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ABSTRACT

Background: Long-term marital satisfaction depends on various factors in couples’ lives. Shared
interests, beliefs, and goals can guarantee couples’ long and satisfying relationships. However,
mate selection is one of the primary requirements for establishing a marital relationship in both
modern and traditional societies. Based on the narratives of couples, the present study aimed to
explore the role of mate selection in marital satisfaction.
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Methods: This study employed a qualitative narrative research design. The participants
were couples who lived together at least for 10 years, were satisfied with their married life,
and had children. They were selected through the purposive sampling method from the family
entertainment centers of health houses affiliated with Qom Municipality, in 2019. The data
were generated using in-depth in-person interviews. After interviewing 13 couples, theoretical
saturation was obtained. The data were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed manually using the
textual analytic approach.

Results: The analysis of the participants’ narratives showed that the couples believed that four
main themes, including spouse personality traits, shared religious beliefs, shared socioeconomic
positions, and mutual respect and understanding affected their marital satisfaction.

Conclusion: The couples who were satisfied with their marriage believed that realistic and
correct mate selection played a vital role in the survival and stability of their marital life. It

Keywords: ' is very important to pay attention to the role and conditions of mate selection and its impact
Marital relationship, :  on the stability of marriage. Results from this study help counselors, couples’ therapists,
Couples, Mate selection, :  mental health professionals, psychiatric nurses, and midwifery consultants prepare couples
Qualitative research ¢ for premarital programs.
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Highlights
e Marital satisfaction is a basic necessity for a lasting married life.
e One of the main causes of divorce and separation is the lack of satisfaction and happiness in living together.

o In this study, researchers examined the role of mate selection in the satisfaction of marriage by examining the nar-
ratives of couples who have been married for more than a decade.

o Interviews resulted in four main themes, including spouse personality traits, shared religious beliefs, shared socio-
economic positions, and mutual respect and understanding.

Plain Language Summary

Mate selection is one of the first requirements for establishing a marital relationship in both Western and non-Western
societies. Research shows that lasting marital satisfaction depends on the similarity between a couple’s values, culture,
religion, personality traits, and economic status. This research focused on mate selection as one of the main factors
associated with lasting marital satisfaction. The analysis of the couples’ comments showed that the “mate selection”
has the main role in their lasting marital satisfaction. Interviews led to four main subjects: spouse personality traits,
shared religious beliefs, shared socioeconomic positions, and mutual respect and understanding. The findings of this
study help counselors, couples’ therapists, mental health professionals, psychiatric nurses, and midwifery consultants

prepare couples for premarital programs.

1. Introduction

any studies have shown that mate se-

lection is one of the most important de-

cisions that people make in their lives

(Abdullah 2018; Buss et al., 2001;

Neustadter 2011). This is an important
decision so that taking it correctly can form a supportive
and emotional family environment, also, such a right de-
cision has many social and economic benefits for people
(Guner, Kulikova & Llull 2017). However, if the spouse
is selected incorrectly, it will adversely affect marital sat-
isfaction, leading to harm and psychological disorders,
such as less general health, physical illnesses, and emo-
tional disorders like alcohol abuse (Memarzadeh, Khod-
abakhshi-koolaee & Khatiban 2017). Despite the signifi-
cance of mate selection and its profound effects, many
pieces of evidence point to the family conflicts and the
increased rates of divorce. Accordingly, one of the most
important reasons behind couple conflicts is the lack of
sufficient knowledge and deliberation when choosing a
spouse (Zaheri et al., 2016).

Previous studies have shown that long-term marital
satisfaction requires adequate knowledge of each other
and resilience to life stressors. For instance, Cheung
showed that long-term marital satisfaction is a protective
factor in the adjustment of immigrant couples. Factors

that have contributed to marital adjustment and the long
life of immigrant couples in Canada were: 1. Adjustment
to post-immigration change; 2. Increased intimacy and
mutual trust in the couple’s marital relationship; and 3.
Conflict management and dispute resolution (Cheung,
2008). Moreover, marital satisfaction in three cultures of
England, Hong Kong, and China depended on factors,
such as a stable relationship with the spouse, spousal
support, partnership with the spouse, and the absence
of family financial problems (Wong & Goodwin 2009).
Overall, research suggested that the childhood experi-
ences of family relationships, personality traits, new val-
ues, education, and employment influenced mate selec-
tion (Brooks & Moore 2020; Holland 2009).

People may have long-term marital satisfaction for a
variety of reasons, such as closeness, intimacy, com-
mitment, independence in decision-making, and paying
attention to each other’s needs (Valentine et al., 2020;
Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2016). Furthermore, couples
who have long-term marital satisfaction remember many
common positive and negative stories together (Alea,
Singer & Labunko 2015). Besides, the stability of mar-
riage depends on social, cultural, sexual, religious, and
financial factors (Macriver & Dimkpa 2012). However,
the role of culture should be considered in choosing a
spouse and the stability of married life. For example, a
cross-sectional study in Pakistan compared marital sat-
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isfaction among men and women, based on traditional
and modern marriages. The results showed that men
and women whose spouses had been approved by their
parents experienced a higher level of marital satisfaction
than couples who married without their parental consent
and acceptance (Arif & Fatima 2015).

Besides, an intercultural study on long-term marital
satisfaction in three Muslim-majority countries of Iran,
Pakistan, and Turkey showed that kindness, reliability,
attractiveness, gender, economic status, resources, edu-
cation, intelligence, religiosity, and chastity were among
the most important factors associated with mate prefer-
ences. Although the three countries culturally differed,
spousal kindness and trustworthiness were the same
key features of mate selection in these countries (Atari,
Chaudhary & Al-Shawaf 2020).

Previous studies on long-term marital stability and sat-
isfaction have addressed two different issues. First, they
sought to discover the factors affecting the stability of
marriage (Lehrer & Chen 2013; Igbo, Grace & Christia-
na 2015). Second, these studies have addressed the role
of mate selection in predicting the success of marriage
(Atari, Chaudhary & Al-Shawaf 2020).

Although numerous studies have addressed the effect of
mate selection on a couple’s future life, the present study
intends to examine the narratives of Iranian couples who
have had a long and satisfying married life. In particular,
it examines the role of life experiences and spouse selec-
tion in marital satisfaction. The focus on life narratives as
a research method is a way to deeply understand the hu-
man experiences of different events whereby the events
grow into a unity of meaning and time (Wells 2011). Nar-
rative research has not yet been used to explore the life
stories of Iranian couples who have led long and satisfy-
ing marital lives. Therefore, this study aimed to investi-
gate long-term marital satisfaction based on the Iranian
couples’ narratives of the role of mate selection.

2. Materials and Methods

This qualitative study was conducted using a narrative
research approach. Narrative research has been defined
as “a qualitative design to report an interesting story
about the personal experiences of an individual” (Cress-
well & Baez 2020). Narrative research is an approach to
study events that occur in human life. It shows how indi-
viduals perceive what is happening to them and others.
Polkinghorne describes “narrative research as the study
of stories” (Polkinghorne 2007), arguing that the main
way to truly understand human experience is to pay at-
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tention to the stories or narratives that people tell about
themselves and others. People tell stories that show how
they react and make sense of life events (Polkinghorne
2007). Therefore, in narrative research, the stories that
people tell are used as the main source of data.

This narrative study was conducted using a social con-
structionist approach (Polkinghorne 2007), regarding
two reasons. First, this approach can be used to exam-
ine the participants’ experiences and stories of marital
satisfaction from different perspectives and how the par-
ticipants’ narratives help them to understand the role of
mate selection in the stability of marriage. Second, this
approach helps to explore the effects of social and cul-
tural factors on the formation of people’s narratives.

The present study focused on the experiences and nar-
ratives of couples to reveal the role of mate selection in
long-term marital satisfaction. The participants were se-
lected from couples who had lived together for 10 years,
were satisfied with their marriage, and had children. The
couples were selected through the purposive sampling
method from the family entertainment centers of health
houses affiliated with Qom Municipality, in 2019. The
data were collected using in-depth in-person interviews.
Theoretical saturation was obtained after interviewing
13 couples. The inclusion criteria were being married
for at least 10 years, marital satisfaction, and having at
least one child. The questions asked in the interviews ex-
plored the experiences and narratives of the participants.
The examples of the questions were “How did you get to
know your spouse?”” and “How well did you know each
other before marriage?”.

When answering the questions, the participants had
the chance to reflect on the questions, also, no elicita-
tion or stimulation was used. Thus, the participants were
free to express their thoughts and feelings without bi-
ased opinions. Besides, they were asked for clarification
when there was something ambiguous in their conversa-
tions. The questions asked for further clarification were
extracted from the participants’ statements so that their
opinions were not influenced or oriented to another sub-
ject. At the end of each interview, the participants were
asked if they had anything else to say about the topic.
During the interviews, in addition to the participants’
statements, their body posture and tone of voice were
carefully considered, because the use of nonverbal cues
when making statements is one of the most important
ways to recognize significant statements in the emerg-
ing world of a person. Moreover, the researcher tried
to establish rapport with the participants, at the begin-
ning of each interview. Each interview lasted for 45 to
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60 minutes, and all interviews lasted 1040 minutes in total.
The interviews were conducted in the counseling room of
the health house of Qom Municipality from July to October
2019. Figure 1 shows the steps for conducting the study.

All interviews were recorded. This allowed the word-for-
word transcription of the content of the interviews to be
used for further analysis. In addition to the transcription,
the participants’ gestures and nonverbal cues, such as tone
of voice, laughter, and pause were taken into account. Then,
the interviews were listened to repeatedly and transcribed.

After recording and transcribing the interviews, the partic-
ipants’ stories were read frequently to get familiar with the
whole stories and the narratives within them. The collected
data were analyzed using the textual analytic approach (Gee
1991). This approach consisted of five steps: 1. Recording
and transcribing the interviews word for word; 2. Separat-
ing the narration from the non-narrative text; 3. Performing
the initial analysis and extracting general themes from the
text; 4. Selecting and analyzing a small number of narra-
tions that are well described and have the most theoretical
significance, using the approach proposed by Gee; and 5.
Analyzing the transcribed narratives in terms of inter-
personal contexts and discourses and extracting the main
themes (Gee 1991; Wells 2011).

The validity threats particular to narrative research re-
late to two areas: “the differences in people’s experienced
meaning and the stories they tell about this meaning” and
“the connections between storied texts and the interpreta-
tions of those texts” (Polkinghorne 2007). To overcome
these threats and retain validity, a copy of the transcripts
was submitted to the participants, and they were asked to
check their accuracy and whether there was any inconsis-
tency to be removed. To ensure credibility, the findings
were peer checked by professors experienced in narrative
research, including a psychologist and two psychiatric nurs-
es. To check the confirmability, the researcher tried not to
involve her assumptions in the process of data collection
and analysis as much as possible. Figure 1 displays the steps
taken to conduct the study.

3. Results

The study participants included 13 couples; Table 1 re-
ports the demographic data of the study participants. Also,
factors involved in the participants’ marital satisfaction
were categorized into four main themes, including spouse
personality traits, shared religious beliefs, shared socioeco-
nomic positions, and mutual respect and understanding.
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The first theme: Personality traits

The participants narrated their stories about the person-
ality traits of the spouse before marriage. They consid-
ered that the spouse’s personality traits were involved
in the continuity and stability of their marriage and ul-
timately marital satisfaction. For example, one partici-
pant stated, “Before marriage, my wife’s characteristics
were very important to me because I read psychology
books and I knew that intellectual and cognitive maturity
is very important in having a stable life”. His wife also
added, “Yes, by the way, when we just met he said how
important this issue was, and interestingly, I was think-
ing about it a lot. The intellectual maturity for marriage
involves managing emotions and responding effectively
to the situation. Before and after marriage, this issue was
very important for us. We talked about it occasionally
and we tried to understand it” (couple #2).

The participants’ narratives also highlighted patience
and self-sacrifice. For example, one of the male partici-
pants stated, “Self-sacrifice involves taking into account
the needs of the other party in addition to your own
needs. People with this personality trait do not focus
solely on their own needs and pay attention to the needs
of others too. When I met my wife, I was interested in
her patience as it was important to me”. His wife also
stated, “Resilience is a person’s strength in the face of
difficult mental conditions. Highly resilient people are
better able to cope with difficult situations. I knew that
I was a tolerant person and I could overcome difficul-
ties, and I knew I could endure the toughest hardships.
I knew, for example, that my husband was unemployed
and he had not finished his studies yet. But [ had come to
terms with him” (couple #3).

Moreover, supportiveness, having a sense of responsi-
bility, and kindness were other personality traits pointed
out frequently by the participants in their narratives.
One of the male participants narrated, “When we met,
my wife was a student, and doing her studies was very
important to her, and she asked me to let her finish her
studies. I also started studying and tried to motivate her.
We even attended some classes together and this fur-
ther motivated her”. His wife also pointed out, “Yes, it
was really important for me to study, and when we first
met each other, I told him about it, and he accepted and
helped me a lot. He also had a sense of responsibility. On
many occasions in our marital life, he tried to do some
of the housework. Of course, this was a joint feature, and
it was very important for both of us to be supportive and
responsible and to be kind to each other” (couple #11).
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Identifying the phenomenon under study using the social
constructivist approach

Selecting the participants with shared narratives

Collecting the narratives

Reproducing the narratives

Cooperating with the participants narrating their
experience

Writing a story about the narrated experiences

Confirming the reported narratives/results

Figure 1. The steps taken to conduct the study

The second theme: Joint religious beliefs

A couple’s shared ideological and religious beliefs are
crucial to their successful life. The participants in this
study pointed out that this issue was important for them
before marriage and considered it to be one of the main
factors affecting mate selection. One of the participants
stated, “Before I got married, I talked to her a lot that
religious beliefs and morality are very important to me
in life. I do not like lying, and as a religious person I em-
phasize respecting others and not spoiling other people’s
rights”. His wife also stated, “Yes, we tried to have God
to be a priority in our life. It is very important for me
not to steal other people’s properties and live on stolen
properties. Of course, we talked a lot about moral and
religious issues, and that we both had a lot in common.
Religious issues were very important to us and are still
one of the priorities of our lives” (couple #5).

The third theme: Shared socioeconomic positions

The analysis of the participants’ narratives suggested
that the couple’s consistency in terms of education, eco-
nomic status, class, belief, personality, and attitudes was
very important in mate selection. The couples who were
satisfied with their married life believed that they should
choose someone as their partner who was compatible
with them in terms of social class, culture, education,
religious beliefs, and attitudes towards life. One of the
male participants stated:

Client- Centered Nursing Care

Well, to be honest, my priority was to choose someone
as my partner who matched me in terms of beliefs. It was
very important for me to choose someone who had shared
with me the same cultural, social, political, and ideologi-
cal views. The other important thing was to match each
other in terms of family background. I also think couples
who have a realistic expectation of marriage do not have

fantasies and irrational emotions about marriage. It is
often the case that ambitious people who expect to be-
come successful overnight run into many problems. For
example, some couples expect to have a lot in common in
the first years of their marital life. Well, it is natural that
this does not happen perfectly in the first years.

His wife stated:

Having the minimum job and financial requirements
is important for someone who is going to marry. The
couple’s families need to be at the same level economi-
cally, socially, and culturally. When the families differ in
these issues, there is a real problem. When I got to know
him, I paid close attention to this issue. I had previously
rejected a few people because of economic and cultural
differences, and I think that having the minimum job and
financial requirements is a prerequisite for marriage be-
cause the couple may run into problems later (couple #6).
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Table 1. Demographic data of the study participants
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. . Marriage Marriage Current Number of
Couples Gender Occupation Education .
up up “ Length, Y Age, Y Age, Y Children

Male Employee Bachelor’s degree 31 45

1 14 2
Female Housewife Diploma 25 39
Male Employee Master’s degree 27 44

2 17 2
Female Housewife Diploma 18 35
Male Journalist Master’s degree 25 36

3 11 2
Female English teacher Master’s degree 23 34
Male Employee Bachelor’s degree 26 34

4 10 2
Female Employee Bachelor’s degree 28 36
Male Researcher Master’s degree 25 35

5 10 1
Female Employee Master’s degree 21 31
Male Employee Master’s degree 28 44

6 16 2
Female Consultant Bachelor’s degree 27 43
Male Journalist Master’s degree 30 38

7 10 2
Female Housewife Associate’s degree 26 34
Male Employee Master’s degree 27 34

8 10 2
Female Employee Bachelor’s degree 26 33
Male Employee Bachelor’s degree 27 37

9 10 2
Female Housewife Diploma 29 38
Male Employee Master’s degree 31 47

10 16 2
Female Employee Bachelor’s degree 26 42
Male Employee Master’s degree 20 42

11 23 4
Female Employee Master’s degree 18 40
Male Dentist PhD 28 42

12 14 3
Female Housewife Master’s degree 23 37
Male Employee Master’s degree 26 38

13 12 1
Female Employee Bachelor’s degree 25 37

The fourth theme: Mutual respect and under-
standing

One of the points frequently observed in the partici-
pants’ stories was to have a mutual respect and under-
standing of marital relationships. For example, one of
the male participants stated:
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Establishing boundaries in relationships is very impor-
tant. Besides, the couple should keep distance and pri-
vacy from paternal or main families and not allow them
to interfere in conflicts and problems between couples.
For example, when we first met and decided to get mar-
ried, we did not want our problems to be solved outside
the family, that is, we decided that we had to solve ev-
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erything ourselves, even our financial problems so that
other people do not think that we need money. We also
tried to respect each other and solve our problems by
undersitanding each other.

The wife also added:

People who want to marry should take the time to get
to know each other and to respect and undersitand each
other. People who have such an attitude in choosing a
spouse, despite the difficulties, take the time to get to
know each other. My husband and I respected cultural
issues and we met and talked after office hours. We talk-
ed for about 200 hours face-to-face and on the phone.
The problem is that some people do not pay any attention
to mutual respect and undersianding before marriage.
Someone who does not respect the other party or partner
before marriage, he/she gets worse in his/her behavior
after marriage (couple #10).

4. Discussion

The analysis of the participants’ narratives showed that
the couples believed that four main themes, including
spouse personality traits, shared religious beliefs, shared
socioeconomic positions, and mutual respect and under-
standing were involved in their satisfaction with marital
life. This finding was consistent with the results of other
studies on couples’ long-term marital satisfaction. For
example, Branham examined the men’s definition of
their romantic relationship with their partner and found
that paying attention to the goals and expectations of the
other party and having a strong relationship with a part-
ner improved couples’ romantic relationships (Branham
2020). Also, the couple’s shared happiness and posi-
tive memories and remembering them can contribute to
higher marital satisfaction (Alea & Vick 2010). However,
other personality traits are very prominent in how couples
lead their relationship from “me” to “we” and have a lot
in common. For instance, Chircop examined young mar-
ried couples’ experiences towards the co-construction of
couplehood. The results revealed that five superordinate
themes, including emotional connectedness, relational
security, the negotiation of balance between togetherness
and separateness, mutual active participation, and bound-
ary-making enhanced the couple’s co-construction of a
unified couple identity (Chircop 2017).

Previous studies have also shown that other factors af-
fecting long-term marital satisfaction include commit-
ment (Guilbault & Philiphe 2017), sexual desire, longing
for each other (Beaudoin et al., 2020), personality traits,
the understanding of the relationships in marital life
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(Biihler & Dunlop 2019), support, love for the partner,
embodying a great common goal in life (Gildersleeve
2015), and flexibility in life (Bachand & Carson 2001).

Moreover, a phenomenological study examined the life
experiences of couples who were married for 40 years
and showed that factors, such as “being together”, “chil-

CEINE3

dren/grandchildren”, “attitude to commitment”, “mutual
respect”, “humor in life”, “compatibility”, “supportive-
ness”, and “sense of security” were effective in having

long-term marital satisfaction (Nimtz 2011).

Sorokowski et al. examined marital satisfaction factors
in 33 Western and Eastern countries and concluded that
gender, age, the duration of marriage, religiosity/reli-
gion, the number of children, economic/social status and
class, education, and individualism/collectivism were
the main predictors of marital satisfaction (Sorokowski
et al., 2017). For example, men are more satisfied with
their marriage than women, in Western and non-Western
cultures (McCoy et al., 2017). However, cultural differ-
ences and variables must be taken into account. Although
no conclusive finding was observed for age, it should be
considered as a predictor of marital satisfaction in terms
of the duration of the marriage. The length of marriage is
related to marital satisfaction. The effect of the length of
marriage on marital satisfaction is U-shaped, indicating
that it decreases at first and increases after a while. Nev-
ertheless, the effect of this variable varies by the culture.
Also, religion is strongly associated with various values
and norms and therefore associated with marital satisfac-
tion. Furthermore, as a very culturally dependent factor,
the number of children is related to marital satisfaction.
Besides, low income or economic poverty is a serious
threat to the quality and stability of marriage (Soro-
kowski et al., 2017). People with better jobs and higher
socioeconomic status report higher marital satisfaction
(Khodabakhshi-Koolaee et al., 2017). Atari, Chaudhary
and Al-Shawaf (2020) showed that spouse personality
traits, such as kindness and trustworthiness, and also
the lack of differences in the socioeconomic status of
families were the most important factors associated with
mate preferences in three countries of Iran, Pakistan, and
Turkey with predominantly Muslim populations (Atari,
Chaudhary & Al-Shawaf 2020).

The present study was conducted with some limita-
tions. One of the limitations is the very nature of nar-
rative research. The stories told in the interviews re-
flected the participants’ experiences and their cultural
backgrounds, and therefore, lacked objectivity. Besides,
the participants were selected through the purposive
sampling method from couples referring to the family
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entertainment centers of health houses affiliated with
Qom Municipality. At last, all of our participants had a
diploma or higher academic degrees (because only they
agreed to participate in the study); this reduces the trans-
mission power of the findings.

The findings of this study include some implications
for premarital education and counseling, couples’ coun-
selors and therapists, preparing and informing marriage
applicants about the importance of the role of mate se-
lection and personality traits, and helping them to better
understand their future spouse.

5. Conclusion

In the present study, couples with long-term marital
satisfaction highlighted the important role of mate se-
lection in their narratives. They also believed that fac-
tors, including spouse personality traits, shared religious
beliefs, shared socioeconomic positions, and mutual
respect and understanding were effective in long-term
marital satisfaction and stable marital life.
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