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Abstract

Background: Marital satisfaction is defined as a mental state reflecting the pressures and benefits perceived by the couple in their
life. Several factors seem to contribute to marital satisfaction and success including having children.

Objectives: The present study aimed at evaluating the effect of the number and gender composition of children (having only sons,
only daughters, and children of both genders) on marital satisfaction in women of childbearing age in Tehran.

Methods: This descriptive correlational study was conducted on 213 married females aged 15 to 45 years presenting to health centers
in Tehran, Iran, in 2015. The demographic questionnaire, the ENRICH marital satisfaction scale, and a researcher-made childbearing
questionnaire were used for data collection. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) and
ANOVA in SPSS version 17. The level of statistical significance was setat P < 0.05.

Results: The results of the present study revealed a significant correlation between the mean score of marital satisfaction and the
number of children (P = 0.005); for instance, women’s marital satisfaction reduced with an increase in the number of children.
The results also revealed a greater marital satisfaction in women with children of the same gender than in those with children of
both genders. Moreover, the mean score of marital satisfaction was significantly higher in women with only sons than in those with
either only daughters or with children of both genders (P=0.013).

Conclusions: Women’s marital satisfaction decreased with an increase in the number of children. Children’s gender affected mar-
ital satisfaction. Women with only sons had a greater marital satisfaction than those women with only daughters, or with children

of both genders.
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1. Background

Marital satisfaction is an important aspect of family life
that is necessary for building a family and raising children
(1)and plays an important role in family health and welfare
(2). When couples are satisfied with their marital life, their
family becomes more stable and they can properly deal
with problems and protect themselves against pathologies
(3). Marital satisfaction affects mental and physical health,
life satisfaction, occupational success, social relationships,
children’s health, and quality of the bond between the
mother and child, moreover, it is one of the main indices
of life satisfaction (4-6). Marital dissatisfaction has adverse
effects on the couple’s psychosocial interactions and in-
creases divorce rates and negatively affects the children’s
psychological status as well (4, 7-9). Marital satisfaction is
defined as a mental state reflecting the pressures and ben-

efits perceived by the couple in their life. The greater the
pressure each couple imposes on the other, the less satis-
faction they feel with their marital life and spouse. How-
ever, the greater the benefits they receive from their mari-
tal life, the greater their satisfaction with their marital life
and spouse (10). Several factors seem to contribute to mar-
ital satisfaction and success including having children (11).
In addition to creating a biological and emotional bond be-
tween the husband and wife, children increase marital sta-
bility, reduce divorce rates, improve the emotional bond
between the couple (12), and make them feel secure in old
age (13). Many studies have examined the impact of having
children on marital satisfaction; this relationship is rather
complex (12) because children can have both positive and
negative effects on marital satisfaction (11, 12). Children’s
gender can also have different effects on marital satisfac-
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tion and stability (12, 14, 15). Some studies have shown that
having children is a source of joy and excitement for the
parents by itself (16). Parents enjoy witnessing their chil-
dren grow up day by day (17), and this joy creates a psycho-
logical connection between the couple (18) and can help
them resolve their disputes and improve their relationship
(19-21). Some studies, however, have reported negative ef-
fects for childbearing on the quality of marital relation-
ship (11, 22). Twenge et al. (2003) conducted a review study
to assess the parental role and marital satisfaction and
found a negative relationship between the number of chil-
dren and marital satisfaction. Marital dissatisfaction was
evident in the mothers who had small children, and cou-
ples with small children had a lower marital satisfaction.
The negative impact of parenthood on marital satisfaction
was higher in higher social classes and in younger couples
with small children (11). Rijken (2009) also reported that
women who are satisfied with their marital relationship
and perceive it as very good tend to more commonly avoid
childbearing and do not consider it a factor for strength-
ening their marriage because they are often more aware of
the negative consequences of childbearing. Women may
even be more realistic about the need to divide their time
and energy between the children and their spouse (21).

Several studies have also shown that children’s gender
affects marital satisfaction (12, 14, 15). A common prefer-
ence has been reported for boys over girls in many soci-
eties, especially in developing countries (23). Boys may be
preferred for their economic advantages because they can
care for their parents in old age and perform similar du-
ties (24). Having a son can reduce conflicts and chances of
divorce and increase marital satisfaction because fathers
have a prominent role in raising their sons and partici-
pate more in family affairs, which makes their wives hap-
pier (25, 26). Doss et al. (2010) also reported a relation-
ship between marital satisfaction in primiparous women
and their children’s gender. It appears that men who had
daughters were less active in caring for their child and
thus their wives’ perceived marital satisfaction was lower.
Nevertheless, this finding was not corroborated in studies
in developed countries (27) because some studies even re-
ported that having daughters (28) or children of both gen-
ders (29) contributed to marital satisfaction. Given the im-
portance of marital satisfaction, which ultimately affects
the health of the family and the entire community, identi-
fying the factors that contribute to marital satisfaction is
of prime importance.

2. Objectives

Due to the inconsistencies between the studies on the
subject (as some reported increased and some decreased

marital satisfaction with an increase in the number of chil-
dren), and because some studies have reported different
results on the impact of children’s gender on marital sat-
isfaction, and given the lack of adequate studies on the im-
pact of these factors on marital satisfaction, the present
study aimed at investigating the correlation between the
number and gender composition of children and marital
satisfaction in women.

3. Materials and Methods

The present descriptive correlational study was con-
ducted on 213 married women aged 15 to 45 years pre-
senting to the family health units of healthcare centers
in Tehran during 2015 to 2016. The study population con-
sisted of only women because women are the main care-
givers of children and endure a greater parental pressure
and stress than men (30). The study inclusion criteria
consisted of 15 to 45 years of age, Iranian nationality, be-
ing married, having at least 1 child and at most 3 chil-
dren, having reading and writing literacy, and having had
wanted pregnancies only. The study exclusion criterion
was leaving any questions unanswered. Multistage sam-
pling method was used to select the study participants.
After obtaining the approval of the authorities at Shahid
Beheshti University of Medical Sciences, we divided the
municipal areas covered by Shahid Beheshti University of
Medical Sciences and Health Services into North, East, and
Shemiranat sections. Two healthcare centers were then
randomly selected from each area using cluster sampling.
A quota was assigned to each healthcare center based on
the study sample size of 230 and in proportion to the
number of patients admitted to each center. The selected
centers were then visited and the admitted women who
met the inclusion criteria were selected through conve-
nience sampling and invited to participate in the study.
Ethical approval was obtained from the ethics committee
of Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences (code
SBMU2.REC.1394.152). An informed consent was obtained
from all the participants.

Finally, the demographic questionnaire, the ENRICH
marital satisfaction scale, and a researcher-made child-
bearing questionnaire were distributed among the partic-
ipants. The researcher-made childbearing questionnaire
was designed based on different studies and theses (24, 31-
37) and examined factors affecting women'’s childbearing
including the age of the woman and her spouse, age at mar-
riage, duration of marriage, the woman and her spouse’s
level of education, the woman and her spouse’s birth place,
the couple’s ethnicity, the woman’s and her spouse’s oc-
cupation, the number of children, children’s gender and
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age, the age gap between the children, the number of preg-
nancies and time since marriage, and the birth of the first
child.

In the present study, the content validity method was
used to evaluate the validity of the demographic and child-
bearing questionnaires. The childbearing questionnaire
was developed based on the set research objectives. After
obtaining the approval of the research supervisor and ad-
visor, we distributed the questionnaire to 10 faculty mem-
bers of the department of reproductive health, school of
nursing and midwifery, Shahid Beheshti University of Med-
ical Sciences and to 10 experts of the field (experts in de-
mography, psychology, and health). After making the nec-
essary modifications, the content validity of the question-
naire was qualitatively assessed, and the content validity
index (CVI) and content validity reliability (CVR) were mea-
sured for its quantitative assessment, Based on Lawshe’s ta-
ble, items with scores above 0.62 were considered accept-
able (38). To assess the face validity of the questionnaire
for item difficulty, relevance, and ambiguity, the question-
naire was distributed to the target group (15 women aged
15 - 45 years) who met the inclusion criteria. The quanti-
tative assessment of the face validity of the items was con-
ducted using the impact score. The reliability of the ques-
tionnaire was assessed using the test-retest method. Thus,
20 eligible women completed the questionnaire on 2 occa-
sions with an interval of 14 days, moreover, a correlation
coefficient of 0.85 was obtained between the scores, which
was acceptable because it was greater than 0.7(39). The EN-
RICH Marital Satisfaction Scale was used to evaluate mari-
tal satisfaction. This scale has been used in numerous reli-
able studies as a valid tool for determining marital satisfac-
tion (31, 40, 41). The ENRICH marital satisfaction scale was
designed by Fowers and Olson in 1989 (42). The original
version is very long and may wear out the respondents. In
a study entitled “Factors of Successful Marriage: Accounts
from self-described Happy Couples”, Asoodeh (2010) pre-
pared a short 35-item version of this scale and translated it
(43). This scale has 4 subscales including idealistic distor-
tion (Items 4, 8,12,16, and 20), marital satisfaction (Items 1,
5,9,13,17, 21,24, 27,30, and 35), communication (Items 2, 6,
10,14, 22,25, 28, 31,and 34), and conflict resolution (Items 3,
7,11,15,19, 23, 26, 29, 32, and 33). The scale items are designed
to be scored based on a 5-point Likert-type scale and their
responses include strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor
disagree, and disagree and strongly disagree, which are
given scores from1to 5. Items 3, 5, 6, 7,10, 13, 14, 18,19, 21, 22,
23,26, 27, 28,29, 32,33, and 34 are reverse-scored; ie, 1 point
is given to a response of ‘strongly agree’ and 5 points to a
response of ‘strongly disagree’. Each subscale has a sepa-
rate total score, which is then converted to percentage. The
alpha coefficients obtained were 0.80, 0.86, 0.84, and 0.83
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and the testretest reliability coefficients were 0.86, 0.81,
0.90, and 0.92, respectively, for the marital satisfaction,
communication, conflict resolution, and idealistic distor-
tion subscales. In Asoodeh’s study of 365 couples (730 in-
dividuals), alpha coefficients were calculated as 0.78, 0.78,
0.62,and 0.77 for the marital satisfaction, communication,
conflict resolution, and idealistic distortion subscales (43).

The data obtained were analyzed in SPSS-17. Descriptive
statistics (frequency, percentage, mean, and standard de-
viation) were used to describe participants’ demographic
and childbearing details and their marital satisfaction.
ANOVA was used to determine the relationship between
the number and gender composition of the children (hav-
ing only sons, having only daughters, and having children
of both genders) and marital satisfaction. The level of sta-
tistical significance was set at P < 0.05.

4. Results

The mean age of the participating women, their mean
age at marriage, and their mean duration of marriage
were 33.13 £ 7.005, 20.24 + 4.94, and 12.19 £ 7.97 years,
respectively. A total of 45.5% of the women were born
in Tehran and 32.4% had only sons, 35.2% only daughters,
and 32.4% children of both genders (sons and daughters).
The mean number of children in each family was approx-
imately 2 (1.85 £ 0.77), and the most frequent number
of children was 2 (39%). Table 1 presents some of the de-
mographic and childbearing details of the participating
women. The scores and mean scores of marital satisfaction
dimensions revealed that the mean total score of marital
satisfaction was 113.47 £ 22.78 and that most of the partici-
pating women (34.7%) had a moderate marital satisfaction,
6.6% were completely unsatisfied with their marriage, and
8.9% were completely satisfied.

Table 2 demonstrates the scores and mean scores
of marital satisfaction dimensions in the participating
women.

As displayed in Table 3, the results of ANOVA revealed a
significant correlation between the mean score of marital
satisfaction and number of children (P = 0.005). Accord-
ing to Tukey’s test, the mean scores of marital satisfaction
differed significantly between the women with 1 child and
those with 3 children (P=0.004); the mean score of marital
satisfaction was 13 units higher in women with 1 child than
in those with 3 children. Moreover, the mean score of mari-
tal satisfaction differed significantly in the participants de-
pending on their children’s gender (P = 0.013). According
to the results of the Tukey’s test, the mean score of mari-
tal satisfaction was higher in women with only sons than
in those who had only daughters or those with children
of both genders. The results of ANOVA also revealed that
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Table 1. The Demographic and Childbearing Details of the Participants

Variable Category No. (%)
The number of years of residence in >5 24(11.3)
Tehran
<5 189 (88.7)
Primary School 25 (11.8)
Junior High School 34 (16)
Education level
High School 76 (35.7)
University education 78(36.5)
Housewife 181(85)
Occupation
Employed 32(15)
Helping woman in providing Yes 87(40.8)
childcare
No 126 (59.2)
Yes 160 (75.1)
Access to methods of contraception
No 53(24.9)
1 80 (37.5)
Number of children 2 83(39)
3 50 (23.5)

Table 2. The Mean and Standard Deviation and Ranges of Marital Satisfaction Di-
mension Scores

Variable Mean + SD Range
Marital Satisfaction 35.44 (6.63) 10-50
Communication 31.35(8.29) 10-50
Conflict resolution 29.44 (6.21) 10-50
Idealistic distortion 17.23 (4.14) 5-25

Marital satisfaction (total score) 113.47 (22.78) 35-175

women with children of the same gender had a greater
marital satisfaction compared to women with children of
different genders, and this mean score was 11 units higher
in women with only sons than in those who had children of
both genders, indicating a significant difference (P = 0.01).

5. Discussion

The present study was conducted to investigate the cor-
relation between marital satisfaction and the number and
gender of children in women of childbearing age. The
mean total score of marital satisfaction was 113.47 & 22.78
in the study, suggesting a higher-than-average satisfaction.
The results of ANOVA indicated that the mean score of
marital satisfaction in participating women differed sig-
nificantly depending on the number of their children (P
=0.005). Thus, it was found that marital satisfaction de-
creased with an increase in the number of the children.

Table 3. Relationship Between Number and Gender Composition of Children and
Marital Satisfaction

Variable Mean =+ SD PValue® CI(95%)
Women with 1 118.93 (22.4)

child

Women with 2 112.84 (23.57) 0.005 3/64-22/64
children

Women with 3 105.8 (19.89)

children

Women with 118.59 (22.7)

only sons

Women with 114.38 (23.14) 0.083 2/21-20/23
only daughters

Women with 107.37 (21.31)

both sons and

daughters

Abbreviation: CI, confidence interval.
*The ANOVA.

These results are consistent with the findings of several
other studies (11, 44, 45). It seems that the problems faced
in pregnancy, labor, childbirth, and childcare have adverse
effects on women’s life and reduce marital satisfaction;
women’s problems and physical weakness exacerbate and
childcare problems multiply with an increase in the num-
ber of children. In other words, children demand time and
money, and these demands increase parental stress and
thus negatively affect marital satisfaction. Pregnancy and
childbirth also weaken the relationship between the wife
and husband (especially in sexual relations) and end in the
mother paying more attention to her children, resulting in
a further marital dissatisfaction (45). According to a study
conducted by Kohler et al. (2005) in Denmark on the ef-
fect of children on marital satisfaction, the birth of the first
child was an important source of joy and excitement for
women aged 25 to 45 years as well as their husbands. How-
ever, the birth of the next children did not have such ef-
fect on women (44). It seems that women want their first
child just to prove their feminine identity and strengthen
their marriage; however, with the birth of the next chil-
dren, they feel a greater dissatisfaction because they are
the main caregivers of the children, and therefore, expe-
rience greater amounts of pressure and stress than their
husbands. Twenge et al. (2003) proposed factors including
role conflict, restrictions on personal freedom for women,
convenience, costs, and sexual dissatisfaction as some of
the negative effects of the number of children on marital
satisfaction (11). According to studies conducted by Onishi
et al. (2012), Dillon, and Bechler (2010) in rural areas of Al-
geria, a direct relationship was found between marital sat-
isfaction and number of children, but this finding is incon-
sistent with the present findings. The disparity of the find-
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ings may be attributed to differences in the socioeconomic
status and culture of the examined countries. A positive re-
lationship has been observed between the number of chil-
dren and marital satisfaction in countries with a weak so-
cial welfare, in which older children and adolescents are
considered the main financial supporters of their family,
especially in old age. In these countries, most families live
with their extended members, and other family members
help the mother raise their children (13, 46). In the modern
age, however, such arrangements are almost nonexistent
in most communities, especially in urban ones. In under-
developed countries, children are considered a part of the
workforce, bring social reputation, and can support their
parents in old age. However, in developed countries, be-
cause of public education, presence of women outside the
family arena, the rising costs of children’s education and
upbringing, the increasing importance of investing in chil-
dren’s quality of life, the reduced value of children (Nowa-
days, parents are profitable for their children.), and espe-
cially the reduced dependence of the parents on their chil-
dren in old age (due to an established social security and
pension system), childbearing is declining (47). Thus, the
notion that children are their parents’ supporters in old
age and gender preferences has become less prominent
(48).

A significant difference was also found in the mean
scores of marital satisfaction in participating women de-
pending on their children’s gender (P = 0.013). According
to the results of the Tukey’s test, the mean score of mari-
tal satisfaction was higher in women with only sons than
in those with only daughters or with children of both gen-
ders. The results of ANOVA also indicated that women with
children of the same gender had a greater marital satisfac-
tion compared to women with children of different gen-
ders, and this mean score was 11 units higher in women
with only sons than in those with children of both gen-
ders, suggesting a significant difference (P = 0.01). The
results of the present study were consistent with the re-
sults of some other studies (14, 15, 25, 44). As reported by
Mizell and Steelman (2000), having children of the same
gender contributes positively to marital satisfaction com-
pared to having children of both genders. When children
are of different genders, the parents may be divided into
2 groups by their gender and this division reduces the in-
teractions between them as a couple. Furthermore, boys
may be simpler to raise than girls for a number of reasons;
for instance, boys socialize differently and have different
gender expectations that may lead them to play in large
age-heterogeneous groups. In addition, resolving conflicts
is easier with boys and there is a less need for maternal
intervention in boys’ social struggles. Moreover, because
all the participants in this study were women, other is-
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sues should also be considered. When all the members
of a family are comprised of men, the mother may feel
more gratified because as the only woman in the family,
she takes on a distinct position and receive admiration
(15). Thus, the present findings reinforced the other re-
searchers’ statements (Katrev et al. 1994; Morgan et al.
1988) about the effect of having sons on reduced divorce
rates (25, 49). Some researchers have reported a higher
marital satisfaction in women with daughters (28). If mar-
ital disputes occur due to the enormous pressure of child-
care and housework imposed on women, girls can more ef-
ficiently support their mothers in handling this problem
than boys (50). The results of the present study were in
contrast with those of some other studies including stud-
ies by Andersson and Woldemicael (2000), Yamaguchi and
Ferguson (1995), Hank and Kohler (2000), and and Schull-
strom (1996) (27,29, 51,52). Yamaguchi and Ferguson (1995)
found that families with children of both genders (sons
and daughters) are more likely to stop childbearing and
may thus experience a higher marital satisfaction (29). An-
dersson and Woldemicael (2000) and Schullstrom (1996)
also reported that parents with children of both genders
(sons and daughters) are less likely to get divorced com-
pared to parents with children of the same gender (27, 52).

5.1. Conclusions

In the present study, women had a moderate marital
satisfaction and variables including number and gender of
children were found to affect their marital satisfaction. Al-
though the desire for childbearing and parenting is com-
mon in Iran and couples prefer not to prolong their child-
less status, raising children demands a lot of time and en-
ergy and parents tend to note the negative impact of hav-
ing children in their discussions of their daily life after
parenthood. In the present study, marital satisfaction de-
creased with an increase in the number of children, and
the gender of the children also affected the women’s mar-
ital satisfaction. Given the recent recommendations for
childbearing in Iran, it appears that consultations about
increasing the number of children and proper spacing be-
tween children and advising the husbands on how to help
their wives and not to discriminate between girls and boys
could increase marital satisfaction and reduce the negative
impact of children on marital satisfaction and help having
a healthy and productive society.
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