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A survey of 104 husbands married and living with a working spouse 

identified a number of predictors of marital conflict. No-traditional 

masculine orientation tended to reduce arguments over the expression 

of affection. This dimension of masculinity also decreased episodes of 

insulting/swearing and stomping out of the house by increasing the 

amount of conversation between husbands and wives. Relative high 

income for a wife increased marital conflict by decreasing a husband’s 

job and family satisfaction. In contrast, relatively high education in a 

wife enhanced communication and, thereby, reduced conflict. 
 

There is a growing literature documenting the impact of both a 

husband and wife working outside the home on life within the family. 
Increasing attention is being paid to the stresses that may occur in dual 

career families (Lee, 1983; Murstein & Williams, 1983; Rotheram & 

Weimer, 1983; Staines, Pleck, Shephard, & O’Connor, 1978; St. John-
Parsons, 1978). Generally, these studies find greater stress in dual-

career couples (Bebbington, 1973; Burke & Weir, 1976; Holmstrom, 

1972; Simpson & England, 1981). The few studies examining sex role 
orientation and marital satisfaction have observed that androgyny is 

associated with greater marital satisfaction (Hiller & Philliber, 1982; 

Murstein & Williams, 1983; Rotheram & Weiner, 1983). The Murstein 

and Williams study is 
particularly significant because it found that the husband’s score on the 

feminine dimension of Bem’s Sex Role Inventory (1974) is the 

principal determinant of marital adjustment. A husband manifesting 
feminine traits logically would be expected to have the behavioral 

flexibility to assist in traditionally female types of activities around the 

home. Indeed, a number of studies find that men with a non-traditional 

view of masculinity are more likely to participate in a wide range of 
household activities, including female-typed tasks such as cleaning and 

meal preparation (Barach & Barnett, 1981; Keshet & Rosenthal, 1978;  
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Petrucci, Potter, & Rhoades, 1978; Stafford, Backman, & Bibona, 

1977). A willingness on the part of a husband to share in household 

tasks may reduce marital 207 stresses that could result if a wife 
attempted to manage, totally, both the family environment and an 

outside job. Indeed, a study by House (1986) suggests the greatest 

marital dissatisfaction for men in dual-career families is when the 

husband is traditionally masculine and the wife traditionally feminine. 
Satisfaction for the traditionally masculine male is greatest when his 

wife is feminine and does not work (House, 1986). Stresses for a 

husband may abound when the working wife is managing both 
homemaker and outside career roles and when her economic status 

rivals her husband’s. 

Clearly, status attributes such as education or income will 
determine power within a family. Greater egalitarianism in husband 

and wife roles has been found in families where a wife earns a 
relatively greater proportion of total family income (Maret & Finlay, 

1984; Model, 1981; Nickols & Metzen, 1978; Scanzoni, 1978). One 

could argue that the greater the economic power or educational 

attainment of a wife, relative to her husband, the greater the sharing of 
roles. Such sharing may reduce marital conflict. 

 

METHOD 

THE SAMPLE 

Four hundred and twenty-eight men and women were interviewed 
in a citywide survey in Edmonton, Alberta. A random sample of 

addresses of householders compiled in the annual City of Edmonton 
census was selected. 

This particular article focuses on the responses of 104 husbands 
taken from the larger sample who met the following criteria: 

(1) They were married and living with their spouse at the time; 

(2) Both they and their spouse were employed in some capacity; 
(3) They provided complete and usable responses to all of the variables 

     examined in this study. 

 

MEASURES OF CONFLICT 

Three items from the survey have been employed as measures of 
marital conflict. These items are: (1) “Most persons have problems in 

their relationships with their spouses. How often in the past 12 months 

have you and your spouse argued about demonstrations of affection?” 
(2) “Please tell me how often in the last 12 months has either of you 

insulted or sworn at the other?” (3) “Please tell me how often in the 

last 12 months has either of you stomped out of the room or house?” 

Seven response categories were provided for each of these three 
items to indicate the frequency of conflict: Daily or almost daily; 
several times a week; once a week; several times a month; once a  
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month; once or several times in the past 12 months; never in the past 

12 months. 
 

PREDICTOR VARIABLES 

Job and Family Life Satisfaction. Respondents were asked to 

indicate their satisfaction with family life and their job on seven point 
scales, ranging from very dissatisfied (1) to very satisfied (7). 

Conversation with Spouse. A number of items in the survey dealt 
with communication within the marital relationship. The following 

item has been analyzed in the present study: “I am comfortable in 

developing in-depth conversations with my spouse.” Responses varied 
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). 

Measures of Sex Role Orientation. Two dimensions of masculine 
sex role orientation were examined in this study. These dimensions 

were empirically derived from a factor analysis of items present in this 

survey dealing with male sex role orientation. A principal components 
factor analysis revealed two major factors accounting for the majority 

of the variance. A varimax orthogonal rotation was performed on the 

original factor matrix. Indices were constructed from this analysis by 

adding together the scale scores of items with loadings of 0.60 or 
greater. Each item was responded to in terms of a 7 interval scale, 

ranging from a strongly agree value (7) to a strongly disagree (1) 

value.  Four items make up the first factor index, and three items are 
found in the second index. The first factor is called the traditional 

masculinity factor and is represented by these items: (1) A husband 

should be entirely responsible for earning the living for a family; (2) It 
is more important that a husband is ambitious than that he is kind and 

understanding; (3) The man should take the initiative in expressing 

physical affection; (4) Men who don’t like competitive sports, such as 

football or hockey, are lacking in masculinity. The second factor 
measures liberated masculinity with the items: (1) Men shouldn’t be 

ashamed of crying in front of others; (2) It is okay for men to show 

physical affection towards other men, such as hugging them; (3) In a 
marriage, it is just as much a man’s responsibility as it is a woman’s to 

care for children. 

Relative Earnings. Relative income was calculated as the wife’s 
annual income divided by the sum of her income and her husband’s. 

Relative Education. Relative education was calculated as the total 
number of years of schooling obtained by the wife divided by the sum 

of the wife’s and husband’s total number of years of schooling. 
 

ANALYSIS 

Due to the hypothesized mediating and indirect effects of variables 
on measures of marital conflict, a path analysis was carried out using 
multiple regression techniques to obtain estimates of path values. 





 

 

TABLE 1:  INTERCORRELATION MARIX 

Variables X1 X2 X3 X4 X5 X6 X7 X8 X9 X10 X11 

Arguments (X1)  0.14 0.11 -0.25 0.04 -0.07  0.04   0.10   -0.22*   -0.17* -0.08 

Swearing (X2)    0.38* -0.10 -0.02 -0.07  0.03 -0.13 -0.04   -0.29*   -0.29* 

Stomped (X3)      -0.23* -0.01  -0.05 -0.04   0.01 -0.02   -0.25* 

-0.24            
Family satisfaction (X4)       0.31* -0.17   0.22*   -0.22*   0.23*   0.22*  0.07 

Job satisfaction (X5)        -0.22* -0.03 -0.12 0.05 0.01  0.11 

Relative income (X6)        0.06   0.01 0.13 0.02  -0.21* 
Relative education (X7)        -0.03 0.12  0.27*  -0.02* 

Traditional masculinity (X8)          -0.28* 0.12   0.36* 

Liberated masculinity (X9)           0.23* -0.12* 

Comfortable conversation 
(X10) 

           

Age (X11)           0.08 

 
*Significant at the p < 0.05 level or better. 
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RESULTS 

BIVARIATE RELATIONS 

Table 1 shows the zero order correlations between the three 
measures of marital conflict and the predictor variables. Arguments 
over affection is significantly related to family satisfaction, liberated 

masculinity and the quality of conversation between spouses. 

Husbands report fewer arguments if they are satisfied with their family 

life, score high on liberated masculinity and are comfortable having 
conversations with their wives. Husbands report more insulting or 

swearing and more stomping out of the room/house if they are unable 

to have in-depth conversations and if they are young. 
 

REGRESSION ANALYSIS 

Multiple regression analyses were carried out to test the causal 
model shown in Figure 1. 
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Figures 2 and 3 show the “trimmed” path models for predictors of 
the three measures of marital conflict. Only path coefficients have been 

retained in these models which in multiple regression analyses  

achieved an absolute value of 0.10 or greater and were statistically 

significant at the 0.05 level or better. The goodness of fit of these 
reduced models was assessed by comparing the observed correlations 

between variables, shown in Table 1, with the estimated correlations 

derived from the significant direct and indirect paths. 

Arguments about affection Three variables have statistically 

significant direct effects on the dependent variable “arguments about 
affection”. The more a husband subscribed to a liberated view of 

masculinity, the fewer arguments reported with his spouse. High 

family satisfaction is also related to a lower frequency of arguments 
over the expression of affection. The third variable - job satisfaction - 

tends to lead to greater family life satisfaction; however, it has a 

significant positive effect on arguments. Thus, greater job satisfaction 

is associated with a greater frequency of arguments over affection. 

While relative income does not directly affect arguments, it has an 
indirect effect which is mediated by both job and family satisfaction. 

Overall, this indirect effect is equal to 0.03 (P4,6P1,4 + P5,6P1,5 + 

P5,6P4,5P1,4). In other words, a husband married to a spouse earning a 

relatively high proportion of the family income tends to report lower 
family and job satisfaction. As we have seen, lower family satisfaction 

results in more arguments; however, lower job satisfaction results in 

fewer arguments. Because the linkages mediated by family satisfaction 
predominate, the net effect is for relative income to be positively 

related to arguments. 

Relative education is also indirectly related to arguments via its 
effect on family satisfaction (P4,7P1,4 = -0.05). Men married to women 
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with relatively many years of education tend to report higher family 

life satisfaction. This, correspondingly, results in fewer arguments. 

Finally, liberated masculinity also has an indirect effect (P4,9 

P1,4 = .05) which is mediated by family life satisfaction. Men 

advocating this particular masculine orientation also report greater 

family satisfaction and fewer arguments. 

Insulted or swore at each other Both age and the variable “comfortable 
in conversation” have strong direct effects on this measure of marital 

conflict. Younger respondents report more frequent episodes of 

insulting/swearing at each other. Men who report being comfortable in 
conversation with their spouse report fewer episodes. 

Liberated masculinity and relative education have indirect effects 
mediated by the variable “comfortable in conversation”. Men 

subscribing to a nontraditional masculinity feel more comfortable in 

conversation. This results in less conflict (P10,9 P2,10 = -0.04). Also, 
men married to relatively well-educated women feel more at ease in 

conversation and, consequently, report less conflict. The indirect effect 

of this variable is approximately the same as for liberated masculinity 

(P10,7P2,10 = -0.038). 
Stomped out of the room or house Identical results are found for this 

measure of conflict as are found for insulted or swore at each other. 

Comfortable in conversation (Beta = -0.23) and age (Beta = -0.25) 
have significant direct effects. 

Both liberated masculinity (P10,9P3,10 = -0.05) and relative education 
(P10,7P3,10 = -0.04) have negative indirect effects. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Nontraditional masculinity was observed to decrease directly the 

frequency of arguments between a husband and wife over the 
expression of affection. This variable indirectly affected arguments via 

the mediating influence of family satisfaction; that is, liberated 

masculinity increased satisfaction which, in turn, reduced arguments. 
The incidences of swearing or insulting one another and stomping out 

of the house were indirectly related to liberated masculinity. That is, 

this particular masculine orientation facilitated spousal conversation, 

which, consequently, reduced these forms of conflict. These findings 
extend those of Murstein and Williams (1983) by showing the major 

role a husband’s masculine orientation plays not just in increasing 

marital adjustment but also in decreasing specific instances of marital 
conflict. In the case of two measures of conflict – the frequency of 

insults and stomping out of the house – liberated masculinity reduced 

conflict only to the extent that it increased ease of conversation 
between husband and wife. This linkage is to be expected given the 

“expressive” content of items contributing to this masculine 

dimension, for example, crying in front of others and showing physical  
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affection. Furthermore, this expressive content explains the direct 

impact masculinity has on the frequency of arguments about affection. 

Men who believe it is okay to cry in front of others and to show 
physical affection should be less prone to argue about affection with 

their wives. Finally, the failure of traditional masculinity to predict 

conflict is consistent with Murstein and Williams’ finding that the 

masculine dimension of Bem’s Inventory was a nonsignificant 
predictor of marital adjustment.  

Relative income failed to have the expected impact on marital 
conflict and family life in general that has been observed in previous 

studies of parenting and sharing of household tasks. If anything, high 

relative earning power for the wife tends to increase arguments over 
affection by decreasing both family and job satisfaction. This may be 

due to competitiveness between a husband and wife over the relative 

values of what they provide from their different jobs. A wife earning a 
relatively high-income may be absent more from the home, thereby 

decreasing the quality of family life for the husband. Also, husbands of 

high income wives may devote more time to household tasks which, 

correspondingly, decreases the time they can devote to their own 
careers or the commitment and enjoyment they obtain from outside 

employment. 

In contrast, high relative education for a wife clearly enhanced the 
relationship and decreased conflict. Husbands report a greater ability to 

communicate to wives with a comparable educational status. Also, 
relatively high education increases family life satisfaction. One could 

speculate from these data that high education provides a better basis 

for spouses to interact and to have common interests. High education 
in a wife leads to a willingness in a husband to discuss problems in 

depth, thereby avoiding disruptive forms of marital conflict. 
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