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Abstract The present study utilized a sample of 962
individuals in dating, cohabiting, and marital relationships
to examine how beliefs about marriage salience and per-
manence were associated with individual relationship
functioning. While previous studies have suggested that
marital beliefs are associated with individual decision
making, few studies have examined how such beliefs might
be associated with differing individual relational behavior
and perceptions. The present study explored how marital
beliefs may be associated with perceptions of relationship
satisfaction and stability through the indirect pathways of
individual commitment and relational effort. Results sug-
gested that marital beliefs were significantly associated with
perceptions of relational well-being in which more positive
beliefs about marriage were indirectly associated with per-
ceptions of more satisfaction and more stability. Multi-
group comparisons suggested that these associations held for
those in all types of relationships. Results also suggested that
marital permanence may be particularly important to per-
ceptions of well-being in marital relationships.

Keywords Marital belief - Relationship satisfaction -
Attitude - Commitment - Relational effort - Relationship
stability - Paradigm

Introduction

Scholarship has highlighted the importance of marital
beliefs on several components of individual and relational
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development. Recent scholarly efforts have suggested that
how an individual conceptualizes the marital institution
and their own marriage, regardless of whether that mar-
riage is in the future, present, or past, has an impact on a
diverse range of outcomes (Carroll et al. 2007; Masarik
et al. 2012; Willoughby et al. 2013). Such studies have
suggested that marital beliefs are associated with such
outcomes as individual risk taking (Carroll et al. 2007,
2009), sexual decision making (Willoughby and Dworkin
2009; Willoughby and Carroll 2010), mental health
(Carlson 2012), and union formation behavior (Clarkberg
et al. 1995; Willoughby 2014; Willoughby et al. 2013).
While this body of scholarship has given strong support to
the notion that marital beliefs have an association with
individual decision making, many gaps remain in attempting
to understand how or why such associations exist. The
majority of this research has utilized basic regression models
to test bivariate relationships between marital beliefs and
outcomes with little attention currently being given to the
mechanisms behind such associations. While this evidence
may suggest that marital beliefs are in some ways altering the
probability of engaging in certain actions, researchers have
noted that we know little about why such increases occur
(Carroll et al. 2007, 2009). Furthermore, this area of schol-
arship has been conducted almost exclusively on individual
outcomes such as risk taking or union formation decisions
with little focus on how marital beliefs may associate with
individual behaviors within an existing relational context.
The goal of the present study was twofold and sought to
address both of these current limitations in our under-
standing of marital beliefs. First, utilizing a national sample
of individuals in romantic relationships, I sought to explore
how marital beliefs, specifically beliefs regarding marital
salience and permanence, might directly and indirectly
relate to individual perceptions of relational outcomes.
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I focus on how marital beliefs may be related to the per-
ception of both relationship satisfaction and stability.
Second, I sought to examine the mechanisms behind such
associations by exploring possible mediating factors that
lie between marital beliefs and relational outcomes. To
accomplish this, I explored how both individual commit-
ment to the relationship and individual relational effort
may mediate any relationship between marital beliefs and
relational outcomes.

Marital Paradigms

While marital belief research is not new to the social sci-
ences, the work in this area has until recently been largely
atheoretical and devoid of consistency in both measure-
ment and conceptualization. Recent scholars have attemp-
ted to change this trend by offering several studies aimed at
explaining the nature, causes, and consequences of marital
beliefs. However, these studies have often been limited in
their theoretical scope and only recently have scholars
attempted to create a holistic model for conceptualizing
how one thinks about marriage and the marital institution.
Willoughby et al. (2013) proposed a Marital Paradigm
Theory of marital beliefs and argued that each individual
holds a distinct and unique paradigm about marital rela-
tionships. One’s marital paradigm was proposed to be
constructed across six dimensions: marital salience, marital
timing, marital context, marital process, marital perma-
nence, and marital centrality. Central to the present study,
Willoughby and colleagues also argued that such para-
digms will drive behavior by changing individual inten-
tions. Intentions were defined as “a specific inclination to
engage in a behavior” (Willoughby et al. 2013, p. 24).
Extending ideas from earlier theories of attitudes and
behavior, particularly Azjen’s (1991) theory of planned
behavior, Marital Paradigm Theory argued that one’s
general beliefs about marriage will lead to specific inten-
tions to engage in behavior, thus leading to an increased
likelihood of engaging in a given behavior.

Applied to previous research linking marital beliefs to
premarital risk behavior (Clark et al. 2009; Carroll et al.
2007; Willoughby and Dworkin 2009), Marital Paradigm
Theory argues that certain marital paradigms may alter
individual intentions to engage in risk taking. For example,
a desire to postpone marriage or a devaluing of marriage as
an institution would be theorized to lead to a greater
intention of viewing an extended period of risk taking
during young adulthood as acceptable. This will in turn
lead to a greater propensity to actually engage in risk-
taking behavior. This process would account for the ele-
vated binge-drinking rates seen among young adults who
desire to postpone marriage (Carroll et al. 2007).

Applied to the current study, one would assume that
one’s marital beliefs would also lead to changes in one’s
intentions regarding specific relational behavior and that
these intentions would lead to varying actions within one’s
relationship. Unlike work linking marital beliefs and indi-
vidual risk taking, less recent research has explored how
general marital beliefs may change or be associated with
specific relational behaviors or outcomes, although some
studies have found that specific marital intentions or
expectations may alter relational trajectories (Barr and
Simons 2012). Carlson et al. (2004) also found that positive
views of marriage were linked to a greater likelihood of
marrying compared with breaking-up at a 1-year follow-up
among a sample of non-married parents. Other evidence
has suggested that marital beliefs may change the likeli-
hood of both the type and frequency of premarital dating
(Crissey 2005; Goldscheider et al. 2009).

Extending these findings, Marital Paradigm Theory
would suggest that marital beliefs should not just influence
trajectories in or out of specific relationships, but the internal
working dynamics of each specific romantic relationship one
is engaged in. Recently, some studies have begun to suggest
more specific links between marital beliefs and specific
relationship dynamics, providing initial evidence of such an
association. Barr and Simons (2012) found that positive
views of marriage among men were correlated with men’s
marital satisfaction. Masarik et al. (2012) also found that
among a sample of young adults, beliefs that marriage will be
fulfilling or an investment were linked to young adult rela-
tionship quality and that such beliefs mediated relationships
between family background and relational quality. Specifi-
cally, beliefs that marriage would be fulfilling were associ-
ated with higher reports of premarital dating quality and
more positive relationship interactions. Riggio and Weiser
(2008) likewise found links between positive marital beliefs
and outcomes such as conflict, satisfaction, and commitment
among a sample of college students. Again, positive attitudes
toward marriage were linked to less conflict, higher satis-
faction, and more commitment.

Although this research provides early evidence to Mar-
ital Paradigm Theory’s claim that positive beliefs about
marriage may impact specific relationship dynamics and
outcomes, previous research has largely focused on young
adult samples and no study has explored possible indirect
pathways between marital beliefs and specific relational
outcomes, such a satisfaction and stability. Such informa-
tion would not only provide additional insight for scholars
seeking to understand why martial beliefs influence indi-
vidual and relational functioning but would also help pro-
vide clinicians and relationship educators with important
information regarding how their clients’ perceptions about
marriage and relationships may impact the actual behav-
ioral dynamics within their current and future relationships.
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Relational Functioning and Well-Being

Before exploring such links, it is important to outline the
elements of relational well-being in order to determine the
most likely mechanisms between marital beliefs and rela-
tional outcomes. While there are many proposed models of
relational functioning linking individual relational pro-
cesses to the perception of relational outcomes, I chose
here to focus on two factors deemed central to the per-
ception of outcomes based on recent scholarship and likely
linked to marital beliefs. Both individual commitment
(Owen et al. 2011; Stanley and Markman 1992) and indi-
vidual relational effort (Wilson et al. 2005) have been
found to be critical components of healthy relationship
development and functioning. Additionally, as marital
beliefs are hypothesized to change individual intentions
within a given relationship, intentions to commit to one’s
partner and intentions to engage in proactive efforts to
strengthen one’s relationship seem likely candidates to
explore.

Commitment has long been a focus of relationship
scholarship, dating back to early work focused on inter-
dependence theory (Kelley and Thibaut 1978). Recent
scholarship has specifically focused on how the intrinsic
desire to be with a partner, often labeled dedication com-
mitment (Stanley and Markman 1992), creates a sense of
shared relationship identity that is essential for long-term
relationship success and happiness (Fincham et al. 2007).
Such commitment is thought to increase one’s desire to
engage in positive relationship behavior and contributes to
the minimalizing of potential conflict areas within a rela-
tionship. As such, dedication commitment has been linked
to greater perceptions of relational quality such as higher
relationship satisfaction (Owen et al. 2011) and stability
(Le and Agnew 2003; Rhoades et al. 2010).

Relational effort is another component of relational
quality deemed important by recent scholarship. Some
scholars have noted that marital and relationship research
has recently moved away from focusing on negative
components of relationship functioning (such as conflict)
and has relied more heavily on understanding positive
elements of relational well-being. Fincham et al. (2007)
recently argued that such “transformative processes” and
positive behaviors have begun to be a stronger focus of the
empirical research on relationships. One such positive
behavior scholars have examined is the desire to exert
effort in one’s relationships. Deriving from psychological
research on self-regulation (Halford et al. 1994), the con-
cept of relational effort focuses on the internal desire one
has to put forth effort and energy into one’s relationship.
Relational effort can also be conceptualized as the per-
ceived ability or desire to change one’s actions to improve
one’s relationship. Created by the inherent assumption that
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healthy relationships will in fact take work and effort,
Wilson et al. (2005) argued that relational effort is a fun-
damental element of healthy relationship functioning.
Multiple studies have suggested that relationship effort and
self-regulatory behaviors are linked to higher reports of
relationship satisfaction (Braithwaite et al. 2011; Pepping
and Halford 2012; Wilson et al. 2005), again providing
evidence that such effort is fundamental to relationship
success.

In the present study, individual assessments of rela-
tionship outcomes (as measured by both the perception of
satisfaction and stability) were theorized to be directly
associated with both individual commitment and relational
effort based on this previous research. Figure 1 outlines the
theoretical model for the present study. It was hypothesized
(see right hand side of Fig. 1) that increased individual
commitment and more relationship effort would be asso-
ciated with higher perceptions of both relationship satis-
faction and stability. It was also hypothesized that higher
individual commitment would be associated with similar
elevated levels of relational effort. Some research has
suggested that commitment may increase an individual’s
desire or motivation to put energy into a relationship
(Finkel et al. 2002), thus linking commitment and per-
ceived relational effort.

Present Study

As mentioned previously, the present study was designed
to address two important gaps in the scholarship currently
available on marital beliefs. First, I sought to examine how
marital beliefs might be associated with the relational
outcomes of both relationship stability and satisfaction
through elevated commitment and relational effort utilizing
a sample of individuals across the life course and USA.
While previous studies have found general links between
these variables during young adulthood (see Masarik et al.
2012), no study has examined these indirect relationships
or attempted to replicate such results across a broader
sample. It was assumed that when individuals place a
higher importance and priority on long-term relationships
(in this case marriage), such beliefs would be associated
with more investment in and commit to their current
romantic relationships. This investment will in turn be
associated with an increased likelihood of perceiving
positive relational outcomes. To test these possible medi-
ating factors between marital beliefs and relationship out-
comes, [ hypothesized that marital beliefs may have a
direct association with both individual commitment and
relationship effort and an indirect association on relation-
ship outcomes (satisfaction and stability). I drew on two
factors of Marital Paradigm Theory, marital salience and
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Marital Paradigm

Marital Salience

Marital Permanence

Relational
Effort

Relational Behavior and Perceptions Yo

Fig. 1 Conceptual and measurement model of marital beliefs, relational behavior, and relational outcomes

marital permanence, to assess marital beliefs. Specifically,
I tested the following hypothesis:

HI: A stronger belief in the salience and permanence
of marriage will have a direct and positive association
with individual commitment and level of relationship
effort and an indirect and positive association with
the perception of relationship satisfaction and
stability.

Beyond this primary hypothesis, I also explored how
associations with marital beliefs may alter based on the
type of relationship one is currently in. Currently no
research has explored how relational status may alter the
associations between marital beliefs and individual rela-
tional behavior. However, Willoughby et al. (2013) argued
that the act of being married likely influences both the
marital beliefs one holds and their impact on daily deci-
sions. Those in more stable and committed relationships
(such as cohabiting and especially marital relationships)
may be more influenced by their perceptions regarding
marriage as they draw on beliefs about long-term rela-
tionships to help shape their behavior. Those in dating
relationships, which may be less serious, less stable, and
more fluid, may be less influenced by global perceptions
about marriage. One might also expect that beliefs about
marriage would be more salient and influential for those
currently in a marital relationship and possibly less so

among those in unmarried relationships. To test this, I
conducted group comparisons to test the following addi-
tional hypothesis:

H2: The tested direct and indirect associations of
marital beliefs will be stronger for those in marital
relationships.

Methods
Sample and Participants

The sample for the present study was comprised of indi-
viduals who took the RELATE instrument online (Busby
et al. 2001) and consisted of 962 individuals in committed
relationships. All participants completed an appropriate
consent form prior to the completion of the RELATE
instrument and all data collection procedures were
approved by the institutional review board at the author’s
university. Individuals completed RELATE online after
being exposed to the instrument through a variety of set-
tings. The RELATE assessment is an assessment designed
to assess and provide feedback to those in romantic rela-
tionships and is a common intervention and educational
tool used throughout the USA. After taking the RELATE,
individuals are provided with feedback on their
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relationship strengths and weaknesses that they can utilize
either on their own or in conjunction with a third party (i.e.,
religious leader and clinician). Some participants were
referred to the online site by their instructor in a university
class, others by a relationship educator or therapist, and
some participants found the instrument by searching for it
on the web. We refer the reader specifically to Busby
et al.’s (2001) discussion of the RELATE for detailed
information regarding the theory underlying the instrument
and its psychometric properties.

While the sample drawn from RELATE includes indi-
viduals from across the USA, the sample itself cannot be
considered nationally representative. Based on reports from
other studies utilizing RELATE data, those who complete
the RELATE assessment tend to be more educated, have
higher incomes, and lack racial diversity (Willoughby et al.
2012), biases that were also present in the current sample.
To provide a more representative sample and slightly reduce
some of this bias, a quota sample of individuals was drawn
from the total population of RELATE participants to bring
the sample closer to the general demographics of the US
population according to the US Census. Such a technique
has been suggested as a way to deal with large convenience
national samples that are not organically representative of a
given population (Cozby 2007) and has been used previ-
ously with the RELATE dataset (Busby et al. 2005; Busby
et al. 2009). This quota sampling was focused on two
demographics within the RELATE sample most divergent
with national proportions: race and religious affiliation.
Random quota sample was done by first selecting out all the
members of the smallest underrepresented racial group, in
this case, the African American group, and then selecting
out random subsamples of the other groups so that the per-
centages of all the racial groups are closer to national norms.
This same technique was then used to match national fre-
quency distributions for religious affiliation. While this
reduced the total number of participants used, preliminary
power analyses suggested the sample size was still more
than adequate to detect differences in models explored.

After the quota sample was created, the largest racial
group was White (52.7 %) followed by Black (19.9 %),
Latino (18.4 %), and Asian (5.4 %) participants. Sixty-four
percent of the sample was female. The largest religious
denomination within the sample was Protestant (41.5 %).
Sixteen percent of the married sample had been married for
2 years or less, while 8.9 % had been together for more
than 20 years. Most (64.9 %) couples had been together
between 1 and 5 years. The average age of the sample was
31.48 years (SD = 9.53) with a range from 18 to 79. Most
of the sample (66 %) had some type of college degree
suggesting that the sample was still more educated than a
truly nationally representative sample. More detailed
information on the sample is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and proportions for sample
demographics

Variable M SD n (%)
Age 31.48 9.53
Gender
Male 346 (36)
Female 616 (64)
Education
Some college or less 327 (34)
College graduate 635 (66)
Relationship status
Dating 375 (39)
Cohabiting 375 (39)
Married 212 (22)
Marital length®
<1 year 34 (16)
1-5 years 83 (39)
More than 5 years 95 (45)
Dating length®
<1 year 90 (12)
1-5 years 488 (65)
More than 5 years 172 (23)

 Includes only married sample

® Includes only non-married sample

Measures
Marital Beliefs

The belief placed on marriage as an institution was asses-
sed with two items tapping the marital salience and marital
permanence dimensions of Marital Paradigm Theory
(Willoughby et al. 2013). Previous research has suggested
that such beliefs (often labeled marital importance in pre-
vious literature) may be particularly important in predicting
individual behavior (Carroll et al. 2007; Willoughby and
Carroll 2010). Participants were asked how much they
agreed with the following items on a five-point scale
(1 = strong disagree; 5 = strongly agree): “Being mar-
ried is among the one or two most important things in life,”
and “If I had an unhappy marriage and neither counseling
nor other actions helped, my spouse and I would be better
off if we divorced (reverse coded).” These items were
significantly but modestly correlated (r = .204, p < .001)
suggesting that the two items likely tapped different con-
structs. Initial factor analysis results (not reported here)
confirmed this assumption based on factor loadings and
overall model fit. Due to these findings, these two single
items were utilized as single-item indicators of marital
salience and permanence. While not ideal, scholars have
noted that single-item indicators of marital beliefs tend to
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be robust predictors of individual behavior and have been
widely used in this area of scholarship (Willoughby et al.
2012).

Commitment

Commitment was assessed by three items adapted from the
Commitment Inventory (CI; Stanley and Markman 1992).
Participants were asked how much they agreed with each
item on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree;
5 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicated more com-
mitment. Specific items included: “My relationship with
my partner is more important to me than almost anything
else in my life,” “I may not want to be with my partner a
few years from now (reverse coded),” and “I want this
relationship to stay strong no matter what rough times we
may encounter.” Reliability for this scale was in the
acceptable range (o0 = .72). Previous research has sug-
gested that these items show good internal consistency
across samples and strong criteria-related validity with
other relational adjustment and communication measures
(Owen et al. 2011).

Relational Effort

Relational effort was also assessed by three items adopted
from the Behavioral Self-Regulation for Effective Rela-
tionships Scale (BSRERS; Wilson et al. 2005) and assessed
individuals’ perception that they can put effort into their
relationships that will have a positive association with
well-being. These items were assessed on a five-point scale
where participants rated how true each statement was of
themselves (1 = never true; 5 = always true). The specific
items were as follows: “If things go wrong in the rela-
tionship I tend to feel powerless (reverse coded),” “Even
when I know what I could do differently to improve things
in the relationship, I cannot seem to change my behavior
(reverse coded),” and “If my partner doesn’t appreciate the
change efforts I am making, I tend to give up (reverse
coded).” Higher scores indicated a greater perception that
one’s efforts would positively impact the relationship.
Previous research has suggested these items have strong
test-retest reliability and demonstrate concurrent validity
with relationship satisfaction (Wilson et al. 2005). Reli-
ability for this scale was slightly low (o = .65), but all
factor loadings in final structural models suggested ade-
quate loadings (Brown 2006).

Relationship Outcomes
Two assessments of overall relational well-being were

assessed. Relationship satisfaction was assessed with seven
items asking participants how satisfied they were with

various aspects of their relationship (for example, in their
sexual relationship and with the overall relationship). Items
were rated on a S-point scale (1 = very dissatisfied to
5 = very satisfied). The RELATE satisfaction measures
employed in this study have shown high test-retest reli-
ability (between .76 and .78), and validity data have con-
sistently shown that this scale is highly correlated with an
existing relationship satisfaction and quality scale (Revised
Dyadic Adjustment Scale) in both cross-sectional research
and longitudinal research (Busby et al. 2001, 2009). Reli-
ability for this scale was in the acceptable range (o0 = .89).

Relationship stability was assessed by three items which
asked participants how often the following three things had
happened in their relationship: “How often have you
thought your relationship (or marriage) might be in trou-
ble?”, “How often have you and your partner discussed
ending your relationship (or marriage)?”, and “How often
have you broken up or separated and then gotten back
together?” Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (very
often). These items were reverse coded so that higher
scores indicated more stability. These items were adapted
from earlier work by Booth et al. (1983). Previous studies
have shown this scale to have test—retest reliability values
between .78 and .86, to be appropriately correlated with
other relationship quality measures, and to be valid for use
in cross-sectional research and longitudinal research
(Busby et al. 2001, 2009). Reliability for this scale was in
the acceptable range (o0 = .80).

Controls

Age, gender (coded male = 0; female = 1), and religious
attendance were all used as controls for analyses. Religious
attendance was assessed by one item asking each partici-
pant how often they attended religious service (0 = never;
4 = weekly). Relational status was also coded by asking
each participant what type of relationship they were cur-
rently in. Those in dating, cohabiting, and marital rela-
tionships were coded as such.

Data Analysis

All measurement items were first run in an initial explor-
atory factor analyses to examine whether the proposed
scales held. This initial factor analysis suggested that all
items loaded on four independent factors with each item
loading on its expected factor and none of the items cross-
loading on additional scales. A CFA of the proposed
measurement model with each individual item being a
single indicator for one latent variable was then run in
MPlus. Results from the CFA model provided evidence of
good fit [Xz (92) = 372.82, p <.001; RMSEA = .06;
CFI = .96; TLI = .95; and SRMR = .04.] suggesting the
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Table 2 Standardized factor loadings on latent variables and bivariate correlations among latent variables

Variables Loading 1 2 3 4 5
1. Commitment -
My relationship with my partner is more 552
important to me than almost anything else in
my life
I may not want to be with my partner a few years .828
from now (reverse)
I want this relationship to stay strong no matter .687
what rough times we may encounter
2. Relational effort 178%* -
If things go wrong in the relationship I tend to .668
feel powerless (reverse)
Even when I know what I could do differently to 491
improve things in the relationship, I cannot
seem to change my behavior (reverse)
If my partner doesn’t appreciate the change 720
efforts I am making, I tend to give up (reverse)
3. Satisfaction A71* A467* -
The physical intimacy you experience 575
The love you experience 851
How conflicts are resolved 718
The amount of relationship equality you .808
experience
The amount of time you have together 424
Your overall relationship with your partner 919
The quality of your communication 789
4. Stability 406* .390* .586% -
How often have you thought your relationship 937
(or marriage) might be in trouble?
How often have you and your partner discussed 761
ending your relationship (or marriage)?
How often have you broken up or separated and 479

then gotten back together?

*p < .01

proposed measurement model adequately fit the data.
Table 2 summarizes all factor loadings for individual
items. Measurement invariance was tested across groups
(dating, cohabiting, and married). All measurement struc-
tures were found to be invariant across groups.

To examine relationships between marital beliefs and
other relational constructs, structural equation modeling
(SEM) was utilized. All SEM models were run using
MPlus version 7 software (Muthén and Muthén 1998).
Full-information maximum likelihood estimators for
missing data were utilized unless otherwise noted. Overall
goodness of fit for each model was assessed by examining
Chi-square, RMSEA, CFI, TLI, and SRMR values.
Although all fit indices were examined, Chi-square scores
are sensitive to large sample sizes (Wang and Wang 2012)
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and thus, more emphasis was given to the other indicators
of model fit. If model fit was adequate, specific path
coefficients were examined for significance. Indirect
effects utilizing the Sobel method within Mplus between
marital beliefs and relational outcomes were also tested.
This method provides a conservative estimate of indirect
effects and should provide accurate estimates given the
normality of the data used and large sample size. To
examine whether relationship status moderated associa-
tions across constructs, multi-group SEM models were
examined with specific direct and indirect effects tested for
equivalence across groups. All models controlled for gen-
der, age, and religious attendance. All mediating and
dependent variables were regressed on all control variables
in the model.
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Results both marital salience (f = —.06, p = .14) and permanence
(B = —.01, p = .87) did not have a significant association

Basic Associations

The average score on the marital salience item was 3.69
(SD = 1.11) and the average score on the marital perma-
nence item was 2.83 (SD = 1.16), suggesting that the
sample had generally positive beliefs about marriage and
the marital institution. Sample means for commitment
(M =437, SD = .64), relational effort (M = 3.31,
SD = .68), stability (M = 4.02, SD = .84), and satisfac-
tion (M = 3.80, SD = .81) suggested that those in the
sample had on average, positive and well-functioning
relationships. Simple bivariate relationships between mar-
ital beliefs and perceptions of relationship outcomes sug-
gested weak but significant positive associations with both
satisfaction (marital salience: r = .115, p < .001; marital
permanence: r = .166, p < .001) and stability (marital
salience: r = .088, p <.001; marital permanence:
r = .156, p < .001). All inter-correlations among latent
variables are presented in Table 2. As expected, relation-
ship dynamics and outcome variables were modestly cor-
related with the largest association being between stability
and satisfaction (r = .586). While modest, simulation
studies have suggested that associations of such magnitude
are unlikely to cause multicollinearity problems, especially
in light of the large sample size of the present study and
fairly large R* values of our two outcome variables (Gre-
wal et al. 2004).

Initial Model Fit and Results

Before examining specific indirect effects, an initial
structural model was examined for adequate model fit.
When examining model fit, several indicators are typically
appropriate to examine. A good fitting model is generally
defined as one where RMSEA is <.05; CFI is at least .95;
TLI is at least .90; and SRMR is <.08 (Hu and Bentler
1999; Wang and Wang 2012). These results suggested that
the proposed structural model was a good fit for the data
after controlling for gender, age, and religious attendance
[x* (155) = 488.87, p < .001; RMSEA = .05; CFI = .96;
TLI = .94; SRMR = .04.]. Figure 2 shows the standard-
ized loadings between structural factors controlling for age,
religious attendance, and gender. Of the nine theorized
effects, seven (78 %) were found to be significant. As
expected (hypothesis 1), marital beliefs did have a signif-
icant and positive relationship with reported commitment
with significant associations found for both marital salience
(B = .21, p < .001) and permanence (f = .23, p < .001).
The more importance and permanence one placed on
marriage, the more those same individuals reported being
committed to their partner. Contrary to hypothesis one,

with relational effort. All other relational process associa-
tions were significant and in the expected directions. More
reported commitment was associated with more relational
effort and higher reports of satisfaction and stability.
Higher reports of relational effort were also linked to
higher satisfaction and stability. Examination of R* values
suggested that the proposed model explained 61 %
(p < .001) of the variance in relationship satisfaction and
51 % (p < .001) of the variance in relationship stability.

Indirect Effect of Marital Beliefs

Having established a direct effect between marital beliefs
and relational commitment, indirect effects from marital
beliefs to relational outcomes through both commitment
and relational effort were next examined. Specific and total
indirect effects are summarized in Table 3. For both out-
comes, three indirect effects were examined. Indirect
effects from marital beliefs through commitment, one from
marital beliefs through relational effort and one from
marital beliefs, through commitment to relational effort
and then to outcomes were tested. Marital salience
(B = .11, p < .001) and permanence (f = .14, p < .001)
both had significant total standardized indirect effects on
relationship satisfaction. Of the three indirect effects tested,
two were significant for each marital belief. A significant
indirect effect was found from marital beliefs through
commitment which comprised the majority of the indirect
effect. A significant indirect effect was also found through
commitment and relational effort. No indirect effect was
found for either marital beliefs predicting relational satis-
faction through relational effort.

For relationship stability, the total indirect effect of
marital salience was .10 (p < .001) and .13 (p < .001) for
marital permanence. Again, two of the three tested specific
indirect effects were significant for both marital beliefs. A
significant indirect effect for both beliefs was found from
marital beliefs to stability through commitment as well as
one from marital beliefs to stability through commitment
and relational effort. Like satisfaction, the indirect effect
from beliefs to stability through relational effort for both
beliefs was not significant.

In the case of both outcomes and both marital beliefs,
the nature of the indirect effect was similar. Marital beliefs
were strongly and indirectly associated with relational
outcomes in that more positive beliefs about marriage and
the marital institution were associated with higher reports
of commitment to one’s partner, which in turn were asso-
ciated with more positive relational outcomes. There was
also a weaker indirect effect found in that positive beliefs
about marriage were associated with more reported
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Marital Salience

Marital Permanence

Relational
Effort

A7**

Fig. 2 Standardized path coefficients for total sample. Model controlled for gender, age, and religious attendance. Specific factor loadings and
error terms are omitted for ease of reading. **p < .001 [x2 (155) = 488.87, p < .001; RMSEA = .05; CFI = .96; TLI = .94; SRMR = .04]

Table 3 Total and partial
indirect standardized effects for

relationships satisfaction and
stability

B SE

1. Marital salience

Total indirect effect—satisfaction

Salience — satisfaction A EEE .03
Specific indirect effects—satisfaction

Salience — commitment — satisfaction L EEE .02

Salience — effort — satisfaction —.02 .02

Salience — commitment — effort — satisfaction LQ3#** .01
Total indirect effect

Salience — stability L09#** .03
Specific indirect effects

Salience — commitment — stability Q9% .02

Salience — effort — stability —.03 .02

Salience — commitment — effort — stability .03%* .01
2. Marital permanence

Total indirect effect—satisfaction

Permanence — satisfaction 14%%* .03
Specific indirect effects—satisfaction

Permanence — commitment — satisfaction 2w .02
Permanence — effort — satisfaction —.01 .02
Permanence — commitment — effort — satisfaction L03#** .01
Total indirect effect

Permanence — stability A3 .03
Specific indirect effects

Permanence — commitment — stability 0% .02
Permanence — effort — stability —.01 .02
Permanence — commitment — effort — stability Q3% .01

# p < O1; #% p < 001

commitment. This higher level of commitment was in turn
associated with more reported relational effort and then
more positive relational outcomes. Preliminary analyses
(not fully reported here) suggested that no gender
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differences were found across structural parameters.
Additionally, fully saturated models where marital beliefs
were allowed to directly predict perceptions of relationship
satisfaction and stability suggested that when pathways
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Commitment 37%%/.58%%/ 40**
31%%/.22%%/.16%* \
. . . 4** R * %k . 1**
Marital Salience S4%%/.65%2/5
.16%/.17%/.36*
20%%/ 3%/ 42%* (43%%/.45%%/ 3g*+

Marital Permanence -.02/-.03/-.18*

.03/-.07/-.05 Relational

Effort

Fig. 3 Standardized path coefficients for those in dating/cohabiting/
married relationships. Model controlled for gender, age, and religious
attendance. Specific factor loadings and error terms are omitted.
*p < .05, *p < .01 Dating: [y*> (158) =291.08, p <.001;

through commitment were included, no significant direct
effects were found further supporting the finding that
commitment fully mediates the relationship between mar-
ital beliefs and perceptions of relational outcomes.

Multi-group Analysis

In order to test hypothesis two and examine whether the
proposed structural model held across the three relational
groups (dating, cohabiting, and married), a multi-group
analysis was conducted. Due to non-normality on some
scales across these smaller samples, MLMV, a more robust
estimator was utilized in these analyses.

Following procedures suggested by Wang and Wang
(2012), independent structural models were first fit for each
relational status group separately to visually examine
possible differences in structural pathways. These separate
group models can be seen in Fig. 3. In all three cases,
adequate model fit was achieved. While relational process
coefficients between commitment, relational effort, satis-
faction, and stability were identical across groups, the path
between marital salience and individual relational effort
was only significant among married (f = —.18, p < .05)
participants with greater marital salience being associated
with less relational effort. Among cohabiting and dating
participants, this path coefficient was not significant.

To test whether this coefficient did indeed significantly
vary across groups, a configural model was fitted which
allowed all parameters to freely vary across groups. Next,
invariance in structural path coefficients was tested by
defining additional models where specific structural
parameters were restricted as equal across groups.

38%%/.34%%/ 54%*

()

RMSEA = .05; CFI = .94; TLI = .93; SRMR = .05]; Cohabiting:
[x* (158) = 304.25, p<.001; RMSEA =.05; CFI=.95;
TLI = .94; SRMR = .04.]; Married: [x* (158) = 263.20, p < .001;
RMSEA = .06; CFI = .95; TLI = .93; SRMR = .05.]

35%%/.32%%/ 45%*

Specifically, the parameter regressing relational effort on
marital salience was constrained to be equal across rela-
tional groups and tested for invariance. Chi-square differ-
ence tests were then conducted to see whether the restricted
or unrestricted model fit the data better. The difference test
between those in dating and those in marital relationships
was not significant (xz(l) = 2.65; p = .10) nor was the
difference test between those in cohabiting and married
relationships (xz(l) = 2.28; p = .13). Thus, even though
individual structural models suggested that marital salience
was significantly associated with individual relational
effort for those in married relationships, tests of invariance
in structural pathways suggested that significant differences
were not detected between those in married relationships
and those in other types of relationships.

The paths between marital beliefs and commitment were
next examined for invariance as visual inspection of these
pathways across groups suggested that the effect varied in
magnitude. The Chi-square difference test between the
restricted and unrestricted model for that path between
marital salience and individual commitment among those
in married and cohabiting relationships was not significant
(X2(1) = 1.03; p = .31). However, the path between mar-
ital permanence and individual commitment was signifi-
cant (y*(1) = 8.94; p = .002) suggesting that this effect
was not invariant between groups. Similarly, the pathways
between marital permanence and individual commitment
were also found to be not invariant between those in
marital and those in dating relationships (xz(l) = 10.01;
p = .002). An examination of standardized coefficients
suggested that a stronger belief in marital permanence had
a stronger association with individual commitment for
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those in marital relationships compared with those in both
cohabiting and dating relationships. All pathways between
marital beliefs and relational dynamics among those in
dating and cohabiting relationships were found to be
invariant.

Invariance in indirect pathways from marital beliefs to the
perception of relational outcomes through individual com-
mitment was examined next. Wald tests suggested that the
indirect effect of marital permanence on satisfaction through
commitment was not invariant between those in married
(indirect effect = .23, p < .001) and dating (indirect
effect = .12, p = .01) relationships (x*(1) = 10.14;
p = .002) as was the indirect effect for stability (married:
indirect  effect = .20, p = .001; dating: indirect
effect = .09,p = .02; xz(l) = 7.42; p = .007). In all of the
above analyses, the indirect effect of marital permanence on
the perception of relational outcomes was stronger for those
in marital relationships. The indirect effect from marital
permanence to satisfaction (xz(l) = 2.46; p =.12) and
stability (xz(l) = 1.03; p = .31) between those in cohabit-
ing and dating relationships was found to be invariant.
Indirect pathways from marital salience through individual
commitment to outcomes were all found to be invariant
across groups.

In summary, multi-group analyses suggested that
stronger beliefs in marital salience and permanence were
generally related to more individual commitment and a
higher perception of relational outcomes for those in dat-
ing, cohabiting, and marital relationships. However, sig-
nificant group differences in direct and indirect structural
parameters suggested that marital permanence had a
stronger direct association with individual commitment and
indirect associations with the perception of relational out-
comes among those in marital relationships. This suggests
that while the effect of marital salience is relatively stable
across relational types, the effect of marital permanence is
significantly larger among those in married relationships,
partially supporting hypothesis two.

Discussion

Results from the present study provide several important
developments for the scholarship related to marital beliefs
and their potential association with the perception of
relational well-being. First, results clearly suggest that
cognitions and beliefs about the institution of marriage
generally have an influence on specific individual relational
processes. Specifically, although no direct association was
found with individual relational effort, greater beliefs that
marriage is an important and permanent institution appear
to be associated with stronger levels of commitment to
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one’s partner which in turn was related to more relational
effort and higher perceptions of relational satisfaction and
stability. While previous studies have documented that
marital beliefs are associated with individual decisions
prior to marriage (Carroll et al. 2007; Willoughby and
Dworkin 2009), results here provide additional evidence
that such an association is also relational. In line with
marital paradigm theory (Willoughby et al. 2013), how
individuals conceptualize long-term relational unions such
as marriage may alter the relational processes and indi-
vidual perceptions they have about specific relationships.
While previous studies have found that marital beliefs are
generally associated with relational outcomes among
young adults (Masarik et al. 2012), the results here help
suggest that such a result generalizes across a broader
sample and suggests that one of the primary mechanisms
through which marital beliefs are associated with relational
outcomes is individual commitment to specific relation-
ships. Indeed, results here suggest that generalized positive
beliefs about marriage are associated with greater indi-
vidual commitment to one’s partner and that this com-
mitment is linked to more positive appraisals of one’s
relationship.

Such associations fall in line with assumptions derived
from marital paradigm theory and commitment theory.
Marital paradigm theory has suggested that how one thinks
about marriage will influence intentions to engage in spe-
cific behavior, both relationally and individually. With
commitment acting as a proxy for intention in the current
study based on previous research (Finkel et al. 2002),
results from the present study appear to provide some
confirmation for this theoretical assumption. Individuals
who placed a stronger value on marriage (and perhaps by
extension, long-term-committed relationships) appear to
also be more committed to their specific romantic partner.
This commitment may provide motivation to put effort and
resources into the relationship, thus increasing relational
effort and one’s belief that a relationship is satisfying and
stable. As found in previous studies (Wilson et al. 2005)
increased effort stemming from commitment is often
associated with more favorable relational outcomes.
Although previous studies have linked commitment to
relational effort and relational outcomes, results here pro-
vide initial support for the assumption that marital and
relational beliefs may serve as important contextual factors
driving differing levels of commitment within one’s rela-
tionships. Such findings may suggest that developmental
scholars may wish to track how both marital beliefs and
commitment levels may vary across time to understand
how the development of adult relationships may be influ-
enced by reciprocal relationships across both variables.

Multi-group results suggested some interesting caveats
to these findings. Specifically, it was found that the
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association between both types of marital beliefs and
commitment was found for those in all types of relation-
ships. While it might be assumed that marital beliefs would
associate with the relationship behaviors of those already in
marital relationships, that this association was stable across
relationship types suggests that marital beliefs are not just
important to those already in marital relationships and an
important developmental variable at several ages. A
growing body of the literature (Carroll et al. 2007; Wil-
loughby et al. 2012, 2013) is suggesting that marital beliefs
for individuals at all ages and relational statuses are
important factors to consider when attempting to under-
stand behavior across a wide range of outcomes. For this
reason, developmental scholars interested is relational
development at various time points in the life course should
consider how beliefs about marriage may be important
correlates of developmental outcomes. Further, scholars
should continue to explore whether results found here may
be replicated in additional developmental periods not tested
such as during adolescence or later life stages.

Implications for Scholars, Practice, and Policy

Results also suggest important developmental implica-
tions, particularly perhaps for the current and future
emerging adult population. As emerging adults continue
to delay committed relationships such as marriage (Copen
et al. 2012) and shift how they think and perceive the
institution of marriage (Wilcox and Marquardt 2011),
such shifts may have implications for the relational pro-
cesses within such relationships based on current results.
Shulman and Connolly (2013) recently noted that
emerging adulthood is a critical and unique time for
emerging adults to get experience with relationships, and
results from the present study may suggest that as
emerging adults place less priority, importance, and per-
manence on marriage, commitment levels in such rela-
tionships may drop. Such shifting commitment levels may
impact the prevalence of casual sexual partnerships, the
number of emerging adults who transition to cohabiting
relationships, and decisions to transition to marriage
during emerging adulthood. Of course, such causal links
can only be suggested based on the cross-sectional data
presented here, and more research is needed before the
impact of such finding on emerging adulthood can be
truly understood.

Such findings are also important for educators, clini-
cians, and policy makers as they suggest that marital
beliefs and relational paradigms may be a currently ignored
aspect of individual well-being as most programs and
interventions focus exclusively on behavior. Findings of
the current study suggest that while designing educational
programs and interventions, scholars may want to consider

exploring how individuals and couples conceptualize long-
term relationships and current or future marriages.

In addition, multi-group analyses also suggested that
although marital beliefs were associated with relational
functioning for those in all types of relationships, associ-
ations with marital permanence were strongest and the
most robust among those in marriages. While one would
certainly expect those in marriages to express more posi-
tive marital beliefs on average than those in dating and
cohabiting relationships, these results underscore the pos-
sible importance that holding strong views regarding the
permanence of marriage may have on the stability and
well-being of marital unions, a fact that may be important
for scholars updating and creating new relational inter-
ventions or educational materials. With divorce rates
remaining high (Bramlett and Mosher 2002) and an
increasing proportion of marriages being reported as
unhappy (Wilcox and Marquardt 2011), scholars have long
sought to understand the correlates of successful and sat-
isfying long-term marriages. These results suggest that
marital paradigms and specifically beliefs in marital per-
manence may be a critical but often ignored aspect of
marital function, a thought recently suggested by other
research (Dew and Wilcox 2010). While previous research
has suggested that commitment and relational effort (Owen
et al. 2011; Wilson et al. 2005) are keys to marital out-
comes, results here suggested that marital permanence may
be one underlying mechanisms contributing to varying
levels of commitment among married couples. Further
study should continue to explore how other types of marital
beliefs may be important elements of long-term marital
success.

Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the important contributions of the present study,
several limitations should be considered that limit the
generalizability of the results. First, results here are cross-
sectional and as such, determining casual pathways
between marital beliefs and individual relational behavior
is not possible. While it may be assumed that marital
beliefs, commitment, and relational effort combine to
influence perceptions of relational outcomes, it is also
possible that higher perceptions of satisfaction and stability
in relationships will reciprocally increase commitment and
change one’s perception of marriage, something suggested
by marital paradigm theory (Willoughby et al. 2013).
Longitudinal studies are needed to truly understand these
likely bidirectional pathways. The dataset utilized in the
present study also only included data from one partner
making it impossible to explore more complex actor—
partner interactions between marital beliefs and individual
behavior. Future studies should attempt to gather data from
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both partners in order to test both actor and partner effects
to see whether such effects alter the relationships found.

Additionally, as noted in previous studies of marital
beliefs (Willoughby 2010), no standardized measurement
of marital paradigms current exists and so measurement of
marital paradigms and beliefs in this study were limited.
The data available in the current dataset necessitated the
use of two single-item measures of marital beliefs. Marital
paradigm theory suggests that marital beliefs are comprised
of six related, yet distinct dimensions (Willoughby et al.
2013). While the results of the study suggest general
relationships between marital beliefs and individual rela-
tional behavior, more specific measures tapping multiple
elements of marital paradigm theory simultaneously would
provide for a more robust assessment of the types of
marital beliefs that have the strongest association with
behavior. Additionally, the measure of relational effort
within RELATE assessed lack of effort and not the pre-
sence of effort. Differing measures of relational effort may
produce varying results than those reported here.

Finally, although quota sampling within the RELATE
database allowed for a fairly diverse national sample in
terms of race and religious affiliation, as noted previously,
the data used for this project cannot be considered
nationally representative and thus caution should be
taken before generalizing these results to all couples. Par-
ticipants tended to be more educated than the general
population, and it is unknown whether the results found
here would generalize to low-income populations and
couples where relational processes and dynamics may be
different.

Despite these limitations, results again provide impor-
tant new information for scholars and clinicians interested
in the influence of marital beliefs and cognitions on indi-
vidual and couple well-being. Results documented that
marital beliefs are associated with not only individual
behavioral variation in relationships, but differing percep-
tions of relational outcomes across a diverse range of
couples. Marital beliefs appear to be a component of how
individuals operate and think about their romantic rela-
tionships, both during and prior to marriage, and seem to
have a strong association with individual commitment to
one’s partner. Particularly in a marriage, holding positive
beliefs about the permanence of marriage appear to be
associated with positive relational function and commit-
ment. Given that most adults still value marriage (Wilcox
and Marquardt 2011) but perceptions regarding marriage
are also changing (Cherlin 2004), results also shed light on
the implications of both cultural changes regarding the
institution of marriage as well as the possible impact of
public policies that may alter individuals’ general percep-
tion of the marital institution.
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