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The Relationship between Gender and Attitudes towards Marriage 

Marriage is vulnerable in contemporary society. Today, 39% of Americans say marriage 

is becoming obsolete. The U.S. census data released in September 2010 show marriages hit an 

all-time low of 52% for adults 18 and older (Yen, 2010). Fewer people in Western societies, 

including the United States., are marrying, and divorce rates are increasing throughout the world 

(Beach & Fincham, 2010). According to current research, rates of successive cohabitation 

increased by nearly 40% over the late 1990s and early 2000s, and rates are especially high 

among young adults (Lichter, Turner, & Sassler, 2010). The changing views of family and 

marriage are being driven by adults aged 18-29 who are more likely to have unmarried or 

divorced parents (Yen, 2010). Additionally, young adults are marrying for reasons besides 

raising children and financial security, the primary reasons historically. However, in spite of 

these vulnerabilities, 85% of adults in the United States will marry at some point in their lives 

and 94% expect to marry an ideal partner or “soul mate” (Campbell & Wright, 2010). This study 

investigated the attitudes of a sample of midwestern college-aged students regarding their 

attitudes towards marriage. 

Literature Review 

After reviewing current literature on marriage, it becomes clear that there is a lack of 

articles that focus on gender difference. Campbell and Wright (2010) conducted a study 

exploring the beliefs and practices of marriage in the United States. They concluded that beliefs 

about marriage have remained relatively stable over time. The study strongly supports the claim  

that Americans continue to define marriage as monogamous and lifelong, believing strongly in 

the importance of having a committed partner and disapproving of infidelity. Yet, although many 

Americans claim to disapprove of infidelity, extramarital sex is not uncommon. In addition, 

individuals who come from families of divorce or remarriage are more likely to engage in 
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extramarital sex. The definition of marriage has not changed but the practices of marriage have, 

such as ceremonies, gender roles, and values. 

Trotter (2010) conducted a study on how parents’ romantic relationships influence 

college students’ attitudes towards their own romantic relationships. This study proposes that 

marriages are in danger of failing because of the increase in unhealthy relationships based on 

unhealthy parental models.  Trotter argues that when individuals get married, they do not expect 

their marriage to end in a divorce. However, because of high divorce rates, low marriage rates, a 

high number of non-marital cohabitations, and a high number of unmarried females with 

children, it is hard to demonstrate a healthy example of romantic relationships and marriage for 

others to emulate. Additionally, mass media is continually sending out messages illustrating 

examples of “casual attitudes” about relationships. In a sense, media reinforces the idea that it is 

normal to engage in sexual relationships with no strings attached. 

Abowitz et al. (2009) examined the differences of gender in the way college students 

view romantic relationships. They found that males are more likely to believe that cohabitation 

will improve marriage. Yet, according to this study, females are more likely to believe that 

couples stop “trying” after the wedding. 

O’Reilly et al. (2009) assessed the qualities college females want in prospective marital 

partners. Their data identified female participants’ primary qualities in a marital partner as being 

considerate, dependable, and intelligent. Finding a partner who  is intelligent is an indication to 

their own intellectual pursuits. Females also want  males who have the ability to develop an 

intimate and satisfying relationship. Economically, O’Reilly et al. found that females no longer 

need a man to provide for them. As a result, females can now afford to be more selective in 

choosing a partner. 
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Riggio and Weiser (2008) studied how parents’ marital interactions and the way they 

treat each other can influence the attitudes of their children in their own intimate relationships. 

They argue that if people  perceive marriage as not beneficial or positive, those attitudes 

regarding marriage will affect their personal relationships. As a result, people who express these 

types of attitudes toward marriage will then not care about getting married, or if they do get 

married, they do not exclude the possibility of getting a divorce. 

 The current literature shows attitudes and beliefs of marriage are formed by having 

marriage modeled through parental relationships or through the media (Trotter, 2010). Likewise, 

attitudes and beliefs toward marriage affect marital success or failure (Campbell, & Wright, 

2010; Riggio &Weiser, 2008). Several existing studies reveal that parental marital relationships 

can affect children’s intimate relationships positively or negatively. The current study focused on 

the gendered attitudes and beliefs of marriage in a sample of college students to advance our 

knowledge on current marriage perspectives. 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study used Social Learning Theory as the theoretical framework. The Social 

Learning Theory states that learning occurs within a social context. This type of learning 

includes observational learning, imitation, and modeling (Bandura, 1977). According to Social 

Learning Theory, every person is impacted by others’ behaviors. For example, Social Learning 

Theory suggests that children’s behaviors mirror their parents’ behaviors.  

 The Social Learning Theory predicts that views of marriage would be different between  

male and female college students. Views of marriage are formed through observational learning, 

imitation, and modeling. Because of gender ties, females relate to their mother’s modeling while 

males relate to their father’s. Thus, genders may view marriage differently; a male, for example, 
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may model his father’s attitudes of marriage over his mother’s attitudes, and a female may model 

her mother’s attitudes of marriage over her father’s attitudes. 

Purpose Statement 

 There are three direct purposes to this study: (1) to examine the difference between 

genders regarding their attitudes and beliefs towards marriage with a sample of college students; 

(2) to develop a reliable survey instrument that would measure those attitudes, and(3) to increase 

the awareness on current marriage perspectives and to help counselors support stability in marital 

relationship. We hope to contribute to the field of family studies by providing contemporary 

views of marriage from the perspective of the younger generation.  

The central research question in this study was “Are there gender differences in a sample 

of college students regarding their attitudes and beliefs towards marriage?” We predicted females 

would have stronger attitudes towards marrying primarily for love and be more in support of 

marriage than males. We also expected males would have stronger attitudes of viewing love as 

not being the fundamental purpose of marriage. 

Method 

Participants 

 This study was conducted at a midwestern university in the United States. Participants 

consisted of 136 undergraduate college students who were surveyed in general education classes. 

Of the136 participants, one failed to complete the demographic section of the survey, so it was 

excluded. Of the remaining 135, 66 were male and 69 were female. There were 92 participants 

between the ages of 18-19, thirty-two between 20-21, six between 22-23, two between 24-25, 

and three of the participants were 26 years or older. There were 77 single participants, 55 dating 

participants, two married participants, and one participant indicated cohabitation. 
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Research Design 

 The purpose of this survey research was to collect a sample from a larger population so 

that some inferences could be made about characteristics, attitudes, or behaviors of this 

population of undergraduate male and female college students (Babbie, 1990). The design type 

used for this survey is best described as a cross-sectional study design in that it was used to 

capture knowledge and attitudes from undergraduate male and female college students at one 

point in time. The form of data collection was self-administered questionnaires. The rationale for 

using this method was that it was the most efficient way to gather the data directly from campus. 

The population was the university student population; the sample was undergraduate male and 

female college students in general education classes. The non-random probability sampling 

design was used for this study because the sampling took place in classroom settings where all 

students were included. This study used purposive sampling because the purpose was to obtain 

an equitable number of males and females in general education classes on their attitudes towards 

marriage. The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board. 

 Data Collection Instrument 

 A survey was designed in order to identify the attitudes of college students towards 

marriage. The survey included a brief description of the study and implied content. It consisted 

of three demographic questions regarding gender, age, and relationship status. The subjects were 

given ten closed-ended statements based on a five-point Likert scale, measuring respondents’ 

attitudes ranging from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). Survey questions were 

informed by literature and theory regarding gender and attitudes toward marriage. 

After reviewing literature, we drafted ten statements that we felt were relevant for our 

survey; these statements were informed by literature, connecting gender attitudes and marriage. 

We designed the survey statements to address a wide range of issues relating to marriage. The 
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survey was piloted to six college students to increase the validity; feedback was given that the 

survey was ready for distribution. 

Procedure 

 The survey process began with an email to the professors of the undergraduate general 

education classes stating the purpose of the study and asking permission to survey their students 

during class time. Data was then collected for the study once the researchers received permission 

to come into the classrooms of four sociology courses to survey the students. A purposive 

sampling design  was used in order to achieve an equitable number of male and female college 

students.  

Data Analysis Plan 

 The data was first cleaned and checked for missing figures. Each survey was looked 

through for statements that were mismarked. Two surveys were discarded as they both had more 

than one unanswered statement. Each statement received an acronym or code. Group comparison 

was based on gender. Gender was the only independent variable on the survey. The demographic 

variables on the survey were age (AGE) and relationship status (RLS). Each survey statement 

was a dependent variable and was given an acronym: One of my goals is to be married (GOL); 

Cohabitation is more popular than marriage (CAB); The principle purpose of marriage is love 

(LOV); A fundamental purpose of marriage is to have and raise children (CHL); Marriage 

should last forever (FVR); Infidelity in a marriage is unacceptable (INF); Marriage is old 

fashioned (OFN); Marriage is a monogamous partnership (MPS); Personal fulfillment is a 

purpose of marriage (PFL); Marriage is needed for a civil society (CSO). 

 The computer program called the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was 

used to analyze the collected data. The level of analysis in this study was the individual. Given 

that groups were being compared based on gender, data analysis included: frequencies, cross-
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tabulations, mean-comparisons, independent t-tests, and a reliability analysis, the Cronbach’s 

Alpha. 

Results 

The first analysis run was a frequency distribution analysis. This analysis indicated that 

there were two surveys with missing data. These two surveys were discarded as they both had 

more than one statement unanswered; the final sample number was 134. 

 Cross-tabulations were run with the independent variable GEN. For CSO there appeared 

to be a large difference between groups with the majority of males having agreed and/or strongly 

agreed, but the majority of females were undecided. For OFN there appeared to be a difference 

in gender, both having disagreed and/or strongly disagreed, with males at a higher percentage. 

For INF and MPS there appeared to be a difference in gender, both having agreed and/or 

strongly agreed, with females at a higher percentage. 

 For GOL, CAB, LOV, CHL, FVR and PFL there did not appear to be a difference  

between genders, with both having agreed and/or strongly agreed. 

Table 1 
 
Cross-Tabulations  
 

GOL 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 1.5% 1.5% 15.2% 33.3% 48.5% 100.0% 

Female 2.9% 4.4% 14.7% 27.9% 50.0% 100.0% 
 

CAB 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 10.6% 18.2% 31.8% 25.8% 13.6% 100.0% 

Female 2.9% 19.1% 35.3% 35.3% 7.4% 100.0% 
 

LOV 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 1.5% 6.1% 12.1% 34.8% 45.5% 100.0% 

Female 0.0% 4.4% 4.4% 45.6% 45.6% 100.0% 
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CHL 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 4.5% 10.6% 22.7% 47.0% 15.2% 100.0% 

Female 5.9% 14.7% 16.2% 48.5% 14.7% 100.0% 
 

FVR 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 3.0% 3.0% 15.2% 22.7% 56.1% 100.0% 

Female 0.0% 2.9% 10.3% 35.3% 51.5% 100.0% 
 

INF 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 13.6% 4.5% 16.7% 18.2% 47.0% 100.0% 

Female 0.0% 1.5% 14.7% 25.0% 58.8% 100.0% 
 

OFN 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 31.8% 37.9% 18.2% 10.6% 1.5% 100.0% 

Female 22.1% 35.3% 22.1% 13.2% 7.4% 100.0% 
 

MPS 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 4.5% 10.6% 22.7% 19.7% 42.4% 100.0% 

Female 0.0% 4.4% 23.5% 27.9% 44.1% 100.0% 
 

PFL 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 0.0% 16.7% 31.8% 36.4% 15.2% 100.0% 

Female 2.9% 14.7% 25.0% 42.6% 14.7% 100.0% 
 

 
CSO 
GEN SD D U A SA Total 
Male 7.6% 13.6% 27.3% 37.9% 13.6% 100.0% 

Female 4.4% 20.6% 42.6% 27.9% 4.4% 100.0% 
 
Note. (GEN)=Gender of participant; (GOL) = One of my goals is to be married; (CAB) = 
Cohabitation is more popular than marriage; (LOV) = The principle purpose of marriage is love; 
(CHL) = A fundamental purpose of marriage is to have and raise children; (FVR) = Marriage 
should last forever; (INF) = Infidelity in a marriage is unacceptable;   (OFN) = Marriage is old 
fashioned; (MPS) = Marriage is a monogamous partnership; (PFL) = Personal fulfillment is a 
purpose of marriage; (CSO) = Marriage is needed for a civil society. 
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Table 2 

Compare Means 

GEN  GOL CAB LOV CHL FVR INF OFN MPS    PFL       CSO 

Male: 

Mean:  4.26 3.14 4.17 3.58 4.26 3.80 2.12 3.85 3.50   3.36 

SD: 0 .88 1.19 0.97 1.02 1.03 1.43 1.03 1.22 0.95   1.12 

Range:  4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 3.00   4.00 

 

Female: 

            Mean:  4.18     3.25     4.32     3.51     4.35     4.41     2.49     4.12     3.51       3.07 

            SD:     1.04      0.95     0.76     1.10     0.79     0.80     1.19     0.92     1.01       0.92 

            Range: 4.00     4.00     3.00     4.00     3.00     3.00     4.00     3.00     4.00       4.00 

Note. (GEN)=Gender; (GOL) = Goal is to be married; (CAB) = Cohabitation is more popular 
than marriage; (LOV) = Principle purpose of marriage is love; (CHL) = Children is a 
fundamental purpose of marriage; (FVR) = Marriage should last forever; (INF) = Infidelity is 
unacceptable; (OFN) = Old fashioned; (MPS) = Monogamous partnership; (PFL) = Personal 
fulfillment; (CSO) = Civil Society. 
 

An independent samples t-test was run to compare mean difference scores for males and 

females. There was one significant mean difference for the variable INF. 

Table 3 
 
Independent T-tests 

                Gender 

 

Variable 

Males Females t df Sig.   

INF 3.80 4.41 -3.036 101.227 *0.003   

 (1.42) (0.79)          

Note. (INF)=Infidelity in marriage is unacceptable.  
*significant @ p<=.01, two tailed. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below means 
   

A reliability analysis was run to determine whether the variables were a reliable index to 

measure the major concept, college students’ attitudes towards marriage. Cronbach’s Alpha is a 
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measure of reliability and was 0.578. This value indicates  that survey items were a moderately 

reliable measure of the major concept; however, if the variable OFN  is removed, the reliability  

rises to 0.678. 

Discussion 

 We predicted that females would have stronger attitudes than males that people marry 

mostly for love and that females would be more in support of marriage. Secondly, we also 

hypothesized that males would have stronger attitudes that love is not the basis of marriage. This 

hypothesis was moderately supported by the data. 

There was partial support found for the hypothesis that females will have stronger 

attitudes than males that people marry mostly for love; although both genders agreed that people 

marry mostly for love, females expressed stronger attitudes. Indeed, Campbell and Wright 

(2010) found that the principal purpose of marriage in the United States is love and satisfaction; 

more so, 81% of newlyweds asserted that their primary reason for marriage was love. We 

predicted females would be more in support of marriage than males. However, no gender 

differences were found. 

 A statistically significant mean difference (p<0.01 level) was found in one of the 

variables that stated infidelity in marriage is unacceptable, with females having stronger attitudes 

in support of this variable. Although females expressed stronger attitudes, the majority of both 

genders agreed that infidelity in a marriage is unacceptable. Indeed, this finding is supported by 

Campbell and Wright (2010) who indicate that 97% of Americans believe infidelity is 

unacceptable. 

 A large amount of both genders agreed and/or strongly agreed that one of their goals is to 

be married; no gender differences were found; having a high quality marriage continues to be a 

primary life goal for many Americans (Campbell & Wright, 2010). 
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 The majority of both males and females agreed and/or strongly agreed regarding the 

purposes of marriage; there were a high percentage of both males and females who were 

undecided about the statement “personal fulfillment is a purpose of marriage.” No gender 

differences were found. Many respondents of both genders agreed and/or strongly agreed with 

this statement, suggesting the high numbers of undecided responses were because the term 

“personal fulfillment” was not defined in the survey. In general, Americans focus on personal 

fulfillment as a basis for marriage (Campbell & Wright, 2010). 

Similarly, both males and females responded with agree and/or strongly agree to the 

statement “The fundamental purpose of marriage is to have children.” This outcome supports 

Campbell and Wright’s (2010) assertion that one  of marriage’s purposes is to have children. 

There were some gender differences  in regard to the statements that marriage is a lifelong 

partnership, marriage is a monogamous partnership, and marriage is needed for a civil society. 

Although the majority of both males and females agreed and/or strongly agreed with the 

statement “Marriage is a monogamous partnership”; there was no difference between genders. 

Moreover, over 20% of both genders were undecided, perhaps because participants failed to read 

the definition of “monogamous” provided for them on the survey. In addition, no gender 

differences were measured regarding the statement “Marriage should last forever.” Both males 

and females agreed and/or strongly agreed with this statement. The data from the statements, 

“Marriage is a monogamous partnership” and “Marriage should last forever,” are supported by 

Campbell and Wright’s(YEAR) findings that Americans marry with good intention; they hope to 

maintain a monogamous, lifelong partnership with the person they love.  

There was a large gender difference with the statement “Marriage is needed for a civil 

society.” The majority of males agreed and/or strongly agreed with this statement, while the 

majority of females were undecided about this statement. While the majority of males agreed 
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and/or strongly agreed, a large percentage was also undecided. We suspect that the high number 

of undecided responses is perhaps due to participants never having considered a connection 

between marriage and a civil society before taking the survey. In fact, the participants’ classes 

were all introductory sociology courses, and it is thus likely that students may not have been 

exposed to the topic of marriage and civil society before. 

 The majority of both males and females agreed and/or strongly agreed with the statement 

“Cohabitation is more popular than marriage no difference between genders was found.” 

Campbell and Wright (2010) propose that today over 50% of adults will cohabitate at some point 

in their life; moreover, since 1970, the number of cohabiting Americans has increased by 400%. 

The majority of males and females agreed and/or strongly agreed, and there was also a high 

percentage of undecided for both groups. Again, the high percentage of undecided responses 

may be due to participants’ unfamiliarity with such a statement. That is, they may have not 

thought about cohabitation before or may not have read the definition of the term provided at the 

beginning of the survey. At the same, participants may have known the definition, but using a 

five-point Likert scale did not provide adequate response choices. .  

The majority of males and females strongly agreed that cohabitation is more popular than 

marriage. Similarly, it was surprising to see that the majority of both males and females 

disagreed and/or strongly disagreed on marriage being old-fashioned; there was no distinct 

difference found in gender. Beliefs about marriage have remained relatively stable over time and 

there have been no significant changes in Americans’ views suggesting that marriage is 

becoming obsolete (Campbell & Wright, 2010). 

Qualitative Comments 

 The analysis of qualitative comments revealed several themes. For one, the majority of 

participants felt that marriage was relevant in the 21st century but they asserted that it was not as 
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relevant as it was in the past. This view is evident in comments such as the following: “It may 

not hold the same purposes as it did in the past, but marriage is one of the most important things 

to many people.”Similarly, another participants commented, “People still marry and find it an 

important part of life…being able to raise children well starts with a good marriage.” Such 

comments illustrate  that beliefs about marriage remained relatively stable across time; indeed, as 

Campbell and Wright (2010) point out, there have not been  any significant changes in 

Americans’ views  on the importance of marriage (2010). However, a number of participants 

also believed that marriage is no longer relevant in the 21st century; their attitudes towards 

marriage became visible in comments, such as “Today there are too many divorces; the meaning 

of marriage to many is lost,” indicating that they perceive marriage as a “joke” and that people 

do not take marriage seriously. Another participant expressed similar feelings by saying, “It 

hardly seems to be relevant with the number of divorces increasing and a divorce rate over 

50%.” Some of these statements may be explained by changing attitudes towards divorce; 

Campbell and Wright (2010) discovered that as attitudes toward divorce become more relaxed, 

the likelihood of obtaining a divorce increases even more.  

Limitations 

 This study used a nonrandom sample and therefore was unable to generalize to a larger 

student population. This study was also limited to a small sample from a midwestern university 

in the United States, and people in the same geographical location may have different views 

compared to those on the east coast. The Likert scale was limited to a variability of 1-5 and could 

be the explanation for the number of undecided responses. 

Implications for Practitioners 

The results show that there are minimal gender differences in college students regarding 

attitudes towards marriage. This small pilot study gives practitioners an opportunity to increase 
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their awareness of contemporary views of marriage in a sample of college students. Practitioners 

such as mental health counselors, marriage and family therapists, and primary and secondary 

educators can use this study as a pathway to understand college students’ romantic relationships. 

By understanding college students’ romantic relationships, they can help enhance quality of the 

students’ relationships. Furthermore, practitioners can use this information to increase awareness 

to students on contemporary attitudes towards marriage, which may benefit the students’ 

personal relationships. 

Implications for Future Research  

There are several recommendations for future research. First, future research should 

include a large, random sample in order to generalize the findings nationwide. For example, the 

current study’s data suggests that the majority of college students have similar attitudes towards 

marriage. Yet, this data conflicts with a recent study that found four in ten individuals think 

marriage is becoming obsolete (Yen, 2010). For this reason, it is highly recommended to broaden 

the sample number and extend outside of the Midwest to focus on different populations, 

including college populations, non-college populations, older adults, and different ethnic groups. 

It may also be useful to increase the variability scale from a five-point to a seven-point scale to 

decrease the number of undecided responses. 

If the same survey would be utilized again, changing the wording of the statement “Marriage is 

old fashioned” should be considered. The word old fashioned was intended to mean outdated, but 

may have been misunderstood by participants; therefore, changing the statement to “Marriage is 

becoming obsolete” would be more accurate. These changes may likely decrease the number of 

undecided responses. 
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Conclusion 

Marriage is changing; the U.S. census data released in September 2010 show marriages 

hit an all-time low of 52% for adults 18 and older (Yen, 2010). Yet, the majority of college 

students in the study at hand considers marriage important and plans to marry one day. They also 

perceive marriage to be a monogamous partnership in spite of all its vulnerabilities in American 

society. Marriage is still seen as the foundation for strong families. Although we have seen many 

recent changes in views of marriage, marriage still seems to hold its relevancy in the 21st century 

and remains a goal for many young people. 
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