and, therefore, the findings warrant scrutiny 

before application to today’s working couples. Most of the variables that these 

researchers tested in relationships to marital satisfaction proved to be unrelated. An 

exception, however, was that both men and women reported better marital quality when 

men shared more household tasks (Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989) – a finding that was 
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consistent with findings by Gottman (1994) and others (e.g., Dillaway & Broman, 2001) 

that an equitable division of labor was a significant predictor of marital satisfaction. 

Another consistent finding was the negative influence of the presence of children on 

marital satisfaction: Women without children experienced greater marital satisfaction 

than women with children (Richardson, 1979), and couples with children reported less 

marital satisfaction (Hicks & Platt, 1970). Also consistent with previously cited research, 

gender role expectations influenced perceptions of marital quality (Vannoy-Hiller & 

Philliber, 1989) and perceptions of marital quality differences between former and 

current marriages (Buunk & Mutsaers, 1999). 

Income and Economics 

Research cited in this section examines the relationship of income or earnings, 

both individual and couple, to career satisfaction, social comparison, and marital 

satisfaction. The absence of income or financial strain also is examined in relationship 

to marital satisfaction. The possible existence of a “working spouse penalty” and the 

presence of children in relationship to earnings potential also are examined by the 

studies examined in this section. 

A study of 207 dual-earner couples in Hong Kong (Aryee & Luk, 1996) indicated 

that income was a significant determinant of career satisfaction for women whereas 

work identity was a significant determinant of career satisfaction for men. Although the 

findings of this study may or may not be generalized readily to populations in the United 

States, implications were that a threshold exists at which income becomes a symbol of 

success and independence for women. This research by Aryee and Luk (1996) 

provided a model for possible study of income and its correlation to relationship 
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satisfaction for women and men in dual-earner or dual-career couples and added to the 

body of work by other researchers (e.g., Heaton & Blake, 1999; Oppenheimer, 1997; 

Sayer & Bianchi, 2000; Wu & Pollard, 2000). 

Steil and Hay (1997) suggested through their research with 60 heterosexual 

dual-career couples that income contributed to men’s and women’s social comparisons 

in the workplace. Specifically, men earning less than their wives were more likely to 

compare themselves to both women and men in the workplace, whereas men earning 

more than women were more likely to compare themselves only to other men. Women 

earning higher incomes, in more prestigious careers, endorsing getting ahead over 

personal relationships, and describing themselves as more autonomous, dominant, and 

achievement oriented were more likely to compare with males. For both men and 

women, income was the strongest predictor of comparison gender in this sample. The 

higher a participant’s income, the more likely one was to compare predominantly with 

men. Consistent with findings from the Aryee and Luk (1996) study, Steil and Hay 

(1997) found that power and success were associated with males and suggested that 

women adopting traditional male values were more likely to earn higher wages and to 

compare themselves with men. 

Rogers (1999) studied the relationship between income and marital quality in 771 

married women and men participating in the Marital Instability over the Life Course 

Study. This study examined data from women and men between 1980 and 1988; 

however, these married participants were not married to each other. Increases in wives' 

incomes were not found to affect significantly either the husbands' or wives' perceptions 

of marital discord. Instead, participants reported that marital discord contributed 
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significantly to increases in wives' income and to wives' participation in the labor force 

(Rogers, 1999). 

Another phenomenon related to couples’ earnings and investigated by 

researchers is the “working spouse penalty” (Hotchkiss & Moore, 1999). From an 

extensive study of couples from the Current Population Survey, Hotchkiss and Moore 

(1999) concluded that male managers with employed spouses tended to earn lower 

salaries than their peers with non-employed spouses. The same conclusion did not 

apply to non-managers, and the sample did not include non-working men. Hotchkiss 

and Moore (1999) found two possible explanations for their findings: (a) employers 

perceived managers with non-employed spouses as more mobile and, therefore, 

considered them as greater assets to the organization, and (b) employers perceived the 

non-employed spouses of managers better able to contribute positively to social 

obligations faced by their manager spouses. In either case, employers were able to 

benefit from the human capital of the manager’s non-employed spouse. For managers, 

their wives’ decisions to work outside of the home were unaffected by their husbands’ 

salaries. These researchers noted that their analyses did not provide evidence as to 

why a working spouse penalty was limited to the managerial labor market; however, 

they did contend, “One reason we might see non-managers with working wives actually 

earn more than those with non-working wives is that the additional family income affords 

the non-manager husband the luxury to pursue more risky, but higher-paying, job 

opportunities” (Hotchkiss & Moore, 1999, p. 420).  

Peak (1994) reported similar findings in her analysis of a study of 925 married 

and non-married individuals with MBA’s. She asserted that (a) married family men with 
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non-employed spouses earned an average of 20% more than married family men with 

employed spouses, (b) single men earned about as much as married men whose 

spouses were employed, (c) married women, with or without children, earned about 12 

% more than did single women, and (d) those men and women in families in which both 

spouses worked reported greater satisfaction with their careers (Peak, 1994). 

Commenting on a similar study of 350 managers from Fortune 500 companies and 

other related studies, Barrett (1995) speculated that pay differentials were due to 

employers’ perceptions of family men with non-employed spouses as being more 

productive than their comparators with employed spouses. Although, the combined 

income of a dual earner couple may be greater than couples in which only the male is 

employed, the existence of a “working spouse penalty” presents a double-bind for 

couples in which the woman works. Working women have traditionally earned less than 

men, and men have earned less when their partners worked (Barrett, 1995). Although 

this research indicated a causal effect, i.e., a wife’s working caused her husband’s lower 

productivity and income, another possible explanation exists: a husband’s lower 

productivity and income causes his wife to enter the paid labor market -- perhaps to 

compensate for his low income or for her dissatisfaction about being married to a less 

satisfactory partner. Although the Rogers study (1999) supports the possibility of a 

causal relationship, other research methods and findings cited do not support causal 

relationships. Longitudinal research or examination of how marital satisfaction changes 

as partners’ relative income changes as well as the use of experimental design would 

be more supportive of causal impact; however, the characteristics of the variables do 

not lend themselves to such designs. 
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Marks, Huston, Johnson, and Macdermid (2001) examined the influence of 

income and financial strain as well as other variables on perceived role balance in 80 

couples having incomes approximating the income of an average American family of 

four. These researchers (Marks et al., 2001) hypothesized that perceptions of financial 

strain would negatively influence perceptions of role balance for both women and men 

in the study and that men’s income would positively correlate with men’s sense of role 

balance. Positive correlates of perceived role balance for women included: (a) total work 

hours, their own and their spouses, (b) increases in weekend work hours of their 

spouses, (c) increases in child care participation of their spouses in their absence, (d) 

marital satisfaction, (e) increases in relationship maintenance from their spouses, (f) 

couple-alone leisure time with friends, and (g) frequency of kin contact. Negative 

correlates for women’s sense of role balance included: (a) financial strain, (b) increases 

in weekend work hours for themselves, and (c) increases in leisure time alone with 

children. For men, the positive correlates of role balance were (a) increases in income, 

(b) increases in weekend hours worked by spouses, (c) having at least one preschool 

child, (d) greater parental attachment, and (e) increases in couple leisure time with 

children. Negative correlates of role balance for men were decreases in own working 

hours and increases in own leisure time. With these findings, Marks et al. (2001) 

suggested that the couples in their study experienced role balance through traditional 

gender role prescriptions. Similarly, Conger, Elder, Lorenz, Conger, Simons, Whitbeck, 

Huck, and Melby (1990) found that economic strain (a) increased the hostility and 

decreased the warmth and supportiveness of husbands toward wives, and (b) had an 

indirect influence on marital quality. 
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In a study of self-employed individuals, Hundley (2001) found that the number of 

young children in the household and the annual number of hours involved in housework 

negatively correlated with the earnings of self-employed women but were not 

significantly related to the earnings of self-employed men. Hundley (2001) concluded 

that a significant portion of the 25% earnings differential between women and men in 

the study was attributable to men being less encumbered by housework and 

childrearing and devoting more hours to their paid work. 

In other recent studies of income or economics and marital quality, the following 

data emerged: 

1. Married individuals with lower incomes reported being more satisfied than 
those with higher incomes (Dillaway & Broman, 2001). 

2. Married individuals viewed pay as more important and reported less 
satisfaction with their financial situation than never-married individuals 
(Gorman, 2000). 

3. Pay valence, defined as the degree of affective orientation toward what pay 
can provide, was significantly higher for individuals with children than it was 
for individuals without children, and financial satisfaction was also significantly 
lower for individuals with children than it was for individuals without children. 
Neither pay valence nor financial satisfaction varied by gender (Gorman, 
2000). 

4. Real income growth in dual-earner families came from increased commitment 
to the workplace rather than from increases in real earnings, and it came at 
the expense of less opportunity for home time and compensatory payoff 
(Heath et al., 1998). 

5. Female-earner families, with and without children, exchanged unpaid labor in 
the home for paid labor and economic viability; that is, they worked less at 
home due to the potential for greater economic benefits of working in the paid 
labor force. For working women parents, the differential between unpaid labor 
time and paid labor time was twice that of their non-parent comparators 
(Heath et al., 1998). 
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These studies (Dillaway & Broman, 2001; Gorman, 2000; Heath et al., 1998) differ from 

other studies by addressing additional issues related to dual-earner couples and 

examining differences attributable to parenthood. 

 In one of the few large studies of couples in which women earned more than their 

male partners, Kim et al. (2001) discovered that (a) dual-earner couples in which the 

woman earned more had incomes similar to dual-earner couples in which the man was 

the primary earner, (b) husbands of women who were primary earners on average 

earned more than wives of husbands who were primary earners, and (c) men and 

women in the study regardless of earning status reported being generally satisfied with 

their marriages.  Like Hochschild (1989), Kim et al. (2001) found that primary earner 

women had longer “second shifts,” and, regardless of status as a primary or secondary 

earner, women spent the same amount of time on household tasks. Women primary 

earners also spent less time on their own free time activities than did men primary 

earners (Kim et al., 2001). 

 Although Steil and Hay (1997) found that income was the strongest predictor of 

gender social comparison, increases in income were not found to be significant 

predictors of marital satisfaction (Rogers, 1999). Financial strain, however, was found to 

be negatively correlated with women’s perceived role balance (Marks et al., 2001) and 

to indirectly influence marital quality (Conger et al., 1990). Gender differences were 

evident in findings regarding the working spouse penalty (Hotchkiss & Moore, 1999; 

Peak, 1994) and in findings that increases in income positively correlated with men’s 

perceived role balance. Consistent with previously cited research, the presence of 
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children appeared to be related to greater concern for financial security and to less 

marital satisfaction for both men and women (Gorman, 2000). 

Summary  

In addition to providing descriptive information regarding dual-earner and dual-

career couples, the existing body of literature addressed several complex factors that 

may influence marital or relationship satisfaction: the division of household labor, work-

family conflict, power differentials, selection and choice, status and compatibility, and 

income and economics. In the last 50 years, women’s increased participation in the paid 

labor market has necessitated changes in the family structure and, as well, has 

influenced changes in the couple’s dynamics as described by the above variables. As 

cited in the research, inherent in these changes was the emergence and perpetuation of 

gender roles as well as the inequality often associated with gender roles. Researchers 

(e.g., Apostal & Helland, 1993; Arrighi & Maume, 2000; Gilbert, 1993; Shelton & John, 

1991) claimed that gender roles, expectations, and perceptions of fairness contributed 

to the division of labor within a household. Likewise, researchers (e.g., Blain, 1994; 

McGoldrick, 1991; Tichenor, 1999) contended that gender differences in power or the 

ability to influence decision-making within the household were not related specifically to 

income or status but were related to gender theory, roles, and expectations.  

Although the issues surrounding selection and choice as well as status and 

compatibility deserve comment and study, the greatest opportunity for further research 

regarding gender differences in dual-earner couples appears to be in the examination of 

the division of household labor, work-family conflict, and power – variables that most 

likely interact with income to influence marital satisfaction. As researchers have 



 

 46

suggested, several factors influence marital satisfaction, and to suggest that income is a 

sole determinant of marital satisfaction would be too simplistic. Rather, it appears that 

marital satisfaction is influenced by the complex interaction of several variables, only 

one of which is income. 

 Counselors are best equipped to serve dual-career and dual-earner couple 

clients when they are knowledgeable about the factors that influence marital or 

relationship satisfaction. Although abundant, the existing literature falls short in 

providing counselors with definitive and consistent information. Many of the studies 

cited previously related only indirectly to the study of marital satisfaction or they focused 

on multiple non-income variables in relation to marital satisfaction. Income, as a 

correlate to marital satisfaction, has been isolated in only a few studies (Guzman, 2000; 

Kim et al., 2001). No recent studies sufficiently examined the relationship of marital 

satisfaction to income or salaries and other variables when the female partner makes 

less than, the same as, and more than her male partner.  

Purpose of the Study 

 Using a large national database obtained from the Family and Work Institute and 

cited in a recent study (Kim et al., 2001), this proposed study will examine income and 

key interacting variables (division of labor and work-family conflict) and their relationship 

to marital satisfaction. This study will measure these variables for both men and women 

participants in the database. As the data allows, analyses will differentiate between 

dual-career and dual-earner couples as well as between all three income scenarios: 

women making less money than, making the same money as, and making more money 

than their partners.  
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 This study will build upon the body of research regarding working couples and 

women's increased participation in the paid labor force as well as evaluate the findings 

in the context of data gathered from the recent United States census. Results from this 

study also will be compared to the findings of other key studies – both recent (e.g., Kim 

et al., 2001) and past (e.g., Vannoy-Hiller & Philliber, 1989). Clearer patterns may 

emerge that will prepare counselors to work more effectively with couple clients. 
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CHAPTER 2  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Question 
 

 Data from this study were analyzed to support the examination of the research 

question: 

For men and women who are involved in heterosexual working couple 

relationships, what is the relationship between the questioned partner’s reported marital 

satisfaction and the following reported independent variables: (a) respondent’s total 

income, (b) partner’s total income, (c) respondent’s relative earnings compared to 

partner’s earnings, (d) respondent’s hours spent on household chores, (e) partner’s 

hours spent on household chores, (f) respondent’s hours spent on household chores 

relative to partner’s hours spent on household chores (division of labor), (g) work family 

conflict, and the demographics of (h) gender, (i) respondent’s education, (j) partner’s 

education, (k) respondent’s occupation, and (l) presence of children? 

Hypotheses 

 Data were studied to affirm or dispute the following research hypotheses in 

support of the research question.  

Hypothesis 1: No relationship exists between marital satisfaction and (a) respondent’s 
total income, (b) partner’s total income, and (c) respondent’s relative earnings 
compared to partner’s earnings. 

Hypothesis 2: Additionally, no relationship exists between marital satisfaction and (d) 
respondent’s hours spent on household chores, (e) partner’s hours spent on household 
chores, (f) respondent’s hours spent on household chores relative to partner’s hours 
spent on household chores (division of labor), (g) work family conflict, and the 
demographics of (h) gender, (i) respondent’s education, (j) partner’s education, (k) 
respondent’s occupation, and (l) presence of children. 



 

 49

Methods and Procedures 

Definition of Operational Terms  

 For this study, the terms “economic power” and “income” were used 

interchangeably, and both were defined as annual salary as self-reported and measured 

in U. S. dollars.  Census data on median earnings for women, men, and families were 

used to benchmark income levels of study participants. Terms “marital satisfaction” and 

“relationship satisfaction” were used interchangeably, and both were defined as the 

relative degree of self-reported harmony in couples’ relationships. 

 Initial planning was to follow the operational definition for dual-career couples 

and dual-earner couples as previously cited in the review of related literature (e.g., 

Pleck, 1987; Stanfield, 1998); however, the data did not permit such distinctions. “Dual-

career” referred to relationships in which both partners reportedly were committed to 

professional positions and to growth and development in those positions as well as to 

maintenance of family life. “Dual-earner” referred to relationships in which reportedly the 

emphasis was on the income brought to the family instead of on the psychological 

meaning derived from work. Due to the limitations of the data, all participants were 

classified interchangeably as dual-earner or dual-income, signifying that both partners in 

the couple had income, without reference to professional or financial motivation. 

 Operational definitions for division of labor and work family conflict as previously 

cited in the review of related literature were followed. Division of labor referred to the 

amount of time reportedly spent by women and men on unpaid household tasks in 

relationship to the amount of time spent on paid work (e.g., Hochschild, 1989; Shelton & 

John, 1993). Work family conflict referred to the degree to which working couples 
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reportedly experienced role imbalance or psychological stress in their attempts to 

coordinate the fulfillment of both work and family responsibilities (e.g., Hammer et al., 

1997; White, 1999).   

Participants and Instrument  

 Participants in this study came from those who participated in the 1997 National 

Study of the Changing Workforce (NSCW) conducted by the Families and Work 

Institute. In the NSCW Study conducted between March 14 and July 27, 1997, Louis 

Harris and Associates used a telephone interview questionnaire developed by the 

Families and Work Institute to interview a random probability sample of employed adults 

generated by random-digit-dial methods. Questions in the NSCW interview were open-

ended except for questions concerning occupation and industry. Researchers assigned 

three-digit codes following the 1990 U.S. Census Bureau three-digit classifications to 

participant responses regarding occupation and industry.  

 The resulting sample of 3,552 eligible participants were people who 1) worked at 

a paid job or operated an income-producing business, 2) were at least 18 years old, 3) 

were in the civilian labor force, 4) resided in the 48 contiguous states, 5) lived in a non-

institutional residence with a telephone, and 6) were offered $20 as an incentive for their 

participation. In those eligible households in which more than one person was 

employed, one participant was randomly selected for participation (Families and Work 

Institute, 1999). To render the results of this study comparable to previous research of 

this type, data were limited to responses of those participants who reported being 

heterosexual and being married or in a committed couple relationship.  
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 Questions and corresponding participant responses from the NSCW Study 

resulted in 546 variables available for analysis (Families and Work Institute, 1999). The 

principal investigator for this study purchased from the Families and Work Institute all 

data collected in the 1997 NSCW Study and included the eight variables relevant to the 

research question and hypotheses: income, division of labor, work-family conflict, 

gender, education, occupation, presence of children, and marital satisfaction. 

Analysis of Data 

 For the research question and associated hypotheses, descriptive statistics and 

multiple regression were used to determine the magnitude and the direction of the 

relationship between marital or relationship satisfaction and the previously mentioned 

measured variables. Prior to conducting the multiple regression analysis, correlations 

between all variables were examined to prevent, and possibly adjust for, issues of 

multicollinearity. For all categorical variables with three or more levels, such as division 

of labor, occupational category, and respondent’s relative earnings, dummy variables 

were utilized in the multiple regression model to adjust for nonlinearity. In addition to 

determining whether the standardized coefficients in the regression model were 

statistically significant (p values < .05), the substantial significance or effect size was 

examined to determine whether the statistically significant coefficients were large 

enough to have theoretical or practical importance (Allison, 1999).   
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CHAPTER 3  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 This chapter presents the descriptive data and the results of the quantitative 

analyses used to test the research question and hypotheses. It also includes a 

discussion of the results, limitations of the study, implications, and recommendations for 

further research. 

Results 

Demographics 

 Although the original National Study of the Changing Workforce (NSCW) 

included 3,552 eligible participants, not all of them met eligibility criteria for inclusion in 

the current study. For example, for participant data to be included, the participant had to 

report being in a dual-earner relationship, either married or living with someone of the 

other sex in a couple relationship. After eliminating ineligible NSCW participants, a 

remaining sample of 1,108 eligible participants were identified, hereafter referred to as 

“participants.” Of the eligible participants, 47% were men and 53% were women. 

 Other demographics noted in this study included age, race, education, 

occupation, marital status, and presence of children. The 525 male participants reported 

a mean age of 41 and a median age of 40. The 583 female participants reported a 

mean age of 39 and a median age of 38. Data for partner age as reported by 

participants were insufficient to include in this analysis.  

 Participants’ reported racial representations are shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Participants’ Reported Race by Percentage 

Identified Race Men  Women  

White 81.09  81.18

Hispanic 5.27  4.91

African American 8.00  6.71

Native American 0.36  1.31

Asian/Pacific Islander 1.64  2.29

Mixed Race 3.64  3.60

Total 100.00  100.00

Note. N = 1,161. Men n = 550 (47%). Women n = 611 (53%). N exceeds 1,108 because 
participants were asked to indicate whether or not they identified themselves as 
Hispanic or not in addition to being asked, “What is your race?”. 
 
 The participants’ reported educational attainments, of both themselves and their 

partners, are shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Participants’ Reported Educational Attainments of Self and Partner by Percentage 

Total Men Women Educational Level 

    Self Female Partner   Self Male Partner 

Less than high school 4.43 5.33 3.24 2.22 6.86

High school or G.E.D. 30.11 28.57 32.95 25.90 32.93

Trade/tech school 3.48 4.38 2.86 3.60 3.09

Some college 19.30 18.66 16.95 23.84 17.32

2-year or AA degree 8.05 6.29 10.66 8.74 6.52

Bachelor degree 20.34 21.52 20.38 20.93 18.52

Beyond bachelor’s 2.44 2.29 1.71 3.09 2.57

Professional degree 1.45 2.29 1.33 0.51 1.72

Master’s or doctorate 10.40 10.66 9.52 11.15 10.12

Total 100.00 100.00 99.62a 100.00 99.66a

Note. N = 1,108. Men n = 525 (47%). Women n = 583 (53%).  
aFor both men and women participants, total partner percentage did not match total self 
percentage because data were missing for two partner observations.  
  

 Of the 525 male and 583 female participants, 90% and 91%, respectively, 

reported being married, and 10% and 9%, respectively, reported cohabitating with an 

individual of the other sex in a couple relationship. Sixty percent of both male and 

female participants reported having children under the age of 18 who lived with the 

participants in their homes for six or more months. 

 For occupational data, NSCW interviewers asked participants to identify the type 

of work performed in their own, but not their partner’s, jobs. Subsequently, those data 
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were unable to be used for comparison purposes. Interviewers coded participants’ 

responses using specific categories from the U. S. Census Bureau’s (n.d.) occupational 

classification system as reported in the 1990 census. Participants’ occupation codes 

were grouped into the seven general categories of the same Census Bureau 

classification system. Results are shown in Table 3.  

Table 3 

Participants’ Reported Occupational Categories by Percentage 

Occupational Category Men  Women 

Managerial & Professional Specialty 36.64  40.89

Technical, Sales, & Administrative Support 20.80  39.69

Service 5.92  11.00

Farming, Forestry, & Fishing 2.67  0.69

Precision Production, Craft, & Repair 20.42  1.72

Operators, Fabricators, & Laborers 12.98  5.67

Military 0.57  0.34

Total 100.00  100.00

Note. N = 1,106, which reflects one missing observation in each gender group. Men n = 
524 (47%). Women n = 582 (53%).  
 

Other Descriptive Statistics 

 Besides demographics, the NSCW data yielded additional descriptive statistics 

for participants. These statistics included reported income, time spent on household 

chores and children, work-family conflict, and marital satisfaction. 
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 Income. To gather income data, NSCW interviewers asked participants to 

estimate their own annual income, their partner’s annual income, and their total family 

annual income in U. S. dollars. Results are shown in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Participants’ Reported Estimated Annual Income in U. S. Dollars 

          Total          Men  
 

      Women 
 

 Mean Median  Mean Median  Mean Median 
 

Total Individual 37,21
1 

30,000 48,51
1

37,000 25,91
1 

24,000 
 

     Participant 35,73
9 

30,000 46,43
7

40,000 26,10
6 

24,000 
 

     Partner 38,68
2 

30,000 25,69
6

23,000 50,37
8 

36,000 
 

Total Family 81,33
9 

61,000 81,08
2

64,000 81,57
0 

60,000 
 

Note. N = 1,108. Men n = 525 (47%). Women n = 583 (53%). 
 
 
 A more or less income variable (Moreless) was created, based on participant and 

partner income data. With values of 0, 1, and 2, this variable reflected whether 

participants made less income than their partners, the same income as their partners, or 

more income than their partners, respectively. Results are shown in Table 5. 

For further analysis, reported income data from the 1997 NSCW study were 

compared to that from the 1983 Bianchi and Spain study. The results are shown in 

Table 6. The percentage of women who reported making as much or more income than 

their male partners was greater in the 1997 study than in the 1983 study. Whether these 

percentage changes were statistically significant was impossible to determine due to a 

lack of detailed information from the 1983 study. Nevertheless, even in 1997, a 
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substantial majority of women still reported that they made less income than their male 

partners. 

Table 5 

Participants’ Income Compared to Partners’ Income (Moreless) by Percentage 

Response Men  Women 

Makes less income than partner 16.76  72.38

Makes the same income as partner 5.14  3.77

Makes more income than partner 78.10  23.84

Total 100.00  99.99a

Note. N = 1,108. Men n = 525 (47%). Women n = 583 (53%). 
aResult is less than 100.00 due to rounding error. 
 

Table 6 

Female Earnings Compared to Male Partner Earnings by Percentage 

Responses NSCW 
(1997) 

Bianchi & Spain  
(1983) 

Females making less than their male partners 72.38 81.78 

Females making the same as their male partners 3.77 1.94 

Females making more than their male partners 23.84 15.89 

Total 100.00 99.61a 

Note. NSCW N = 1,108. Bianchi & Spain (1983) n = 25.8M. 
aResult is less than 100.00 due to rounding error. 
 
 Time spent on household chores and children. In gathering information related to 

the performance of household chores, the NSCW interviewers asked participants to 

report the number of minutes or hours spent on household chores on workdays and on 
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non-workdays. Specifically, interviewers asked how much time participants spent on 

home chores such as cooking, cleaning, repairs, shopping, yardwork, and keeping track 

of money and bills. They also asked how much time participants believed their partners 

spent on household chores. All participant information reported in minutes was 

converted to hours and then added the workday and non-workday hours to obtain a 

total number of hours spent on household chores (rhc_toth). The same process was 

repeated for participants’ reporting of their partners’ number of hours spent on 

household chores (phc_toth). The results are shown in table 7. 

 Regarding childcare, interviewers asked participants how much time they spent 

taking care of or doing things with their children. They also asked participants how much 

time they believed their partners spent on childcare. The results are shown in table 7. 

 In addition to the data regarding reported hours spent on household chores, a 

division of labor variable (Divlab) was created that reflected whether participants worked 

fewer hours of household work than their partners, the same hours as their partners, or 

more hours than their partners. Participants’ responses were coded with a 0, 1, or 2, 

respectively. The results are shown in Table 8. 

Also examined were responses regarding whether participants worked more 

hours at home, more hours at work away from home, or more hours at both home and 

work than their partners. The results are shown in Table 9. 
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Table 7 

Participants’ Reported Mean Hours for Household Chores and Childcare 

 Total Men  Women 
 

 Self Partner Self Partner  
 

Self Partner 
 

Household Chores Totala 7.21 6.70 6.92 7.92  8.44 5.62

     HC without children 
 

6.96 6.23 6.15 6.92  7.68 5.61

     HC with childrenb 
 

8.23 7.03 7.43 8.57  8.95 5.63

Childcareb 10.17 8.61 8.70 9.80  11.51 7.52

aN = 1,108. Men n = 525 (47%). Women n = 583 (53%). 
bHC with children n = 665. Men n = 317 (48%). Women n = 348 (52%). 
 

Table 8 

Comparison of Participants’ Reports of Their Own and Their Partners’ Household 

Chores (Divlab) by Percentage  

Response Men  Women 

Performs less household chores than partner 52.95  18.70

Performs same household chores as partner 17.52  9.78

Performs more household chores than partner 29.52  71.53

Total 99.99  100.01

Note. N = 1,108. Men n = 525 (47%). Women n = 583 (53%). Totals are less than or 
greater than 100.00 due to rounding error. 
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Table 9 

Participants’ Reported Work Hours as Compared to Partners’ Work Hours by 

Percentage 

Responses Women  Men 

Works more hours at work than partner 31.26 68.22

Works more hours at home than partner 65.85 27.95

Works more hours at home and at work than partner 42.35 64.10

Note. N = 816. Women n = 451. Men n = 365. 

Work-family conflict. The NSCW interviewers asked participants to respond to 

many questions related to work-family conflict. Unless specifically noted, participants’ 

responses to one question, “How much conflict do you face in balancing your work, 

personal life, and family life?” were used as the primary basis for analyses requiring 

measures of work-family conflict (Wfc). Possible participant responses to this question 

included: (1) quite a lot, (2) a lot, (3) some, (4) not too much, and (5) none. Results are 

shown in Table 10. 

Marital satisfaction. The NSCW interviewers asked participants only one question 

directly related to marital satisfaction: “All in all, how satisfied would you say you are 

with your relationship/marriage – (1) extremely satisfied, (2) very satisfied, (3) 

somewhat satisfied, or (4) not too satisfied.” Results are shown in Table 11. 
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Table 10 

Participants’ Reported Work-family Conflict by Percentage 

Response Men  Women 
 

Quite a lot 11.47  11.17

A lot 14.53  15.46

Some 40.73  36.08

Not too much 23.14  26.80

None 10.13  10.48

Total 100.00  100.00

Note. N = 1,105. Men n = 523 (47%). Women n = 582 (53%). 
 
 
Table 11 
 
Participants’ Reported Marital Satisfaction by Percentage 

Response Men  Women 
 

Extremely satisfied 50.10  48.37

Very satisfied 35.81  33.45

Somewhat satisfied 12.95  15.44

Not too satisfied 1.14  2.74

Total 100.00  100.00

Note. N = 1,108. Men n = 525 (47%). Women n = 583 (53%). 
 
 
Quantitative Analyses 

 To address the research question and the associated research hypotheses, a 

simultaneous multiple regression between the dependent variable, marital satisfaction 
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(Marsat), and respondent’s total income (Rtotinc), partner’s total income (Ptotinc), 

respondent’s relative earnings (Moreless), respondent’s occupational category 

(Occ_cat), respondent’s hours spent on household chores (Rhc_toth), partner’s hours 

spent on household chores (Phc_toth), division of labor (Divlab), work family conflict 

(Wfc), gender (Gender), respondent’s education (Reduc), partner’s education (Peduc), 

and presence of children (Child) as independent variables were performed. Analysis 

was performed using SPSS12  REGRESSION with a sample size of 1,100 survey 

participants. With dummy variables for the relative income, division of labor, and 

occupational category variables, no cases were excluded from the model. 

Item statistics for variables used in the multiple regression are displayed in Table 

12. The correlation matrix for these variables is displayed in Table 13. SPSS12 

RELIABILITY software was used for analysis. Although the original sample size was 

1,100, SPSS12 RELIABILITY excluded two cases from the item statistics and from the 

correlation matrix; therefore, N = 1098 for these outcomes. One explanation for the 

difference in the number of cases considered in the two analyses is that dummy 

variables were in the regression model but not in the reliability model. Because the item 

statistics and correlation matrix were used as only preliminary tests of relationships 

among variables in the design of the regression model, results of the multiple regression 

should not have been affected. 

  Analysis of the inter-item correlation matrix did not reveal any highly correlated 

variables (r = .559 greatest); therefore, a simultaneous regression of all variables of 

interest was performed. The regression analysis is displayed in Table 14 with analysis 
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of variance displayed in Table 15 and coefficients for statistical analysis displayed in 

Table 16. 

Table 12 

Item Statistics for Multiple Regression  

Variable  Mean  Std Dev 

Gender 0.47  0.50

Reduc 4.49  2.31

Pteduc 4.24  2.35

Marsat 1.69  0.79

Wfc 3.07  1.12

Rtotinc 35,799.90  29,136.03

Ptotinc 34,091.93  24,516.80

Moreless 1.04  0.98

Occ_cat 2.43  1.70

Rhc_toth 7.72  4.66

Phc_toth 6.71  4.59

Divlab 1.17  0.92

Child 0.60  0.49

 Note. N = 1,098. 
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Table 13 

Inter-item Correlation Matrix for All Variables Considered for Inclusion in Multiple Regression 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Gender 1.000 -.028 .028 -.050 -.015 .352 -.324 .559 .262 -.168 .245 -.412 .004

2. Reduc -.028 1.000 .536 -.058 -.100 .334 .291 .046 -.473 -.155 -.138 .022 -.041

3. Pteduc .028 .536 1.000 -.084 -.053 .248 .368 -.042 -.300 -.098 -.076 -.003 -.048

4. Marsat -.050 -.058 -.084 1.000 -.220 -.049 -.005 -.063 .093 .030 -.125 .099 .158

5. Wfc -.015 -.100 -.053 -.220 1.000 -.099 -.026 -.037 .047 -.038 .013 -.022 -.173

6. Rtotinc .352 .344 .248 -.049 -.099 1.000 .119 .436 -.132 -.157 .069 -.192 -.019

7. Ptotinc -.324 .291 .368 -.005 -.026 -.119 1.000 -.449 -.258 -.028 -.189 .151 -.051

8. Moreless .559 .046 -.042 -.063 -.037 .436 -.449 1.000 .099 -.121 .183 -.282 .012

9. Occ_cat .262 -.473 -.300 .093 .047 -.132 -.258 .099 1.000 .045 .166 -.112 .055

10. Rhc_toth -.168 -.155 -.098 .030 -.038 -.157 -.028 -.121 .045 1.000 .326 .386 .128

11. Phc_toth .245 -.138 -.076 -.125 .013 .069 -.189 .183 .166 .326 1.000 -.451 .083

12. Divlab -.412 .022 -.003 .099 -.022 -.192 .151 -.282 -.112 .386 -.451 1.000 .051

13. Child .004 -.041 -.048 .158 -.173 -.019 -.051 .012 .055 .128 .083 .051 1.000
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Table 14 

Multiple Regression for Variables Predicting Marital Satisfaction  

Multiple Regression Analysis Value

Multiple R .332

R Squared .110

Adjusted R Squared .095

Standard Error .750

 

Table 15 

Analysis of Variance for Statistical Analysis of Multiple Regression 

 Df Sum of 
Squares 

 Mean 
Square 

Regression 19 75.284  3.962

Residual 1080 607.625  0.563

F = 7.043 Significance F = .000 p <.001  
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Table 16 

Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Marital 

Satisfaction  

Variable  B  SE B  β  t  Sig. T

Gender  -.018 .062 -.012 -.292  .771

Reduc  -.005 .014 -.016 -.395  .693

Pteduc  -.021 .012 -.062 -1.716  .087

Wfc  -.146 .021 -.208 -7.021  .000

Rtotinc  8.430E-08 .000 .003 .084  .933

Ptotinc  -2.764E-07 .000 -.009 -.228  .820

Rhc_toth  .006 .007 .035 .889  .374

Phc_toth  -.027 .007 -.160 -3.890  .000

Divlab1  -.054 .077 -.023 -.696  .486

Divlab2  -.001 .074 -.001 -.019  .985

Moreless1  -.109 .118 -.028 -.918  .359

Moreless2  -.085 .067 -.054 -1.268  .205

Occ_cat1  .073 .288 .045 .253  .800

Occ_cat2  .008 .289 .005 .027  .979

Occ_cat3  .188 .297 .067 .634  .526

Occ_cat4  .119 .337 .019 .353  .724

Occ_cat5  .227 .296 .088 .769  .442

 
(table continues) 



 

 67

Table 16 (continued) 
 
Variable  B  SE B  β  t Sig. T

Occ_cat6  .311 .297 .114 1.047 .295

Child  .195 .048 .121 4.096 .000

Constant  2.241 .311 7.195 .000

Note. N = 1,100.  
 
 
 Hypothesis 1. No relationship exists between marital satisfaction and (a) 

respondent’s total income, (b) partner’s total income, and (c) respondent’s relative 

earnings compared to partner’s earnings.  

No statistically significant relationship was found between the specific variables 

of reported marital satisfaction and reported income of either partner or whether either 

partner reportedly earned more of less than the other partner. Thus, hypothesis 1 was 

retained. 

 Hypothesis 2. No relationship exists between marital satisfaction and (d) 

respondent’s hours spent on household chores, (e) partner’s hours spent on household 

chores, (f) respondent’s hours spent on household chores relative to partner’s hours 

spent on household chores (division of labor), (g) work family conflict, and the 

demographics of (h) gender, (i) respondent’s education, (j) partner’s education, (k) 

respondent’s occupation, and (l) presence of children.  

 The results revealed a statistically significant relationship (substantial effect size) 

between reported marital satisfaction and the predictor variables of reported work family 

conflict (β = -.208, p < .001), reported partner’s hours spent on household chores (β = -

.160, p < .001), and reported presence of children (β = .121, p < .001). No statistically 
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significant relationship was found between reported marital satisfaction and the 

remaining predictor variables. Thus, hypothesis 2 was rejected. 

Discussion 

 The following discussion addresses explanations of this study’s results and 

subsequent meanings. Based upon these interpretations, also discussed are 

implications for counselors and other practitioners working with couples, limitations of 

the study, recommendations for further research, and conclusions associated with the 

study. 

Interpretation of Research Question and Tests of Hypotheses 

 Income. As displayed in Table 4 and as cited in the previous literature review, 

mean female participant earnings lagged behind mean male participant earnings 

($26,106 and $46,437, respectively). Additionally, mean female partner earnings lagged 

behind mean male partner earnings ($25,696 and $50,378, respectively). Reported 

median annual incomes from the 2000 U.S. Census were $27,355 for women and 

$37,339 for men – results similar to those reported in Table 4 for this study ($24,000 for 

women and $37,000 for men).  

 Relying on data collected almost 15 years apart, the Bianchi and Spain (1983) 

study and the current study both revealed that the majority of women reported earning 

less than their partners (see Table 6). Although these demographic data are helpful to 

researchers in understanding the dynamics associated with earnings and gender in the 

marketplace, these data are not particularly useful for researchers to address directly 

the research question and the associated income hypothesis. More relevant quantitative 

analyses follow in subsequent sections. 
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 Division of labor. As reflected in Table 7 and in Table 8, both male and female 

participants reported that women spend more hours on household chores and child care 

than do men. This finding is consistent with Ferree’s study (1984) in which women 

reportedly still performed the majority of housework. In examining data contained in 

Table 9, there was no evidence of a “second shift” as previously espoused by 

Hochschild (1989) and by Heath et al. (1998). In the current study, only 42.35% of 

women participants reported working more hours at home and at work than their 

partners, whereas 64.10% of men participants reported working more hours at home 

and at work than their partners.  

In addition, as shown in Table 7, analysis of the data indicate that parenthood or 

the presence of children is an important factor in how much time women spend on work 

at home relative to how much time men spend on work at home. This result supports 

previous findings by Shelton and John (1993). 

 Work-family conflict. A majority of participants, both women and men, experience 

“some, a lot, or quite a lot” of work family conflict, as shown by the data in Table 10, 

thus supporting the idea that work family conflict is inherent to dual-earner relationships 

(Hammer et al., 1997). Results from this study were unable to confirm more specific 

findings of Hammer et al. (1997) and White (1999) in which full-time working women in 

dual earner couples were the least satisfied with balance issues when compared to 

men. In the NSCW data used for this study, a greater percentage of men reported 

experiencing higher levels of work family conflict than did women. 

 Marital satisfaction. In the current study, participants reported a mean of 1.69 for 

marital satisfaction (see Table 12). This mean falls between “extremely satisfied” and 
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“very satisfied” with a slightly—but not statistically significant—higher percentage of 

men participants in the study reporting being “extremely satisfied” as compared to 

women participants in the study (see Table 11). This finding is consistent with the claim 

of Dillaway and Broman (2001) that men generally were more satisfied with their 

marriages than were women. In the current study, only 1.14% of men participants and 

2.74% of women participants reported being “not too satisfied” with their relationships.  

Quantitative Analyses 

Marital satisfaction and income. In this study, the relationship between a reported 

increase in respondent, partner, or relative income and an increase in marital 

satisfaction was found to range from negligible to virtually nonexistent. Thus, marital 

satisfaction appeared to be related neither to the reported income of either partner in 

the relationship nor to whether each partner reportedly earned more than, the same as, 

or less than the other partner, regardless of gender of respondent.  

The above finding is congruent with the previously cited Vannoy-Hiller and 

Philliber study (1989) in which researchers found that socioeconomic variables were 

unrelated to quality of marriage. Because gender was not found to be a significant 

contributor to marital satisfaction in the current study, the current findings also are 

congruent with Roger’s finding (1999) that increases in wives’ incomes were not related 

to either the husbands’ or the wives’ perceptions of marital discord. 

The relationship between increases in earnings and marital separation or 

disruption as proposed by other researchers (Heaton & Blake, 1999; Wu & Pollard, 

2000) was not able to be supported or denied, because the current study included only 

the dependent variable of marital satisfaction. Marital satisfaction may be only one of 
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the factors that influence marital separation or divorce. Couples may choose to remain 

in relationships for reasons other than marital satisfaction, as supported by Hicks and 

Platt’s study (1970) in which low marital happiness was related to marital stability. 

 Predictors of marital satisfaction. In rejection of Hypothesis 2, three independent 

variables emerged as related to the dependent variable, marital satisfaction. As shown 

in Table 16, these emergent variables included work family conflict (Wfc), partner hours 

spent on household chores (Phc_toth), and the presence of children (Child). Controlling 

for all other variables, the multiple regression model allowed estimations of the direct 

effects of each of these variables. Work family conflict, amount of partner participation in 

household chores, and the presence of children each explained a significant degree of 

variation in reported marital satisfaction, and together, contributed to almost 50% of the 

variation in reported marital satisfaction.  

Conclusions according to this model are that marital satisfaction would be 

greatest among people who have no children, whose partners’ participation in 

household chores is high, and who feel little work family conflict with their partners. 

Conversely, marital satisfaction would appear to be lowest among people who have 

children living with them at least six months per year, whose partners’ participation in 

household chores is low, and who feel a good deal of work family conflict with their 

partners. Because causality was unable to be determined from this particular model, it is 

not possible to say that the emergent three factors caused a related level of marital 

satisfaction. Likewise, it is not possible to determine whether lower marital satisfaction 

caused by other factors that were not studied caused participants to have children, to 

participate less in household chores, and to experience greater work-family conflict. 
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Because the relatively large sample size (N = 1,100) allowed for substantial 

power to test the hypotheses and to conclude that these standardized coefficients could 

not have been produced by random error, the multiple regression model was accepted 

as valid with the associated coefficient of determination, R2 = .110  (Allison, 1999). 

Although not truly a random sample, the size of the sample permitted more confidence  

about the ability to generalize these results to populations with similar characteristics.  

 Regarding work family conflict, for respondents in this study, as reported work 

family conflict increased, reported marital satisfaction decreased. In one of the few 

studies to examine work family conflict in relationship to marital satisfaction, Guzman 

(2000) found support for women’s paid work “spilling over” or affecting reported marital 

quality. Findings in the present research were not consistent with this previous study, 

because gender did not emerge as a predictor in the model. In the current study, work 

family conflict appears to affect reported marital satisfaction for both male and female 

partners. 

 The findings related to partner participation in household chores were similar to 

the findings for work family conflict: participants reported greater marital satisfaction if 

their partners spent more time helping out around the house. 

In the present model, the participant’s amount of help around the house and the 

relative difference in household help between partners did not emerge as predictors in 

the multiple regression model. Because of this finding, it is concluded that for these 

participants, it was not relevant whether participants or their partners spend more, the 

same number of, or fewer hours than their partners performing household chores. 

Instead, a simpler, more direct relationship emerged: The more one perceived one’s 
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partner to participate in household chores, the more maritally satisfied one was likely to 

be.  

Gender did not emerge as a predictor of marital satisfaction; therefore, the 

effects of partner participation in household chores appeared to relate to marital 

satisfaction for both men and women participants. This finding appears to be consistent 

with the findings of Dillaway and Broman (2001) who hypothesized that women 

respondents would report greater satisfaction if their partners participated in household 

responsibilities, but who found that women reported lower satisfaction regardless of the 

division of household labor. 

 Regarding the presence of children, both men and women who reported having 

at least one child under the age of 18 living in their home for at least 6 months each 

year also reported lower marital satisfaction. This finding is consistent with findings of 

previous researchers (Hicks & Platt, 1970; Richardson, 1979) that women without 

children report greater marital satisfaction and that the presence of children detracts 

from reported marital happiness.  

This current finding also is consistent with the work of Shapiro, Gottman, and 

Carrere (2000) who found that marital satisfaction decreased in couples as they 

became parents. Specifically, Shapiro et al. found that women who became mothers 

experienced deeper declines in marital satisfaction when compared to women who 

remained childless. The first significant decline experienced by mothers in the study 

(Shapiro et al., 2000) who showed a declining trend occurred when their children 

reached about one year in age. In this same study, Shapiro et al. (2000) found that 

several factors emerged as predictors of stability in marriage and as predictors of 
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decline in marital satisfaction during the transition to parenthood. Those factors that 

contributed to marital stability included the husband’s fondness and admiration toward 

the wife, the husband’s awareness of the wife and the relationship, and the wife’s 

awareness of the husband. Those factors that contributed to a decline in marital 

satisfaction included the husband’s negativity toward the wife, the husband’s 

disappointment in the marriage, and a view that the couple’s life was chaotic. Shapiro et 

al. (2000) purported that those factors that predicted marital stability were reflective of 

marital friendship and, therefore, acted as buffers during stressful times in the marriage 

– especially the transition to parenthood. Gottman and Silver (1999) earlier referred to 

this marital friendship between partners as a “love map” or deep knowledge of one 

another that protected the marriage in the face of upheaval. Contrastingly, Gottman and 

Silver (1999) also found six signs or predictors of marital decline that were present as 

they observed couples in their lab: (a) couple discussions that began with criticism or 

sarcasm, (b) negative interactions with one another including criticism, contempt, 

defensiveness, and stonewalling, (c) flooding or feeling overwhelmed by spouse’s 

negativity, (d) body language indicative of “fight or flight” response, (e) failed repair 

attempts, and (f) bad memories.  

Guzman (2000) also found that the presence of children was related to greater 

concern for financial security and to less marital satisfaction for both women and men. 

Although not implausible, the current research is unable to confirm or deny the influence 

of children on the concern for financial security due to design limitations of the current 

study. Further information also could have been obtained by dividing the initial sample 

into two groups, those participants with children and those participants without children, 
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and then analyzing how work family conflict and partner participation in household 

chores affected marital satisfaction. 

 Other variables of interest. As mentioned previously, gender was not a predictor 

of marital satisfaction. Men and women were about equally satisfied with their 

relationships, and both were less satisfied if children lived with them for at least six 

months each year, if they perceived their partners to participate less in household 

chores, and if they experienced more work family conflict with their partners. Both men 

and women were equally satisfied whether they perceived their partner to make more or 

less income than they did and whether they perceived their partner to be doing a 

greater or lesser proportion of work around the house than they did. Participants also 

were equally satisfied regardless of their own or their partner’s education level, their 

own occupation, or their own level of participation in household chores. 

 Whether differences in educational levels contributed to marital satisfaction was 

not studied; therefore, Hornung and McCullough’s (1981) findings of educational 

incompatibility influencing marital satisfaction could not be supported nor denied. 

However, current research findings were consistent with the work of Vannoy-Hiller and 

Philliber (1989) who found that marital quality was unrelated to the husband’s 

occupational status, the wife’s employment and status relative to her husband, and 

either the husband’s or wife’s educational attainments. Occupational category data for 

the participant’s partner was not captured and entered into the model; therefore, effects 

of occupational status incompatibility on marital satisfaction as examined by Philliber 

and Hiller (1983) was unable to be addressed.  
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Implications for Counselors and Other Practitioners 

 Findings from this study may be used to prepare counselors to work more 

effectively with dual earner couples and with individuals who are contemplating such 

relationships. If dual earner couples, or either member of such a couple, present in 

counseling reporting reduced marital satisfaction, the counselor can use the research 

cited to conceptualize the client(s) and to inform his or her approach for working 

together toward the clients’ goals. More specific information associated with a working 

couple’s ability to manage issues regarding divisions of labor and work-family conflict as 

well as information on how children affect relationships enables counselors to normalize 

client experiences and to empower client choices. Increased information influences the 

intentionality of an individual’s choices related to entering into a dual earner relationship, 

remaining in a dual earner relationship, or renegotiating the structure of a dual earner 

relationship as well as influencing tolerance of those individuals who choose differently 

(Tinsley, 1987). 

 Specifically, knowledge gained from this study regarding the relationship of work-

family conflict experiences and partner participation in household chores to marital 

satisfaction, enables counselors to help their clients develop more effective coping skills 

and strategies when faced with competing demands. Likewise, knowledge from this 

study as well as other studies (e.g., Gorman, 2000; Hicks & Platt, 1970; Richardson, 

1979) regarding the effect of children on relationship satisfaction can be used to 

process clients’ expectations regarding choices to have children or not to have children. 

Also, using recommendations by Gottman and Silver (1999) and others, couples who 
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want children may be able to fortify their marriages and make other adjustments that 

enable them to maintain a greater degree of marital satisfaction.  

Knowledge of these same issues also is important to employers responsible for 

policy and benefit design and employers concerned with retaining qualified employees 

who are involved in dual earner relationships. For both women and men in this study, 

work family conflict contributed significantly to reported marital satisfaction. When 

women perform the majority of housework while working fewer hours in their 

professions than their male comparators as shown in this study (see Table 8 and Table 

9) and other studies (e.g., Ferree, 1984; Hochschild, 1989; Stier & Lewin-Epstein, 

2000), inequities in salaries by gender most likely will persist. Employers concerned with 

diversity and pay equity can use such information to develop specific policies and 

benefits that encourage and support balance, for both women and men, in work, family, 

and personal roles. 

 Although this study investigated variables that had the potential to contribute 

negatively to marital satisfaction, participants in this study reported being generally 

satisfied with their marriages – a finding consistent with the study by Kim et al. (2001). 

Clients benefit from knowledge regarding variables that negatively affect marital 

satisfaction as well as from knowledge regarding variables that positively affect marital 

satisfaction. In addressing equity in relationships, Aspy and Sandhu (1999) asserted 

that proactive counselors can assist women by teaching skills, knowledge, and attitudes 

required for social change as well as by ensuring that women are aware of processes 

that might be preventing them from reaching their full potential. Proactive counselors 

can assist working couples in these same ways -- apprising them of the costs and 
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benefits associated with relationship choices and supporting them in their decision 

making processes. 

Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Further Research 

 Several limitations exist related to this study as well as opportunities for further 

contributions to the body of research regarding working couples. Limitations are related 

to the type of data and to the quantity of data available for analysis as well as to the 

research questions asked. Recommendations for future research focus on research 

design, timeliness, and applicability to contemporary issues. 

 An important limitation of this study involves the cost/benefit of having used the 

preexisting data collected by the Families and Work Institute. Those data, by virtue of 

their size, yielded sufficient statistical power to determine theoretical and practical 

importance. However, those very same data, by virtue of their fixed nature, rendered 

unable the ability to assess specific aspects and nuances that have potentially great 

clinical relevance. Although the NSCW questionnaire yielded over 500 variables for 

research purposes, only a small proportion of these variables was applicable to the 

current study. The original NSCW data file was very large (3,552 participants); however, 

participant observations that met the criteria for inclusion in this study were substantially 

fewer. The largest sample used in this study was 1,108 participants. As more variables 

were added to the analyses for specificity, sample sizes decreased due to missing 

values. Fortunately, with 1,100 cases included in the multiple regression, the power of 

this test of the hypotheses was preserved.  

Original intentions included examination of the relationship of power or partner’s 

perceived influence to marital satisfaction; however, no questions in the NSCW survey 
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addressed this issue. Likewise, data were not available to distinguish whether 

participants were involved in dual earner or dual career relationships or to measure 

participants’ perceptions of equity in their relationships. Although originally conceived 

that income might be related to power or influence in relationships, no data were 

available to directly measure power. Therefore, Gottman’s (1999) contention that marital 

satisfaction and stability are associated with the male partner’s ability to accept 

influence from his female partner was unable to be supported or denied. 

Although of interest, the possible relevance of attribution theory in how 

participants assumed roles within the relationship and perceived the behaviors of their 

partners was not able to be analyzed.  Also, it was not possible to determine what role, 

if any, religious values, shared parental values, and personality types had in the 

distribution of labor and work family conflict reportedly experienced by participants in 

this study. Due to the nature of the data and the to the design of the study, it was left 

unexplored what might happen with participants if one partner or both partners 

experienced changes in their careers or jobs that precipitated relocation. Would this 

decision be based upon economic concerns only, i.e., who makes the most money? Or, 

would the decision to possibly relocate be based upon other factors? The decision 

making process associated with such opportunities can be complicated and would have 

been of interest had the data been available. 

 Career or job satisfaction was not included in the design of the study; however, 

responses to the survey question, “All in all, how satisfied are you with your job?” were 

available. Other opportunities for research include examining this variable and its 

possible relationship to work family conflict, respondent income, partner income, and 
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marital satisfaction. Although some geographical data was available, it was not included 

in the analyses. In future studies, the inclusion of such data will allow researchers to 

examine whether differences exist in the predictors of marital satisfaction based on 

geographic location, for example, between participants in the northern and southern 

parts of the United States.  

 Although total family income data were available, the research question and 

hypotheses did not focus on this variable and its possible relationship to marital 

satisfaction. Omission of this variable from the model prevented comparison of the 

current results to the results of Conger et al. (1990) who found that economic strain – 

defined as relatively lower income -- had an indirect influence on marital quality and to 

the results of Wu and Pollard (2000) who found that economic strain increased the risk 

of relationship separation or divorce. 

 Data also were limited due to the self-report nature of the survey design and by 

the NSCW researchers’ inability to collect partner data directly from the participant’s 

partner. All data regarding participants and partners were collected through self-report 

of the participant; therefore, data for partner’s marital satisfaction and partner’s work-

family conflict were unavailable. Partner data on occupation also were not available, 

prohibiting testing of status incompatibility theories and other analyses. The only marital 

satisfaction measure available for study was based on an ordinal scale with acceptable 

participant responses of extremely satisfied, very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, and not 

too satisfied. Work-family conflict measures also had similar characteristics. Although 

these ordinal scale or qualitative variables may be used in analyses, they have 
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limitations not observed with more discerning quantitative variables (interval or ratio 

scales). 

 Other variables omitted from the current model included age of participant and 

age of participant’s partner. Even though age as a predictor of marital satisfaction is a 

worthwhile area of examination, the data for partner age as reported by the survey 

participant were insufficient for statistical analysis. In a contemporary magazine article, 

Robb (2005) told of her own difficulties in sustaining a nontraditional marriage in which 

she was the primary breadwinner. In comparing her experiences to the experiences of 

younger couples, Robb (age 39) wondered if she and her husband (age 45) “[weren’t] 

caught between generations, if our formative years left us with mixed-up expectations” 

(p. 262). Without sufficient age data, possible differences in marital satisfaction between 

generations could not be examined. 

 Because data were readily available through the NSCW, this research relied on 

participant responses to a single survey question to measure the dependent variable, 

marital satisfaction. In the future, researchers can increase the reliability of this research 

model by using a combination of items or using multiple measures for marital 

satisfaction. As Hicks and Platt (1970) advocated, future researchers should rely less on 

self-report and avoid use of marital satisfaction as a global concept. Additionally, future 

researchers could contribute significantly to the body of knowledge on dual earner 

couples through the use of longitudinal designs that examine marital stability in 

relationship to marital satisfaction. 

 The final limitation of this study, timeliness of data, also involves an opportunity 

for future research. Data used in this study were collected in 1996 and published in 
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1997. Census data were collected in 2000 yielding new information regarding the 

distribution of income and the configuration of households in the United States. For the 

first time in U. S. history, specific data were collected regarding cohabitating couples as 

well as same gender couples. The Families and Work Institute also collected data in 

2002 using the same survey format; however, these data were not available for public 

use during the completion of the current study. Ideally, this study should be repeated 

using the 2002 NSCW data and comparing any trends to 2000 U. S. census data. Many 

of the landmark studies on working couples and egalitarian relationships were 

conducted 20 years ago or longer (e.g., Ferree, 1984; Hochschild, 1989, Pleck, 1987). 

As U. S. demographics continue to change, such as women contributing more in the 

workplace, family structures changing, and minorities being increasingly represented, 

opportunities multiply for researchers to study these changes and their effects on 

relationship satisfaction. 

 Data limitations prohibited the investigation of several issues that were 

addressed in the literature review of this study. As mentioned previously, one limitation 

was the inability to adequately distinguish between dual earner and dual career couples. 

Previous research (e.g., Gilbert et al., 1994; Hallett & Gilbert, 1997) indicated the 

existence of differences between these two groups, so future research would be 

beneficial if those differences could be tested. Likewise, data limitations (n = 22) 

prohibited adequate analysis of these same dynamics in same gender couples. Future 

studies may contribute to the field by including greater representation of same gender 

couples. 
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 Recommendations for future research also include data collection and sampling 

techniques that allow for in-depth investigation of the following: power or influence 

dynamics within dual earner/dual career couples, cohabitating couples vs. married 

couples, influences of child care participation on marital satisfaction, perceptions of 

fairness regarding distribution of income and labor within the couple relationship, and 

status differentials related to occupational and educational choices. These issues are 

addressed in previous literature; however, contemporary studies will contribute to the 

field. 

 As mentioned previously, the current model examined correlation, not causation. 

Future research using experimental design might prove useful to counselors and other 

practitioners working with couples. For example, if a couple with children is low in 

marital satisfaction, and if the partners perceive each other to be low in participation in 

household chores and feel a great amount of work family conflict, in how many of these 

couples will getting them to do more around the house, increase their marital 

satisfaction? Might getting them to do more around the house decrease their work 

family conflict? In couples for whom work family conflict does decrease, does their 

martial satisfaction go up even more? Counselors could use the level of participation in 

household chores prescriptively; however, until experimental studies are done, it cannot 

be assumed that increasing the level of participation in household chores alone will 

increase marital satisfaction. Until then, counselors should be prescriptive only with 

great caution. 
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Conclusions 

 Although sufficient statistical support was not observed through analyses to 

accept the specific hypothesis regarding the relationship between marital satisfaction 

and income, this study generated information that contributes to the field and to the 

understanding of issues related to marital satisfaction in dual earner couples. Results 

from the current study confirmed findings from some previous studies and contradicted 

findings from other previous studies with dual earner couples. Specifically, the current 

study supported research by Steil and Hay (1997) asserting that income is not a 

significant predictor of marital satisfaction. Data in this study did not fully support the 

existence of a second shift as described by Hochschild (1989) or that women in dual 

earner relationships worked longer combined hours in the paid and unpaid labor market 

(Heath et al., 1998). The results, however, did provide support for one assertion of 

Heath et al. (1998): that women perform the majority of work related to maintenance of 

a household and that such work is at the expense of women’s greater participation in 

paid employment and, thus, economic viability. 

This study also supported the findings of other studies (e.g., Dillaway & Broman, 

2001; Gottman, 1994) in which marital satisfaction was strongly influenced by how 

partners shared responsibilities related to the maintenance of the household. It 

supported the findings of yet other studies (e.g., Richardson, 1979; Gorman, 2000) in 

which the presence of children under 18 contributed significantly and negatively to 

reported marital satisfaction. 

Coltrane (1998) theorized that as women made more money and spent more 

time at work, they would increase their bargaining power for their spouses to participate 
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in household chores and childcare. Whether increased bargaining power translates to 

increased martial satisfaction cannot be determined from the results of this study alone; 

however, these results can be the foundation for future studies of related phenomena. 

This research, like others (Gilbert, 1993; Guzman, 2000, Levine & Pittinksy, 1997; and 

Russo, 1987), questioned whether the actual division of labor and the actual income 

factors were as important as were the perceptions of fairness in relationships. 

As women continue to earn more income in the workplace and as economic 

equality becomes more of a reality for many couples, researchers will have the 

opportunity to explore how these dynamics affect relationships and family dynamics. 

Will women place higher values on spouses who are involved in domestic labor and 

child care as concluded by Hallett and Gilbert (1997)? How will less traditional role 

expectations influence marital satisfaction as described by Vannoy-Hiller and Philliber 

(1989), or will they? 

Proclamations that marital or relationship satisfaction can be described by a 

simple equation are false. Some variables may contribute more or less to reported 

satisfaction, but, ultimately, satisfaction is a subjective construct that is difficult to 

quantify. The current research explored only a few of these factors as related to dual 

earner couples. In this study, with this sample, income did not emerge as a predictor of 

marital satisfaction; however, work family conflict, partner participation in household 

chores, and the presence of children did emerge as predictors of marital satisfaction – 

regardless of the gender of the participants. These findings alone have some value for 

counselors working with actual or potential dual earner couples or individuals within 

such couples who seek increased marital satisfaction. 
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