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Abstract

In this research we aimed to study how couples perceive their marital relationships. More specifi-
cally, our goal was to ascertain the way middle class couples, living in Brazil, evaluate the quality
of their current marital relationships. 100 cohabiting couples were asked to fulfill the Marriage
and Relationship Questionnaire (MARQ), and we found that 86% lived together for 12.62 years on
average and declared to be satisfied with their relationship. Jealousy, partnership and love were
found to be the most relevant factors for marital satisfaction, thereby reaffirming the Evolutionary
Psychology hypotheses about the omnipresence of love and jealousy as elements of cohesion in
humans. Selection for those factors may have occurred from early mankind on, particularly with
regard to the establishment and maintenance of affective partnerships.
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1. Introduction

Marital satisfaction is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon (Mdésmann, Wagner, & Féres-Carneiro,
2007), which has been extensively explored by the most diverse scientific fields (Berger & Kellner, 1970;
Gottman, 1993; Feeney & Noller, 1990, 1992; Singly, 1993; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Feeney, 1999;
Féres-Carneiro, 1999; Perlin, 2006; Jablonski, 2010; Selcuk, Zayas, & Hazan, 2010; Mésmann & Falcke, 2007,
2011; Acevedo, Aron, Fisher, & Brown, 2012).

Factors of cultural, religious, legal and educational origins, among others, help to shape our ideal of what is
necessary for constituting an affective relationship, especially a marital one (Lalonde, Hynie, Pannu, & Tatla,
2004; Lucas, Parkhill, Wendorf, Imamoglu, Weisfeld, Weisfeld, & Shen, 2008; Wendorf, Lucas, Imamoglu,
Weisfeld, & Weisfeld, 2011).
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Therefore, the satisfaction of a spouse depends, to some extent, on how well his or her marriage responds to
the expectations and duties imposed by the cultural and social spheres.

In western industrialized cultures, the criteria of satisfaction are related to goals of self-gratification or to the
ideals of happiness established between spouses. In countries with a more collectivist background, on the other
hand, the criteria of satisfaction relate to the way relatives of the spouses are treated, as happens in China, for
example (Lalonde, Hynie, Pannu, & Tatla, 2004).

The spouses estimate their marital satisfaction by keeping track of its costs and benefits, based upon their
life’s history. That’s why the sociocultural context is of great importance in interpersonal relations, acting as a
force of ecological adaptability for the individuals, especially in more intimate relationships, as is the case in a
marital relationship.

Beyond the intercultural differences in the way marital relationships are evaluated, there are also differences
within the same culture that may bring spouses to adopt different criteria for marital satisfaction, influenced by
the sociopolitical and cultural contexts of the countries they live in (Lucas et al., 2008) and probably related to
the culturally established sexual roles.

By observing the differences pointed out, we seem to have some universal factors that contribute to marital
satisfaction. According to Evolutionary Psychology, these factors came about by phylogenesis and interact with
the cultural and ecological conditions of the individuals.

Evolutionary Psychology suggests our behavioral repertoire is influenced by the evolution of psychological
mechanisms that facilitated the survival and reproduction of our ancestors, in response to problems faced in the
environment of evolutionary adaptedness (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).

Love, jealousy, attachment and the observation of relationship satisfaction itself, are examples of these me-
chanisms considered essential for the maintenance of marriage.

Love would be the key to long-term relationships and its presence among the spouses would be the best way
of assuring the endurance of the relationship. In this context, love is considered to provide sexual access to the
partner, while ensuring his or her sexual fidelity and promoting exclusivity in the relationship by means of
mate-guarding like, for example, monopolizing the partner’s time and employing sexual jealousy. Furthermore,
love would indicate relevant resources for reproduction, like signs of parental investment and sexual and emo-
tional satisfaction (Buss, 2000, 2007).

Fisher (1998, 2000, 2004) explain love as a complex set of adaptations that can be found in the brain circuitry.
A view shared by some other studies of neuroscience like those from Carter (1998), Bartels & Zecki (2000) and
Diamond (2003).

This circuitry is supposed to be made up of three neural systems, all related to human reproduction: lust, ro-
mantic love and attachment. The first neural system would have motivated our ancestors to look for sexual gra-
tification by means of sexual intercourse with any partner (Fisher, Aron, Mashek, Li, Strong, & Brown, 2002)
and Fisher (1998, 2000, 2004).

The second system, named romantic-love, commonly known as passion, is characterized, according to Ten-
nov (1979), by obsessive thinking of the loved one (intrusive thinking) and desire of emotional union with the
partner or potential partner. Both of these traits are associated with the rising of the levels of dopamine and no-
repinephrine in the nervous system, while diminishing the level of serotonin (Bartels & Zecki, 2000; Fisher,
1998). Tennov (1979), Marazziti, Rossi & Cassano (1999) and Fisher (1998, 2004). This system would have
enabled our ancestors to concentrate their energy, time and resources on one individual at a time, safeguarding
against eventual wastes in the mating effort.

The third system, named attachment, is characterized by the defense of the territory, food-sharing, keeping
close to the loved one, fear of getting separated from the object of attachment, family ties, and other such affili-
ate behaviors (Fisher, 2000, 2004; Fisher et al., 2002). The attachment system between men and women made us
develop enduring affiliate bonds, which are at the origin of what we know today as family ties, contributed to
keep partners together for the minimum period of time necessary for generating and raising the children result-
ing of an affective partnership (Fisher, 2000, 2004; Fisher et al., 2002). This system is supposed to be related to
the sensations of peace, security and stability, associated with neuropeptides like oxytocin and vasopressin, both
present in long-term relationships.

Hazan and Zeifman (1999) and Diamond (2003) believe that the attachment system was assimilated by our
psyche because it contributes to maintain affective partners together, facilitating parental care and maximizing
their chances of reproductive success. Selcuk, Zayas and Hazan (2010) state that attachment produces physical
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and psychological benefits, as much as or beyond the benefits provided by marital satisfaction.

Being so, our tendency as hominids to pair bonding and attaching ourselves affectively to our partners, could
be seen as an exaptation of the relation infant-caretaker (Diamond, 2003). The role of oxytocin played in the
sensations of security and peace from the constitution of the relation mother-child up to the establishment of
adult love relationship, could be considered a good argument in favor of this proposition.

Feeney and Noller (1990, 1992) and Feeney (1999) propose that the psychological well-being of the members
of the family constituted by the couple, and that are intimately related to love, contribute significantly to satis-
faction and stability in the marriage.

In the study conducted by Lucas et al. (2008), mentioned before, 1935 couples, having been married for 13.54
years on average, were recruited and interviewed following the snowball technique, coming from countries like
the United States (N = 322), Great Britain (N = 1.031), Turkey (N = 350) and China (N = 232). Employing the
MARQ scale to estimate satisfaction in the marriage, they found that the key points indicated for marital satis-
faction were love and partnership, even though these countries are quite different from each other, culturally
speaking, especially China, which is more of the collectivist kind.

Schimiti and Sarzedas (2008), conducted a study with 16 couples in Parana (state in the south of Brazil), in
which they point out love, respect, intimacy and the sharing of common goals, to be the essential elements for a
stable marital relationship. Couples were living together for 5 years at least, had completed secondary education
and where living in the northern region of Parana. They were interviewed in 2004, by means of a questionnaire
with 13 questions, of which most were of the open kind (quanti-qualitative research), enumerating what they
consider to be more relevant for the stability of their relationship. Aspects like love and respect were considered
the most important factors for maintaining the marital relationship, while lack of love and unfaithfulness were
considered as the main causes for terminating a relationship.

Acevedo, Aron, Fisher and Brown, (2012) establish a link between the quality of the relationship and the
physical and psychological well-being of the individuals. They interviewed seventeen middle-aged individuals
(M = 52.85 years), being 10 men and 7 women, all heterosexuals, married for over 20 years (M = 21.4), most
being in their first marriage, Caucasians, living in the metropolitan area of New York (United States) and having
completed college education. All seventeen had their brains scanned by means of functional magnetic resonance,
whilst visualizing the facial images of their spouses, relatives and close friends. They also completed the Rela-
tionship Evaluation Questionnaire (Hendrick, 1988) in order to get the quality of their marital relationship as-
sessed.

While visualizing the facial image of their spouses, the identified cerebral activity was positively correlated
with major marital satisfaction. The areas activated were: the ventral tegmental area, associated with the gratifi-
cation and motivation system; the ventral orbit cortex, also associated with the motivation system; the front in-
sula, associated with empathy; the nucleus striatum terminalis, associated with stress control. Individuals satis-
fied with their relationship displayed good physical and psychological health.

The inter-relationship between behavior and physiology, in this study, supports the evolutionary proposition
that our affective behavior presents consistent indications of our phylogenetic inheritance, with regard to the
psychological mechanisms that still lead our demeanor.

Another mechanism involved in the maintenance of affective relationships would be jealousy, for it aims to
keep the sexual and affective faithfulness of the partner as well as to stave off competitors, thereby preventing or
trying to prevent the termination of the relationship (Daly & Wilson, 1996; Buss, 2007). Almeida, Rodrigues
and Silva (2008) add that mate-guarding, a behavior that shows jealousy at work, indicate that one has interest in
the partner and cares about him or her.

On the other hand, Shackelford and Buss (2000) and Shackelford, Goetz and Buss (2005) showed that the ex-
cessive use of mate-guarding are precursory signs of marital dissatisfaction, like for example when one of the
spouses tries to control or monopolize the time of the other or when he or she threatens to become unfaithful or
to punish the partner’s unfaithfulness, or resorts to emotional manipulation, all commonly motivated by exces-
sive jealousy.

Romantic love requires some attitudes from the partners that directly affect their level of satisfaction in the
relationship (Lucas et al., 2008). For example, homogamy is thought to be essential for building a satisfactory
partnership. Russell and Wells (1991); Epstein and Guttman, (1985), Lichter and Carmall (2009); Scharamm,
Marshall, Harris and Lee (2011) suggest that people tend to select similar characteristics in partners, like: age
group, attractiveness, social class, intelligence, religion, education, physical traits (looks), personality, among
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others.

In the realm of adaptive evolution, marital union is thought to have helped forward our hominine ancestors in
procreating and taking care of the offspring. Marital satisfaction is considered important for the good perfor-
mance of the individuals in these tasks, and would allow for a better adaptability of the children, through inhe-
ritance of the psychological mechanisms of observation of satisfaction in the relationship (Lucas et al., 2008).

This way, the observation of satisfaction enables the spouses to continuously evaluate the costs and benefits
of the relationship and decide whether it’s (still) worthwhile holding on (benefits are greater than the costs to
maintain them) or time to look for another partner (Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Buss, 2007).

Clarifying the underlying factors of our behaviors involved in maintaining our affective relationships, contri-
butes to the general well-being of the individuals in general, aiding them and their family to stay healthy, both
physically and psychologically. In the light of this, the goal of the present study is to understand how couples in
Paré (state in the north of Brazil) perceive their marital relationships, and try to identify what they consider to be
the most relevant factors for marital satisfaction. The results suggest that the level of satisfaction is directly re-
lated to the level of homogamy of the partners.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

One hundred heterosexual couples took part in this study, which declared themselves to be married (65.5%) or
engaged in an enduring relationship (34.5%), all living in the north of Brazil. The selection criteria were: older
than 18 years; living together for at least 3 years, the average duration of the marriages being 12.62 years (N =
198, SD = 9.573. The average age of the men was 39.92 years while that of the women was 37.08 years.

All the participants had a high school education (N = 179) while (40.2%) had completed college and (8.4%)
were postgraduates.

Ninety three percent of the couples (N = 186) declared themselves to be religious, of which 65.1% were
Catholics and 19.9% Protestants. The average income of the couples was R$ 3,088.00, starting from R$ 300.00
up to R$ 21,000.00. With regard to the socio-economic status, the average of the sample was 34.13 points (N =
100, SD = 17,725), which is of medium level according to Hollingshead (1975).

2.2. Procedure

Participants were selected randomly on the campus of a public university in the north of Brazil. Initially by
picking out individuals using wedding rings and subsequently by snowball sampling. They responded anony-
mously to the questionnaires, in locations chosen by them, either in the presence of the researcher or by taking
the questionnaires home and returning them in up to one week later at the same location where they were handed
to them. The research was initiated after approval of the Ethics Committee of the University. All participants
signed a Free and Clarified Consent Term.

2.3. Instruments

For the socio-demographic characterization we employed the Adapted Scale of Socio Economic Status Assess-
ment (Hollingshead, 1975), which consists of a questionnaire that aims to identify the socioeconomic status of
the couples by means of the following factors: gender, marital status, education level and occupational prestige.

The second instrument was the Marriage and Relationships Questionnaire—MARQ (Russell & Wells, 1993),
widely tested with couples in various countries (Lucas et al., 2008) but new in Brazil. The MARQ is a Li-
kert-type scale, with five choices of answers, for the greater part of its 184 questions, containing 12 subscales
(12 factors) that assess the marital satisfaction of the participants by comparing their answers to the twelve
scales that make up the instrument. The answers can score 1 to 5 points, where 1 stands for extremely dissatis-
fied and 5 for extremely satisfied. The scores of husbands and wives were first summed up then divided by 2, in
order to obtain the average of the couples for each factor.

2.4. Data Analysis

The data was statistically analyzed by means of the Statistic Analysis Program. We run descriptive analyses
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(frequency, averages and standard deviations); Student’s t Test in order to obtain independent samples for the
comparison between the averages of the spouses; Spearman’s Correlation Test, in order to show the degree of
relationship between the variable gender in the answers to the satisfaction scale.

3. Results
3.1. Index of Couple Satisfaction

With regard to the general level of marital satisfaction, 86% of couples were considered satisfied, 13% very sa-
tisfied and 1% dissatisfied.

The major raw scores of couples were seen on the sexual jealousy scale (M = 3.6, SD = 1.05), followed by the
partnership scale (M = 3.46, SD = 1.92) and on the love scale (M = 3.38, SD = 1.98), thereby pinpointing the
most important factors for marital satisfaction. These results show that the couples perceive and evaluate satis-
faction in the relationship in a quite similar fashion.

According to Student’s t tests for independent measures, no significant differences were found by comparing
the averages of the answers of the men and women to the factors of the MARQ scale, if we take out the roles
scale, as can be seen in Table 1.

3.2. Correlations between Scores by Men and Women

As we can see in Table 2, there are positive correlations on practically all the scales. In other words, the higher
the score on the wives’ scale, the higher the score on the husbands’ scale.

4. Discussion

In this study we found that Brazilian couples were satisfied with their marital relationship and that sexual jeal-
ousy is considered the most important factor for marital satisfaction. The homogamous couples were the most
satisfied.

This assessment, in which the multidimensionality of the factors involved in marital satisfaction was taking
into account, was realized following a threefold perspective: the perception of one’s own satisfaction, the per-
ception of the partner’s satisfaction and the partner’s perception of the relationship itself, as being a third entity,
a generator of positive reaffirmations of the couple’s love and satisfaction. This was possible because of the in-
strument used to measure the satisfaction, the MARQ Scale, employed for the first time in Brazil and still un-
matched by any other instrument, in terms of efficiency.

Table 1. Description of the levels of statistic significance between the answers of the genders to the satisfac-

tion scales.
Scale Values of tand r p
Love tis = —1.119, r = 0.079 0.264
Partnership tis = —1.267, r = 0,0896 0.207
Sexual Jealousy tis = —0.155, r = 0,011 0.877
Roles t19s = 0.000,r =0 1.00
Problems with the Relationship t106 =0.000, r=0 1.00
Personal Problems t1gs = 0.000, r = 0,040 1.00
Attractiveness ti0s = 0.569, r = 0,040 0.570
Values tis = —0.492, r = 0,034 0.623
Family Ties tios = 0.384, r = 0,027 0.701
Circumstancial Problems tios = —0.194, r = 0,013 0.846
Problems with the Partner ties = 0.220, r = 0,0156 0.826
Conciliation t108 = 0,383, r = 0,027 0.702
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Table 2. Spearman’s Correlation test, between the scales of men and women, indicates the following results.

Scale Rho p r2
Partnership 0.574 0.001 0.329
Roles 0.500 0.001 0.250
Love 0.673 0.001 0.452
Problems with Partner 0.754 0.001 0.568
Values 0.885 0.001 0.783
Family Ties 0.854 0.001 0.729
Circumstancial Problems 0.963 0.001 0.927
Attractiveness 0.922 0.001 0.850
Sexual Jealousy 0.925 0.001 0.855
Conciliation 0.925 0.001 0.855
Problems with Relationships 1.000 0.001 1.0
Personal Problems 1.000 0.001 1.0

Results obtained allow classifying satisfaction as a good predictor of stability in the relationship of couples,
emphasizing that they’ve been together for about 12.63 years on average, which is time enough for evaluating
the characteristics of the partner and measure the degree of investment made by both.

Factors as jealousy, partnership and love were identified as the major sources of relational satisfaction, given
their high raw scores. They also reflect partners’ faith in each other and show that satisfaction gets higher as
partners grow closer emotionally and partnership gets stronger (Norgren et al., 2004). These factors moreover
indicate the spouses’ positive assessment of their relationship, considered, in this perspective, as being more
beneficial than costly. They show that jealousy yields adaptability to the spouses, since it also indicates the level of
commitment of the partner in the relationship, thereby contributing to the strengthening of love within the couple.

Quite differently from what has been evidenced in other cultures, in this Brazilian sample, sexual jealousy has
been given more importance than the dimensions of love and partnership. This result could be related to reli-
gious aspects (indissolubility of marriage), taking into account that a big part of the sample is formed by reli-
gious people. It brings forward some peculiarities of the Brazilian culture when compared to the other countries
where the MARQ has already been tested.

These results reinforce the conjecture that both jealousy and love are components that have evolved phyloge-
netically from marital satisfaction, since they can be seen as culturally homogenous all over the world, indepen-
dently of country, culture or whatever other variables, since these components are considered essential in rela-
tional satisfaction under any circumstances.

We also investigated if the couples that had more similar traits (homogamous) are more satisfied than those
who had less similar traits. The results of the responses of the MARQ regarding this question are positive, if we
look at the indexes of satisfaction between the couples in Table 1, as well as at the characteristics like age group,
social class (the majority being middle class), religious orientation and education level.

However, we were not able to prove the hypothesis that similarity will increase over time (Wilson & Cousins,
2003), since this would need a longitudinal research later on to prove this; a research that cannot take place,
given that the participants are all anonymous.

5. Conclusions

The results found in this study strengthen the presuppositions of Evolutionary Psychology with regard to the
omnipresence of love and jealousy as uniting factors in the establishment of couples and/or affective partner-
ships among hominids, from the age of our ancestors up to today. Men and women of the most diverse cultures
from around the world take care of their relationships and keep united by mechanisms molded into our psychol-

ogy by phylogeny.
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Even though thousands of years have passed, our behavior in modern society is still being directed by these
same ancient mechanisms. In spite of the fact that we think we are rational beings, aware of our choices, these
are all still influenced by our subconscious mechanisms.
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