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This study investigated the extent to which gender moderates, and perceptions of fairness 

mediate, the link between marital power and overall marital satisfaction, as well as 

cortisol stress trajectories in response to marital distress.  Study 1 examined a sample of 

213 opposite sex newlywed couples from western Massachusetts, and focused on marital 

satisfaction as the dependent variable.  Findings from the structural equation analysis 

suggested that perceptions of relationship fairness concerning the division of labor 

completely mediated the association between marital power and marital satisfaction for 

wives, but not for husbands.  These results also implied an association between wives' 

perceptions of fairness and husbands' marital satisfaction.  Study 2 looked at a subsample 

(N = 158 couples) of newlywed couples and investigated the effect of experiencing 

marital power on cortisol stress reactivity and recovery in response to a marital conflict 

discussion.  Findings from the structural equation model suggested a significant 

association between marital power and stress reactivity & recovery for all participants, 

with low power wives exhibiting a failure to recover back to baseline levels of stress 

post-conflict. Methodological and measurement issues pertaining to the study of marital 
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power are discussed, as well as potential implications of this work on future studies 

related to marital well-being.  
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 1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 “Where should we go for dinner?”  What starts as an innocuous question to one’s 

spouse can transform into a very real marital conflict.  Often times, marital disagreements in 

which both partners want different outcomes reflect the underlying power structure of the 

marriage.  How couples perceive and respond to these marital conflict interactions can often 

predict later outcomes for the relationship (Gotman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998; 

Heavey, Layne, & Christensen, 1993).  Moreover, past research suggests that additional 

factors, such as gender (Sexton & Perlman, 1989; Tichenor, 1999) and perceptions of 

fairness (Frisco & Williams, 2003; Lavee & Katz, 2002), are also crucial in understanding 

how relationship conflict is experienced and negotiated.   The current work aims to extend 

this literature by testing the extent to which gender moderates, and perceptions of fairness 

mediate, the relationship between marital power and overall marital satisfaction, as well as 

physiological indicators of marital distress.  

 A lack of power in romantic relationships predicts poorer relationship functioning, 

including less relationship satisfaction (Aida & Falbo, 1991; Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 

2007; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Peplau & Campbell, 1989), increased likelihood of separation 

(Felmlee, 1994; Filsinger & Thoma, 1988), increased instances of domestic violence 

(Babcock, Waltz, Jacobson, & Gottman, 1993; Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 2007; 

Sagrestano, Heavey, & Christensen; 1999), and greater depression and anger (Beach & 

Tesser, 1993; Whisman & Jacobson, 1990).  Such power imbalances also contribute to 

marital conflict and divorce, which have been linked to a number of deleterious health 

outcomes (Beach, Fincham, & Katz, 1998; Ewart, Taylor, Kraemer, & Agras, 1991; Fincham 
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 2 

& Beach, 1999, 2010; Gottman, 1994; Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996; Proulx, Helms, & Buehler, 

2007).  What is less understood is the mechanism through which experiencing high or low 

marital power affects marital satisfaction and physiological markers of marital well-being.   

 Before outlining our research plan for exploring these mechanisms, we first discuss 

the methodological issues inherent to this literature, focusing considerable attention on the 

operationalization and measurement of marital power.   Next, we critically evaluate the 

literature to examine the extent to which gender moderates the link between power and 

marital functioning.  Then, in Study 1, using gender as a lens, we discuss how couples’ 

perceptions of fairness regarding the division of labor can play a critical role in mediating 

marital power's effect on marital satisfaction.  Finally, in Study 2, we discuss some of the 

more recent research in the field of relational power that examines the body’s physiological 

responses to high and low power situations. 

Methodological Issues 

 Previous work investigating the connection between marital power and marital 

satisfaction has been hampered by a number of methodological challenges.   

One methodological issue in this literature stems from much of the past work relying solely 

on self-report responses.  Although self-reports can provide insight into individuals’ 

subjective experiences, it also is important to examine other, less subjective responses that 

may be important for relationship outcomes (e.g., see Lee, Rogge, & Reis, 2010). For 

example, recent work has begun to explore the physiological outcomes that result from 

marital conflicts (see Gottman & Notarius, 2000). To supplement self-report measures of 

marital satisfaction, which are subject to social desirability bias, researchers hope that 
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 3 

measuring biological responses may provide new insight into how marriage impacts overall 

satisfaction and well-being.   

 Thus far, only one study has applied this emerging paradigm to look specifically at 

the physiological outcomes related to the experience of marital power (Loving, Heffner, 

Kiecolt-Glaser, Glaser, & Malarkey, 2004).  Furthermore, very little is known about the 

extent to which established findings concerning the relationship between marital power and 

marital satisfaction are in agreement with the more recent work looking at the connection 

between marital power and bio-psychosocial indicators.  The current research seeks to add to 

this burgeoning physiological literature by measuring cortisol reactivity during conflict in 

relation to marital power.  Additionally, by testing parallel hypotheses that relate the 

experience of marital power to both self-reported marital satisfaction and physiological 

indicators of stress during a conflict situation, this research will examine if partner’s reports 

of marital satisfaction are reflected in their biological responses. 

 Another issue inherent to the study of marital power stems from the challenge of 

modeling data for non-independent dyads.  When studying couples, and especially when 

investigating gender differences, the first impulse may be to look at men and women's data 

separately.  However, because husbands and wives' responses are related to one another, it is 

essential to take this non-independence into account when analyzing results statistically. In 

the current work, advancements in statistical modeling techniques were incorporated that 

allow for the use of structural equation modeling to accurately capture the non-independence 

innate to marital dyads.  Additionally, we were able to model partner effects: wives' power 

and perceptions of fairness predicting husbands' satisfaction, and husbands' power and 

perceived fairness predicting their wives' marital satisfaction. 
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 4 

Defining and Measuring Marital Power 

 Researchers have defined and measured marital power in multiple ways throughout 

the years (Gray-Little and Burks, 1983).  Theorists have variously defined marital power in 

terms of a person’s potential to exert influence (e.g., in terms of the person’s available 

resources) or their actual influence in a given situation (for a detailed discussion, see Gray-

Little & Burks, 1983).  The majority of work over the past two decades has relied upon the 

two most widely accepted definitions for marital power: the ability to influence or control 

another person’s attitudes or behavior (Cromwell & Olson, 1975; McCormick & Jessor, 

1982), and the ability to produce desired or intended effects from another person (Gray-Little 

& Burks, 1983; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997; Balswick & Balswick, 1995).  Inherent in these 

definitions is the interplay between two individuals, in this case the marital couple.  Rollins 

& Bahr (1976) added to this understanding of power by pointing out that when measuring 

power one is actually measuring a “characteristic of social interaction between two or more 

persons.”  

 In operationalizing marital power, past studies have utilized self-report indicators of 

power that measure "who does what" in terms of the division of domestic labor (Lavee & 

Katz, 2002). The idea behind this reasoning is that by understanding who completes the 

household responsibilities, one can simultaneously get a snapshot of how power is allocated 

in the relationship.  In other words, a more equitable division of labor between relationship 

partners reflects a more egalitarian balance of power in the relationship itself.   

 While division of labor (DOL) has been used in the past as a proxy for marital power, 

there are two notable drawbacks to using this particular operationalization of power in this 

type of study.  How household tasks are divided does provide insight into one aspect of how 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



 5 

marital power is enacted in a marriage.  However, to get a more well-rounded understanding 

of power in a marriage, it is preferable to use multiple measures of power from across a 

variety of domains.   Additionally, when perceptions of fairness in the division of labor are 

investigated as a potential mediator of power's effect on marital satisfaction, there is the 

possibility of a conceptual confound.   If marital power is operationalized according to the 

division of labor, and perceptions of fairness are also measured relative to the couple's 

feelings about the division of labor, then findings from this research become less about 

marital power specifically, and more about the outcomes relevant to participation in domestic 

responsibilities.   The current work aims to operationalize marital power independently of the 

division of labor, by using multiple measures relevant to control and influence across various 

other aspects of the marriage. 

 In what has become one of the seminal books on relational power, Cromwell and 

Olson (1975) further breakdown power in relationships into three distinct areas: power basis, 

power process, and power outcomes.  These distinctions both differentiate the various forms 

of power that are enacted simultaneously in a marital relationship, while also emphasizing 

the complexity inherent to studying relational power.  Power basis refers to the resources 

each individual brings to the couple.  These resources include both tangible capital such as 

money and property, as well as less explicit assets such as education, skills, or status. Power 

process includes all interactions and discussions between the marital couple leading up to a 

decision.  Power process is generally measured through observing couples while they are 

engaged in a conflict discussion or performing experimental tasks together.  Cromwell and 

Olson (1975) suggest that individuals’ attempts to be assertive in a discussion or to control 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



 6 

the partner are often important indicators of power process in a marriage.  Lastly, power 

outcome refers to which partner gets his or her way in the end (Gray-Little & Burks, 1983).  

 While this tri-level power structure has been instrumental in work to understand the 

various domains inherent to marital power, it is limited by the unavoidable overlap among 

the three concepts.  For example, power basis cannot be separated from the process and 

outcome of a marital disagreement because the resources each partner brings to the conflict 

are an inherent part of the marital dynamic.  Likewise, it is often difficult to determine where 

the discussion and processing of a conflict ends, and the conclusion and outcome begins.  In 

many real life situations, there is no distinct deadline for resolution, and thus the outcome of 

a conflict is merely the power process at any given moment.   Despite its limitations, the tri-

level divisions of relational power are still considered central in researching power in 

romantic relationships (Gray-Little & Burks, 1983).   

 While much of the early work on marital power focused on what determines who has 

marital power (basis), the current work is more interested how power is manifested, and 

therefore focuses predominantly on the marital power process.  We attempted to address 

operational concerns by utilizing a variety of measures to capture multiple aspects of the 

marital power process.  By asking participants to complete questionnaires related to how 

power was enacted in a recent conflict discussion, we hope to get a snapshot of the how the 

couples experience marital power during conflict.  Similarly, by requesting that participants 

indicate who has power in a variety of specific relationship domains, we hope to gain insight 

into when each spouse would have the most influence on relational outcomes.  

Gender and Power 
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 7 

 Almost all of the research examining marital power shows different outcomes for 

wives and husbands, suggesting that gender shapes how power is perceived, interpreted, and 

incorporated into marriage.  Thus, to systematically understand how couples handle power, it 

is essential to simultaneously investigate how gender contributes to this process.  When 

looking at opposite sex couples, it is impossible to separate biological sex from power, but 

couples’ interactions must be viewed within the context of longstanding gender norms and 

gender role stereotypes.  By most accounts, the balance of power in couples still favors men 

(Diekman, Goodfriend, & Goodwin, 2004; Komter, 1989; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997; Wanic 

& Kulik, 2011).  While the shift towards egalitarianism has created more equitable 

relationships in general, when there is a power differential, men typically are perceived to 

have more influence and to be more dominant in decision-making (Felmlee, 1994; 

Szinovacz, 1987).  This section examines the extent to which gender plays a central role in 

understanding marital power. 

 One of the predominant theories for why wives have held a less prominent role in 

relationships in the past comes from both resource theory (Blood & Wolfe, 1960) and social 

exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).  The idea was that, because husbands were the 

breadwinners in most relationships, they therefore commanded more power and influence in 

the relationship due to their resource advantage.  Social role theory (Eagly, 1987), however, 

provided an alternate interpretation that posited that, because husbands are expected to fulfill 

the culturally high-status role of economic provider in marriage while the relatively devalued 

and low-status domestic responsibilities are relegated to wives, men thereby assume a 

societal power advantage in heterosexual relationships. 
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