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Abstract

Results from 17 studies published between 1929 and 1950 with 36 effect sizes for marital
adjustment, happiness, or satisfaction were subjected to a meta-analysis to test Jessie
Bernard'’s thesis about “his” and “hers” marriage as it may have applied to early family
research in the USA. While the meta-analysis did not support the hypotheses that wives
would report lower levels of or greater variation in marital adjustment, it was found that
wives accounted for a much larger percentage of low satisfaction scores at the lowest
levels of marital adjustment or when there were large differences in marital adjustment,
using paired data between them and their husbands. Thus, this research, despite being
derived from much older data, provides partial support for Bernard’s thesis, largely in
agreement with more recent research and meta-analyses concerning the same hypotheses.
However, even though some recent meta-analyses have found stronger support for all three
of Bernard’s hypotheses, most meta-analyses on this topic did not control for marital social
desirability, nor did they consider research published between 1951 and 1969, leaving room
for future research to further verify or reject Bernard’s thesis.

Keywords: Bernard; marital adjustment; marital satisfaction; gender; “his and her”
marriage; meta-analysis

1. Background

The National Council on Family Relation’s decade in review for the 1970s (Spanier and
Lewis 1980, p. 98) cited Jessie Bernard’s statement that “There is by now a very considerate
body of well-authenticated research to show that there really are two marriages in every
union and that they do not always coincide” (Bernard 1972, p. 4; also see Bernard 1982,
p- 5) as an emerging topic of interest during that decade, although Bernard had noted
that decades earlier, in 1897, Durkheim had argued that marriage was “a less auspicious
relationship for women than for men” (Bernard 1983, p. 209). Rhyne (1981) cited research
in the 1970s in support of Bernard’s (1972) hypotheses, concluding that “One of the few
consistent findings is that men tend to be more satisfied with their marriages than women”
(p. 941). Fowers (1991) aptly stated that “Bernard’s (1972) provocative thesis that marriage
is better for men than it is for women has generated a good deal of study and discussion”
that “ought to be reflected in higher marital satisfaction for husbands than wives” (Fowers
1991, p. 209). Bernard (1998) continued to insist that “there really are two marriages in
every marital union, and that they do not always coincide.” (p. 450); furthermore, “his
is better than hers” (p. 456). As recently as 2002, Bernard'’s thesis was repeated from her
1972/1982 book, to the effect that “The psychological costs of marriage, in brief, seem
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to be considerably greater for wives than for husbands and the benefits considerably
fewer” (p. 210, an exchange theory perspective), that their mental health condition could
be summed up as “dismal” (p. 210), that they adapt more to their husband’s expectations
than vice versa (p. 212), that they have to settle for a “fairly low emotional diet” (p. 213),
and that housework is “menial”, “dead-end”, and “low-status” (p. 214). Later, she says
that “the housewife syndrome might well be viewed as Public Health Problem Number
One” (p. 215). Even wives’ self-reported happiness was an effect of societal imposition of
an inferior status they were obliged to accept as normal (Bernard 2002).

2. Literature Review

While a number of tests of Bernard’s thesis were performed between 1970 and 2013,
the results were mixed (e.g., Amato et al. 2007; Brkljacic et al. 2019; Broman 2005; Chang
et al. 1994; Corra et al. 2009; Fowers 1991; Gager and Sanchez 2003; Green et al. 1998;
Hyun and Shin 2010; Kamp Dush et al. 2008; Kurdek 1992, 2005; Lowe and Smith 1987;
Schumm et al. 1985, 1997, 1998b, 1998a; Schumm and Silliman 1996; Shek 1995; Stevenson
and Wolfers 2009; Taniguchi and Kaufman 2013).

Meta-analyses. Then, in 2014, Jackson et al. reported results of a meta-analysis
“to empirically test the widely held assumption that women experience lower marital
satisfaction than men” (p. 105). Their study examined results from 226 samples (173 reports),
including 173 samples using data from dyads and about 25 from clinical reports. They
found that their results varied based on the type of sample: for nondyadic data, wives
reported lower marital happiness (effect size: Hedges’ g = 0.10, p < 0.001); for dyadic data,
wives were happier (g = —0.01, n.s.); wives from clinical samples were substantially less
happy (g = 0.23, p < 0.001). The date range of their included studies was from 1970 to 2009,
nearly four decades. They did not consider earlier studies on the assumption that the nature
of marriage had been quite different prior to 1970, something even Bernard (2002, p. 217)
suggested, focusing on Terman’s research from previous decades. They concluded that
“at least from the perspective of marital satisfaction, our results fail to support Bernard’s
(1972) widely held dictum that “his” marriage is better than “hers” marriage and that wives
consistently report lower marital satisfaction than husbands” (p. 118).

Later, Buhler et al. (2021) did not find a statistically significant gender difference in
relationship satisfaction over a lifetime in their meta-analysis based on 95 studies published
between 2003 and 2019. Yet, in partial contrast, Whisman and Balzert (2024) conducted
a meta-analysis of 161 studies (between 2004 and 2023) concerning marital satisfaction
as a function of gender, finding that wives tended to be less satisfied, with an effect size
(Cohen’s d) of 0.10 (p < 0.001), and reported greater variation (exponentiated effect size
of 1.19, p < 0.001) in marital satisfaction compared to husbands. More recently, Whisman
et al. (2025) used a multinational sample of 33 countries and the Kansas Marital Satisfaction
Scale (Schumm et al. 1983; Schumm and Bollman 2026) to test Bernard’s hypotheses via a
meta-analysis. Whisman et al. (2025) found that women reported lower marital satisfaction
than men (d = —0.17, p < 0.001), and that by Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance,
women reported higher levels of variance in marital satisfaction (p < 0.001); they also found
a female-to-male variance ratio of 1.25. At the same time, men were more likely to score the
maximum marital satisfaction score, while women were more likely to score in the lower
1%, 5%, or 10% of marital satisfaction scores. None of the four meta-analyses measured or
controlled for marital social desirability (Broderick 1971, 1974; Edmonds 1967; Schumm
2015, p. 40); some did not use dyadic data from both spouses.

Bernard’s Explanation. Bernard argued that the husband’s marriage was better than
his wife’s (1982, p. 14). Even when marriage seemed beneficial to both men and women,
women reported having more marital problems, greater frustrations, more negative feel-
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ings (p. 26), were more likely to consider divorce or separation, more regret about their
marriage, were more likely to initiate divorce proceedings, reported less consensus with
their husbands on important family issues (p. 27), had more mental health problems, were
more likely to consider suicide, and to incur greater psychological costs (p. 28). Bernard
pinned many of these discrepancies on the inferior status of being a housewife, a role based
on unfulfilling manual labor (p. 43), a condition making wives “sick” (p. 48). Wives were
expected to make more of the adjustments in marriage (p. 40), to submit to domination
under the husband’s greater authority (p. 10), and to accept the shock of, among other
changes, of shifting from being catered-to to caterer-to (p. 38). Although our focus will be
on marital relationships here, Bernard’s theory can be applied to romantic relationships in
general, as some suggest that men gain the rewards of romantic relationships while women
bear the costs or burdens (e.g., Curley et al. 2026).

Some factors may influence marriage for both men and women positively [e.g., how
love is desired and expressed (Chapman [1992] 2015; Ince and Isik 2022; Swihart 1978),
effective communication and conflict resolution, dedication commitment (Li and Fung
2011), joyful sexual interaction; emotional, social, sexual, intellectual, and recreational
intimacy (Harper et al. 2000; Voss et al. 2026); mutual respect, meaning in life (Pence and
Sauerheber 2026), differentiation of self (Ince and Isik 2022); positive memories, attachment
styles, self-compassion, mutual forgiveness, non-toxic religiosity (Majzoobi and Forstmeier
2022)] or negatively (constraint commitment (Li and Fung 2011), toxic criticism, disrespect,
inadequate financial support, value disagreements, destructive levels of stress or daily
hassles (Harper et al. 2000), and neuroticism or psychopathology (Chis 2022).

How spousal gender may interact with such factors is of substantial interest but is
beyond the scope of this report. Rather, our goal is to investigate the extent to which gender
differences, as discussed by Bernard, in marital satisfaction, happiness, or adjustment were
observed between 1925 and 1950 and how those findings might compare, in general, to
much later but similar research, despite the social upheavals that occurred be tween those
early and much later decades in the United States. In other words, we sought to find if
there were or were not gender differences in the early 20th century rather than to identify the
specific causes of any such possible gender differences. We think it should be of interest
to family scholars whether Bernard’s theory, which she fully developed in the 1970s was
applicable in the 1930s and 1940s when she was a young sociologist herself (e.g., Bernard
1933, 1934) studying and researching marital success in that much earlier era.

3. Research Problem, Questions, and Hypotheses

Problem. Bernard’s ideas about gender and marriage have been confirmed, at least in
part, in some recent research; however, the question of whether her ideas were also found
in earlier research (1929-1950) remains. A great deal of societal change in the United States
occurred between 1950 and 1972 and more recently. In particular, conditions associated with
marriage for women did change substantially between 1929 and later decades. Bernard
(1976, p. 211) reported how the proportion of married women in the labor force increase
from 4.8% in 1890 to 16.4% (1940), 22.5% (1950), 30.5 (1960), 40.5 (1970), to 43.0% in 1974;
for wives with only school age children, the percentage in 1974 reached 51.2%, citing the
change as a major change in societal roles (p. 208). By 1978, 55.4% of married women were
in the labor force (Bernard 1981a, p. 54). Most married women were primarily stay-at-home
housewives between 1929 and 1950 while among later cohorts, most married women were
employed outside their home. In addition to changes in employment, there were changes
in divorce rates, nonmarital childbearing, and cohabitation before marriage (Amato et al.
2003; Zeiss et al. 1980). The relative importance of marriage for men and women may have
changed (Kaufman and Goldscheider 2007). Rice (1983), Mace (1972), and Mace and Mace
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(1974) argued that marriages had become “more intrinsic than in the past, with greater
emphasis on love, open communication, and companionship” (Copeland et al. 1984, p.
107), a shift away from an institutional form of marriage (Hicks and Platt 1970) It would be
remarkable if Bernard’s ideas were valid, not only in recent decades but also prior to 1951.
If so, then we would have nearly 100 years of research supporting her ideas across multiple
cohorts and dramatic social upheavals, an impressive result, suggestive of a fundamental
aspect of heterosexual marriages in the United States and perhaps other Western nations. If
not, then conditions may have evolved in favor of her ideas, even if they were not valid for
her own era.

Thus, our problem is whether Bernard’s thesis about gender effects and marital
outcomes in terms of marital satisfaction, adjustment, or happiness would be validated
in research published between 1925 and 1950 (even though the earliest data we found
were from 1929). To deal with this problem, our objective was to obtain as much data as
possible from that time frame and to evaluate the effect sizes. As far as we know, no one
has yet tested Bernard’s thesis with such data in that time frame. Perhaps, despite different
cultural/historical conditions, Bernard’s thesis would be the same prior to 1951; or perhaps,
the societal /historical changes that occurred after 1950 might have led to a greater or lesser
support for her thesis.

Research Questions. Research concerning Bernard’s thesis would involve three gen-
eral questions, involving gender associations with (1) marital satisfaction, adjustment, or
happiness, (2) variation in SAH, and (3) whether wives predominate at lower levels of
marital SAH. If Bernard’s thesis were correct, across both early and later decades, not only
might (1) marital satisfaction levels be lower for wives, but it would be plausible that (2) the
variance in marital satisfaction might be higher for wives due to very low satisfaction
scores for some wives compared to husbands. It could also be that (3) for independent
samples of husbands and wives, the percentage of wives with very low marital satisfaction
scores might be higher than for husbands; and (4) in paired samples of husbands and wives
(married couples), when spouses had disparate scores, it might be more common for wives
to be the spouse with the lower marital satisfaction score.

Hypotheses. These concerns led to the following four null, two-tailed hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. When marital satisfaction/adjustment/happiness (SAH) scores of husbands and
wives are compared, there will be no significant differences and effect sizes will be less than 0.15.

Hypothesis 2. When variances (standard deviations) of marital SAH scores are compared, variances
for wives will not differ from those for husbands.

Hypothesis 3. When extremely low marital SAH scores are compared, wives and husbands (not
within couple) will be equally likely to report such low scores.

Hypothesis 4. When within-couple SAH scores of husbands and wives are very different, wives
and husband, will be equally likely to report such low scores.

Scope of hypothesis testing. While it would be of great interest, as suggested by
reviewers of this report, to compare factors, including gender, that predicted marital satis-
faction across the two eras of time, and to assess how different social factors might explain
marital satisfaction differently for men and women, the earlier studies did not consistently
use the same variables as predictors and often did not use much more than demographic
variables as predictors (e.g., age, religion, employment, number of children, rural or urban
location, etc.). While a variety of theories (social exchange, feminist, symbolic interaction,
developmental, family systems, intersectional, etc., as well as numerous mid-range theories)
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(Adamsons et al. 2022; White et al. 2019) and numerous variables (oxytocin levels, sexual
issues, adverse childhood events, provider roles (Bernard 1981b), societal discrimination,
personality traits, communication patterns, forgiveness, health, emotional intelligence, com-
mitment levels, levels of investment in a relationship, interactional patterns, alternatives,
fairness of division of labor in the home, etc.) have been used to explain how marriage
may differ between men and women, those issues, other than gender, are beyond the scope
of this report. Here the focus will be on the extent to which, if any, Bernard’s ideas about
gender and marriage were confirmed in research between 1929 and 1950 in terms of gender
differences in marital satisfaction, adjustment, or happiness, given the substantial societal
differences that occurred between 1920 and 1950 and 1972-2026 in the United States.

Requirements for hypothesis testing. In order to test Bernard’s thesis, at a minimum,
a study must report the means and standard deviations for the measure(s) of marital
satisfaction used as well as the numbers of husbands and wives; this allows for calculation
of effect sizes, which are more useful for testing Bernard’s thesis than significance levels
alone. However, there has been much debate about how large an effect size should be
for it to be deemed a minimum effect of interest (MEI) or significant effect size of interest
(SESOI)'. Our review of the literature finds recommendations for an SESOI ranging from
0.10 to 0.21, with more leaning toward 0.15 or greater. Therefore, we will consider effects as
small as 0.15 (husbands’ marital satisfaction levels higher than their wives’) to be supportive
of Bernard’s thesis. In other words, the smallest effect size of interest (SESOI) for our study
will be 0.15, which is a lower SESOI than used in other research (Schumm 2026).

All four hypotheses regarding Bernard'’s thesis will be examined by the relative number
of studies/effect sizes that favor Bernard’s thesis, by paired-sample t-tests, and by meta-
analyses. For Hypotheses 3 and 4, based on previous research, we would expect the relative
number of very unhappy wives compared to very unhappy husbands to be about 2:1, with
significantly greater odds of wives being in very unhappy levels of SAH. If such data points
are not reported by a study, then such a study cannot be used to test Bernard’s thesis, and it
may be that not all studies would have reported the results needed to test our hypotheses.

4. Methods

Samples/Studies. The authors began collecting research reports that permitted testing
of the four hypotheses as early as 1985, though the work intensified around 1995. This part
of the effort relied upon manual searching, at a university library, of family-related journals
(American Sociological Review, American Journal of Sociology, Marriage and Family
Living) and books (Burgess and Cottrell 1939; Hamilton 1929; Terman 1938), including one
dissertation (Williams 1938) as well as one article (Ort 1950) found by the senior author
while researching the topic of role conflicts (Bollman et al. 1988, 1997). This search was
performed before PRISMA (Page et al. 2021) was a formal method for finding topical articles.

PRISMA methods are more of a challenge for older materials, at least at the Kansas
State University library that was our primary source for references. The Social Science
Citation Index there dates back only to 1956. Sociological Abstracts dates to only 1963.
Social Science Abstracts dates only to 1980. PUBMED dates only to 1950. Proquest Research
Library dates only to 1971. The Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection dates to
1930 but when we searched our three terms and husbands and wives, no peer-reviewed
references were found between 1929 and 1950. Most of what we had found was in so-
ciological sources, hence we did not try PSYINFO even though it included our range of
dates. Google Scholar, however, apparently dates further back than 1929, so it still seems
to have been a good choice for searching our terms and included both psychological and
sociological research.
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As other research priorities emerged (e.g., military families, research methods, LGBTQ+
research, as well as the mobilization of the senior author for a military deployment, our
project was delayed until recently. Further articles were found in Blumel’s (1992) chapter
(Terman and Buttenwieser 1935; Adams 1946; Reed 1947); notably Blumel only found
27 family research articles from 1930 to 1939 and 16 from 1940 to 1949, as well as four from
1950. In contrast, Blumel found 59 research articles from 1950 to 1959, 83 from 1960 to
1969; 168 from 1970 to 1979 and 384 from 1980 to 1989. A search for additional studies was
performed in 2025 by searching Google Scholar, as noted above, for research published
between 1920 and 1950 using the terms marital satisfaction, marital happiness, and marital
adjustment and “husbands and wives”, reviewing the first 150 results for each of the three
outcome measures (SAH); it did not make sense to cross check our Google Scholar findings
with databases that did not cover the period 1925 to 1950.

While most of the relevant articles found through Google Scholar were not new to us,
new articles and books found from searching Google Scholar included Locke and Klausner
(1948) and Terman and Oden (1947). If Blumel’s totals were correct, then suitable articles
composed over 35% (17/48) of those available. After eliminating duplicates and articles
whose titles and abstracts did not appear to report gender differences in SAH (e.g., Terman
and Johnson 1939), we arrived at a total of 73 potentially relevant articles, of which 49 did
not measure SAH at all and 7 that did not measure gender, report standard deviations,
or had serious methodological problems (e.g., measuring SAH with only 2 or 3 levels or
reporting SAH data for only one gender), leaving us with 17 relevant articles suitable for
comparing SAH scores by gender. Of the 56 articles we downloaded and printed that were
not suitable for our study, 5 were from the 1920s, 26 from the 1930s, 21 from the 1940s, and
4 from 1950, of which 41 had not been cited by Blumel (1992). From this perspective, 23.3%
(17/73) of the articles we downloaded and printed were useful for our study. Data were
obtained from the 17 useful sources for 5253 husbands and 5179 wives, not counting cases
from subsamples of primary studies.

Again, to test Bernard'’s thesis, for both husbands and wives, average marital adjust-
ment/happiness scores were needed, as well as sample sizes and standard deviations;
studies that did not include this information had to be excluded. Numerous studies were
not selected because they either reported data for only one spouse or they did not report
standard deviations for their SAH variables (or it was not possible to estimate standard
deviations). Table 1 includes the basic characteristics of the 17 studies found through
our literature search that met our criteria and permitted testing of the hypotheses. A
few studies included the original data as well as means and standard deviations for SAH
variables. When original data were available, data sets were recreated and analyzed. On
the other hand, some studies would have allowed for paired-sample t-tests, but original
data were not reported. One study that was not included was by Burgess and Cottrell
(1936) because virtually the same marital adjustment scores and couples were used in
their 1939 book; notably, the 1936 report featured one additional couple not used in their
1939 report, possibly because the omitted couple featured a very happy wife and a very
unhappy husband, an outlier (Burgess and Cottrell 1936, p. 741). Another study (Kelly
1941) was not included because only the range of spousal scores was reported (i.e., no
means or standard deviations), though the low end of the range was lower for wives (13)
than for husbands (18), even though for both spouses the highest score was 62, a trend that
would support Bernard’s thesis with respect to Hypotheses 3 and 4.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the 17 studies and their samples and measures.
Authors Sample Response
(Study Year Sizi Sample Measures R]:te Remarks
Number)
The study began in 1924 and lasted
four years. Most of the participants
were from New York and under the
age of 40. The author interviewed the Satisfaction scores
200 participants in his private consulting from 0 to 14 based
currently or 100y asking 334 questions for men on 13 individual
formerly and 357 to 372 for women, depending uestions selected Of the 100 couples,
Hamilton 1929 marrie dy on their pregnancy history. Each ?rom 13 tables of Unknown 15 women were
1) ersons: session was limited to two hours, but multinle questions: divorced/separated
11)00 worﬁen in total times ranged from just over one itgm (flrom 4 compared to 8 men.
’ two hours to over thirty hours, with an
100 men . . Table 12 counted for
approximate average of eight hours. 2 points (p. 59)
Of the initial 203 interviews, 3 were OIS p-
dropped due to various problems. A
total of 78 of the men and 46 of the
women had graduated from college.
Hamilton if;:;ﬁ:;’ Couples were instructed to not talk
@) heterosex- about the questions until both had Same as above. Unknown
ual couples completed their interviews.
The participants were from urban Th ital
areas of St. Louis, Seattle, and Los € marita’ Success The formula for the
Angeles. Over 70% of the sample had i;%le;}?:;féﬁfg c(l] to scaleis [(a+d) — (b
at least some college education. The invé)lves three +¢)/2] x 100, where
group had higher income but fewer sheets with 100 a = desirable traits
children than the average person from traits each. The first assigned to spouse,
115 H. 137 St. Louis. The sample included 31-35 sheet is chécke d as b = desirable traits
Bernard 1933 W frorln 146 clinical cases. Bernard’s husband to one’s Spouse’s not assigned to
3) marriages secured almost half of the cases for this traits Onpthe spouse,
& study. Eleven graduate students from ’ h h ¢ = unfavorable traits
Washington University also helped second sheet, the assigned to spouse,
locate respondents. Removing the 31 sle;mitra{tfs are 1 d = unfavorable
clinical couples left a sample of 221 checked if desirable, traits not assigned to
. . while on the third
spouses, including 101 husbands and sheet. undesirable spouse
120 wives. However, Bernard did not L (Bernard 1933).
report scores for the sample of 221. fraits are checked.
Participants had to be not over 60 %léiigzgsbw%i
Terman & years of age and American-born }];urgess of Zhe ’
Whites. Many came from an area . . o
E;étseer:( 4 1935 345 couples between San Jose and Redwood City, g}r:il::rzltzszg items 717%
California, including Palo Alto, Menlo, 3-10 & ,re from 0
Mountain View, and Napa. , SCOTes Iro
to 62.
Terman Same sample as above except at least E?;lril’fgfrllfaonmess
and But- 343 couples 1€ husband and one wife did not with res OII’)IISDGS fro;n
tonwieser P answer the single item used to ver unﬁa to
®) measure marital happiness Y 4
very happy.
100 students from the University of ;[rﬂirzzl:sué}clale (FIS)
Minnesota mailed 200 surveys to used 60 items that
couples they thought were
. were checked as
well-adjusted or not (200 couples, 400 enioved by oneself
Kirkpatrick 58 couples individuals). At least one spouse vs] v?/,ith oi]\e’s See Frumkin (1953)
returned part of their survey for a tota 5% or more details on
©) P 937 P d part of thei y f L 52.5% (210/400)  f detail
of 284 at least partial returns. Only 210 s};;):esft.a eechecke d the FIS.
returns included surveys completed by ‘I:/)Vith Onef?s Spouse
both husband and wife. Only 120 vs. oneself \Eas the
matched surveys (mailed by the same scc.)re with a ranee
student) were returned. ! &
from 0 to 100.
. . These were the individuals who
%(;)rkpatrlck (72 ;I B2 W returned surveys whether their 71% (284/400)

spouses did or not.
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Table 1. Cont.

Authors Sample Response
(Study Year np Sample Measures P Remarks
Size Rate
Number)
These are the cases where the student’s
. . mailed surveys with at least partial
%(81)rkpatr1ck ?2 ;_)I 30W data were returned by all four 30% (120/400)
potential respondents contacted by the
same student.
Surveys were distributed through
college alumni. The couples had been
married between one and up to just
under ten years. Only data from
couples living in rural areas w1th A modification of
towns of less than 2500 population
the Burgess and
were used. 192/200 couples were from .
Cottrell adjustment
rural areas of the state of New York. scale was used:
Husbands’ ages ranged from 21 to 62, P . L
., Tom its 27 items,
wives’ from 19 to 38 years. 14 .
e items 9, 12, 13, and
Williams husbands were older than 38 years.
1938 200 couples . 14 were used,
) Median ages were 31 and 28 for .
. . though item 9 had
husbands and wives, respectively. A . .
11 items, with 5
total of 11 couples were separated (6) s
. . more added in this
or divorced (5), while 15 other couples .
. . . study. Possible
had considered separation or divorce. scores were from 0
85 of the husbands were farmers. 65 t0 190
couples had no children, 67 had one ’
child, the rest had 2—4 children. 90% of
the participants were Protestant. Few
of the wives were employed outside
the home.
Respondents from middle and
upper-middle classes in urban and
suburban California, mainly from Marital happiness
within 50 miles of San Francisco, scale with nine
although many were from the Los items weighted
Angeles area. More than a third of such that final score
Terman respondents were college graduates. could be from 0 to
(10) 1938 792 couples Spouses were prevented from 87. One of the items
colluding on their answers. Data were ~ was a single-item
collected between December 1934 and  rating of happiness,
May 1935. Average age of husbands with seven
was 38.84 (SD = 9.00), for wives 35.76 responses.
(SD = 8.70). The average number of
years married was 11.40 (SD-7.42).
Happiness item
with 7 responses,
Terman from extremely
(11) 792 couples  Same as above. unhappy to
extraordinarily
happy.
Respondents were from a variety of
professional and social backgrounds.
Less than 3 percent of those invited to
Terman 902 H participate did not do so. This
(12) 644 W’ approach seemed to yield respondents ~ Same as above.

who were less happily married than in
the group of 792 couples.

Very little demographic data reported
for this group.
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Table 1. Cont.
Authors Sample Response
(Study Year Sizi Sample Measures R]:te Remarks
Number)
Data were collected mainly between
1931 and 1933 in Illinois as students
and others handed out surveys to
nearly 7000 couples. About 1300
responded; only 550 were both
resdntsoflinos andfadben e o scaeon
however, 24 responses were not usable ma rital happiness feamred 252 cc}uples;
Burgess . " with responses of o this report omitted
and redu'c ing the sampl.e t0 526. The very ha ha 1.8'6./0. one couple in which
C 1939 251 couples  median age at marriage was 27.2 years Y nappy, 1appy, (individuals) or P
ottrell for husbands, 23.1 for wives. The average, unhappy, 3.6% (couples) the husband rated
(13) average dura’tior; of marriagé was ar.ld very unhappy, . the marriage as very
3 years, 1 month. The majority of the with scores from 1 unhappy, the wife as
respondents had some college to>. very happy.
education (58.9% husbands, 54.9%
wives), were white, Protestant (54.7%
husbands, 61.2% wives), and were
from Chicago (69.2%) or its suburbs
(12.9%). 55.7% had no children.
Twenty-six items,
two rated at
Burgess 15 points, fourteen
and 66 couples No group descriptions were provided  at 10 points, one at
Cottrell P regarding demographics. 7 points, two at
(14) 5 points, and seven
at 1 point, for a total
score from 0 to 194.
This was a
premarital
prediction scale,
Burgess with scores from 0 None of the
and 70 couples No group descriptions were provided  to 790, mean of participants reported
Cottrell P regarding demographics. 516.0, and SD of scores of 780 or
(15) 98.8. A total of 41 higher.
items were
weighted from 10 to
40 points.
505 of 1000 couples completed
engagement adjustment scales and Th
e
then were re-surveyed three years Bureess—Cottrell
after marriage. Of the other 495, 123 margital adiustment
broke their engagements, 26 separated scale was 31 sed
or divorced, 8 lost a member to death, Scores ranged f.rorn
Burgess 40 couples filled out the marital 90 to 189 %able 3on
and Wallin 1944 505 couples  adjustment scale after the data were 330 lis'ts
(16) analyzed, and 292 had not responded. p- P
The initial surveys were from ;esponses rom
- ; . oth men and
convenience samples in the Chicago women (not paired
area. Over two-thirds were but from the}z‘.ame
college-educated, about half were 505 couples)
Protestants; all were White. Most were pies).
in their twenties and thirties.
. Terman’s
Adams/ o o . e modification of the Al 100 couples
Terman 1946 100 couples  participated in pre-marriage surveys at ggiﬁzﬁf flr?c?ex of 2.5% Iﬁig:g?fﬁeto all
(17) Penn State University, 1939 to 1945, Marital . d
offered by Dr. Adams. a.rlta instruments used.
Adjustment.
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Table 1. Cont.
Authors Sample Response
(Study Year Sizi Sample Measures R]:te Remarks
Number)
Only three husbands
had contemplated
The average age at marriage was 24 for zziif:st}ﬂrx}\;;{;e
Adams/ husbands, 22 for wives. The average Hamilton’s 13 wives had
Hamilton 1946 100 couples  age of husbands was 26.35 years, of questions on 2.5% contemplated
(18) wives 24.13 years, according to the marital adjustment. P
husbands. separation, of whom
six had
contemplated
divorce.
Adams/ The wives reported their average age Bureess and
Burgess to be 24.30, their husbands was 26.18. Cottgr oIl Tndex of
and 1946 100 couples  Most were college graduates. The Marital 2.5%
Cottrell average duration of marriage was Adiustment
(19) 2.36 years. ) :
A random sample of married persons
recommended “happily married”
couples for the survey, leading to 204
such couples, of whom four were Burgess and
:iﬁfgrefefgrs}cﬁ:;gngg(a)f/t:rda V:ry low Contrell marital How the random
Locke (20) 1947 200 couples d u]ra ton of marria.ge was 16 searS' the adjustment scale, sample was obtained
median level of education was ! with maximum was not explained.
9.5 years. The data were collected in score of 194.
1940 from Monroe County, Indiana.
15 spouses had been
previously divorced.
One item,
“Everything
considered, how
Data were collected from couples in ?naa}i‘};i};l h;i(};:;?r”
Indianapolis, Indiana between April Res Ories wel:e
1941 and January 1942. The sample extrlzmel unha
was restricted to Whites, Protestants, decide dly less PPY, While the sample
married between 1927 and 1929, with h thy inflated t p 1444
Reed (21) 1947 860 couples  the wife under 30 and husband under appy "han average, was mrase _ o 7
40 at time of marriage, neither somewhat less we used N = 860 for
. . . happy than average, our analyses.
previously married, eight or more about average
years of residence in a city of 25,000 or somewhat n%o;e
more since marriage, and both at least
elementary school graduates. happ y than average,
decidedly more
happy than average,
and extremely
happy.
The study began in 1921-1922 with a
nonrandom sample of pre-high school
(N =1070) and high school children
(N = 458) with IQ scores of 135 (top
1%) or higher from California. In the ﬁiiliapr?;:i{gzt 6
autumn of 1939, a follow-up study was wives. completed
begun with research performed in the fuil magtal
1940. The couples in that study were 50 i diustment test
ied between age 18 and 36 (men) duestions were acjustment test,
Terman marrie 8 used to form a which would be a
and 16 and 34 (women). The average . .
and Oden 1947 556 couples t . 250 f d marital adjustment ~ response rate of
(22) age at marriage was 2o.2 for men an scale with scores 43.6%, although

23.4 for women (SD = 3.1, both). The
average age was just under 30 years.
Husbands were an average of 4.0 years
older than their wives (SD = 4.0). A
majority of the respondents were
college graduates. Of the 556 couples,
310 were gifted husband couples, 243
were gifted wife couples, and in

3 couples both were gifted.

from 0 to 100.

discounting those
who died
between 1922 and
1940 might raise
that rate.
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Table 1. Cont.
Authors Sample Response
(Study Year Si P Sample Measures P Remarks
ize Rate
Number)
A single item was
The sample here included 317 gifted used for the rated Of the 697
husbands and 250 gifted wives and happiness of the couples who
Terman their spouses. There were eleven marriage, with responded, 567
and Oden 567 couples  couples who did not fill out the entire seven responses, couples answered
(23) marital adjustment scale but did fill from extremely the single item,
out the single item for unhappy to giving a response
marital happiness. extraordinarily rate of 81.3%.
happy.
Terman . .
and Oden 317 couples 317 gifted husbands and their wives. Malr ital adjustment
(24) scale.
Terman Marital adjustment
and Oden 250 couples 250 gifted wives and their husbands. )
scale.
(25)
64 never-divorced spouses were The
surveyed in the Los Angeles area by Burgess—Cottrell
students in university sociology marital adjustment
classes. About 60% were Protestants, scale, with scores
Locke and the median for years of education was  from 4 to 194. As low as 18.3%. Of
Klausner 1948 31H,33W  about 14. Of the 350 surveys Standard deviations those eligible,
(26) distributed, 127 were returned (36.3%) were estimated possibly 19.2%.
but 16 were not used for a variety of from critical ratios
reasons (missing data, non-white race, and standard errors
not married, or did not answer with of the mean
respect to current marriage). difference.
Locke and Subset from 404 happily married Burgess—Cottrell
Mack- 1949 44 couples persons from survey in Monroe marital adjustment
eprang p County, Indiana, begun in 1938; all scale, maximum
(27) wives employed outside the home. score of 194 points.
Locke and
Mack- 110 1 Same as above except wives were not S b
eprang coupres working outside the home. ame as above.
(28)
Burgess—Cottrell
marital adjustment
Convenience sample of couples with scale, minus items 3,
wives employed outside the home 7,8,19, and 21-27;
L from Los Angeles, CA. Groups of 41 maximum score of
ocke and e,
Mack- and 51lroughly matched on wife s 167. Sarn.e as above,
41 couples education; both husbands and wives with addition of
eprang hed on age, education, length of seven questions
(29) ‘?‘atce n age, i ng ques
time married, and husband’s income. from previous
No significant differences found research by Terman
between husbands and wives. and Locke;
maximum score of
235.
Locke and
Mack- 41 couples Same as above.
eprang
(30)
Locke and
Mack- 51 couples Same as above except wives were not
eprang P employed outside the home.
(31)
Locke and
Mack- 51 couples ~ Same as above.
eprang
(32)

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070445


https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070445

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 445

12 of 32

Table 1. Cont.

Authors Sample Response
(Study Year Si P Sample Measures P Remarks
ize Rate
Number)
Two graduate students handed out
surveys to 228 couples living in A single-item scale
student housing at Michigan State was used to rate
College. Seven refused cooperation marital happiness,
and nine sets of returns were not with responses from Th
. . e spouses may
usable, leading to a final sample of very unhappy, h luded
ave colluded on
Landis 212 coqples. .Cf)up}es were selectgd on unhappy, average, their answers since
1950 212 couples  the basis of living in student housing happy, and very
etal. (33) . . . oy o the surveys were
and having had a first child within the  happy. Only 12.8% answered in their
past 2.5 years. Only 10.5% of the of the wives and + t
husbands and 6.6% of the wives were  15.2% of the apartments.
married at age 26 or older. Most of the  husbands had
couples (76.6%) had been married scores of average or
between 1.5 and 3.5 years, with only below.
2.9% married for more than 6.5 years.
Private interviews conducted with
50 male students, 33 undergraduates Each spouse ranked
and 17 graduate, along with their the marriages of ten
wives. Men were 21 to 38 years old, friends from best Students most likely
Ort (34) 1950 50 couples wives 20 to 39. Median ages were 25.5  (10) to worst (1) and from Wabash
for men, 24 for women. While then picked the one College in Indiana.
12 wives had only a high school closest to their own
education, the rest had at least some (scores of 1 to 10).
university training.
A marital happiness
scale of 15 items
weighted to yield
scores for each
spouse from 0 to
In 1940, respondents were asked 100. Nine items,
15 questions about their marriage. The  including eight
Terman 1950 591 couples 643 couples were part of Terman’s items from the
(35) P study on gifted persons. Eight years Burgess—Cottrell
later, the same couples were contacted ~ marital adjustment
for information on their marital status.  scale, had been
used earlier by
Terman (1938) for
792 other couples,
while six items
were new.
Same study as above. Fifty-two
Terman couples had broken up, with all but
(36) 1950 52 couples twopor three of the Cogples Same as above.

having divorced.

Note: The numbers in parentheses after the authors’ names represent the number for the 36 effect sizes that could
be calculated from the raw data.

Measurement. Other measures were developed to permit more detailed assessment
of potential methodological moderator variables, which were evaluated through meta-
regression (SPSS 31.0), predicting effect sizes from each potential moderator variable that
might influence our meta-analyses. Measures of study quality included whether or not
standard deviations had to be estimated (yes = 0, no = 1), if the sample size was greater than
100 or not (no = 0, yes = 1), if sufficient data were present to assess a ratio of unhappiness
of wives compared to husbands (no = 0, yes = 1); if the study had data from one site only
(0), more than one site within a state (1), or multiple sites across different states (2); was a
response rate discussed (no = 0, yes = 1), were more than two demographic characteristics
of the sample mentioned (no = 0, yes = 1), or were multiple items used to measure marital
adjustment (no = 0, yes = 1). Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the internal consistency
reliability of these seven items but was only 0.281. Therefore, the weakest items were
deleted until adequate reliability was achieved (0.75), deleting items based on response
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rate, demographics, and multiple items. However, including the demographics item only
reduced the Cronbach’s alpha to 0.65; nevertheless, we used the sum of the four items to
form a measure of study quality (QUALITY4), with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.75.

Aside from study quality, we also measured other aspects of each study as potential
moderator variables to allow for comparison of effect sizes across different subsamples.
We checked whether the study stated that divorced spouses were included (yes/no) in the
sample, since that could bias results. We assessed whether the study reported multiple
samples within one journal article, since such samples often overlapped in terms of having
many of the same couples in each sample. We assessed whether the sample(s) consisted
entirely of couples married to each other or whether husbands and wives were included
who were not married to each other. We also coded effect sizes from the results as positive
(supported Bernard’s thesis) or negative (did not support Bernard’s thesis). Our data
set also included the authors of each study and the date of publication. Unfortunately,
the year(s) of data collection were often not mentioned in the articles; likewise, many
demographics such as average ages at marriage, ages of spouses, educational attainment of
spouses, number of children in the family, religious affiliations, and race/ethnicity were
often not reported. Table 1 includes descriptions of each study; Table 2 includes the basic
data from each study used in our meta-analyses, to permit replication or re-analysis by
other scholars if desired.

Table 2. Tests of Bernard’s thesis for early studies (1929-1950) for differences in marital satisfac-
tion/adjustment/happiness measures.

Date (Case Mean (SD) Mean (SD) t-Test Effect Loner Satlsfactlon
Author Sample N . (Size) Ratio for Wives vs.
Number) Husbands Wives Results +
g/SE Husbands
79 (1) 100 husbands 6.58 5.92 £(198) = 1.24 0.175
Hamilton p- 100 wives (3.70) (3.82) p=0.216 0.1417 16:7 (scores of <1);
(1929) (15 wives/ data not provided
8 husbands
p.79(2) divorced or 6.91 6.36 £(108) = 0.96 0.179
separated)
p=0.339,
55 heterosexual [3.00] [3.00] paired-sample 01911
couples data not
provided
Bernard (1933, 115 husbands 79.70 77.90 +(250) = 0.403 0.106 .
1934) p- 197.3) 137 wives (17.0) (17.00) p = 0.403 0.1266 6:4 (scores < 38.50)
345 husbands 46.20 46.44 +(688) = —0.248 —0.019 .
gs:z‘j‘lzl‘e‘ljr p- 162 (4) 345 wives (12.46) (12.71) p=ns. 0.0761 5:2 (scores of <5)
; 343 husbands 417 4.21 #(684) = —0.655 —0.045 .
(1935) p- 167.5) 343 wives (0.89) (0.88) p=ns. 0.0764 11:9 (scores of <2)
58 husbands 82.2 80.8 t(114) = 0.66 0.122 .
pp- 136-37 (6) 58 wives [12.75] [9.95] p=ns. 0.1859 Data not provided
Kirkpatrick 70 husbands 82.1 79.4 £(150) = 1.47 0.237 .
(1937) pp- 136-37.(7) 82 wives [12.75] [9.95] p=0.145 0.1633 Data not provided
30 husbands 76.3 79.0 #(58) =1.13 —0.348 .
pp- 136-37 (8) 30 wives [4.3] [9.95] p=0265 0.2603 Data not provided
Williams (1938) 48(9) 200 heterosexual 151.25 153.30 t(19_9)0:1}459 —0.085 8:4 cases
ams {He P couples (24.91) (23.38) . ZB 715 s 0.1000 (>40 point difference)
1(1582) =
p. 63 (10) 792 husbands 68.40 69.25 0936 —0.047 13:4 (scores < 10)
Terman (1938) 792 wives (17.35) (18.75) p =0.349 0.0503 6:1 (extremely
76 (11) 792 husbands 5.71 5.81 +(1582) = —1.62 —0.082 unhappy)
b 792 wives (1.20) (1.25) p =0.106 0.0503
o 902 husbands 5.23 5.11 t(1544) = 1.42 0.070 46:36 (scored lowest
Terman (1938) p-78(12) 644 wives (1.62) (1.82) p=0.154 0.0516 level of satisfaction, 1)
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Table 2. Cont.
Effect Lower Satisfaction
Author Date (Case Sample N Mean (SD) Mea'n (SD) f-Test (Size) Ratio for Wives vs.
Number) Husbands Wives Results +
g/SE Husbands
420 £(250) = —1.21 " 6:3 (if difference is
p. 39 (13) 251 couples Aoy 4500 p=0226 oo 2 points, wife less
' r=0.815*** ’ happy)
t(65) = 0.78 9:4 (if difference is 30 or
Burgess and 144.55 142.73 0.047 . .
p- 70 (14) 66 couples p =0.439 more points, wife less
Cottrell (1939) (38.01) (39.68) = 0.882 **+ 0.1741 happy)
#(69) = 0.199 5:4 (difference of
p. 285 (15) 70 couples 5’9‘??26) é’gg’;}» p=0.843 00'1061910 80 points or more, wife
’ ’ r=0.884 *** : less happy)
Burgess and 505 heterosexual 160.45 163.14 +(1008) = —2.21 —0.138 )
Wallin (1944) p- 330 (16) couples (20.04) (18.76) p=0.028 0.0630 4:4 (scores <100)
T:76.85 75.95 +(198) = 0.547 0.077 .
p-18717) 100 husbands 9.81) (13.20) p=0585 0.1415 Datanot provided
) . H: 10.55 10.22 +(198) = 0.818 0.115 .
Adams (1946) p- 187 (18) 100 wives 2.70) (3.00) p= 0415 0.1415 Data not provided
100 husbands; BC: 169.60 163.75 £(198) = 2.03 0.285 .
p- 18719) 100 wives (19.00) (21.75) p=0.044 0.1422 Data not provided
4.5%/2.5% of
167.3 165.6 £(398) = 1.34 0.134
Locke (1947) p- 188 (20) 200 couples (12.7, est) (12.7, est.) p=0.182 0.1001 an/women had
owest scores
) 5.34 5.39 t(1718) = —0.76 —0.037 .
Reed (1947) p- 387 (21) 860 couples (1.36) (1.37) p = 0.448 0.0482 38:42 (scores < 3)
556 husbands; 63.15 66.34 #(1110) = —2.75 —0.165 .
p-241(22) 556 wives (19.76) (18.90) p = 0.006 0.0601 2:3 (scores < 10)
567 husbands; #(1132) = —2.69 —0.154 )
Terman and p- 244 (23) 567 wives 5.93 (1.11) 6.10 (1.10) p = 0.007 0.0595 12:7 (scores < 2)
Oden (1947) 317 couples with 59.50 66.66 1632) = —4.54 —0.361 .
p- 245 (24) gifted husbands (20.36) (19.30) p <0.0001 0.0801 Data not provided
250 couples with 66.90 64.86 £(498) =1.22 0.109 .
p- 245 (25) gifted wives (18.80) (18.71) p=0.225 0.0895 Data not provided
Locke and 31 husbands 159 151 H62) =1.26 0.311 .
Klausner (194g) P+ 100(20) 33 wives (25.4) (25.4) p=0213 0.2517 Data not provided
44 couples, wives 168.2 167.8 +(86) = 0.06 0.013 .
p- 536 (27) employed (28.0) (34.6) p=ns. 02132 Data not provided
- 110 couples, wives 168.7 164.10 +(218) =1.08 0.146 .
Pp-537-38(28) " ot employed (28.0) (34.6) p = 0.280 0.1350 Data not provided
) - 41 couples, wives 137.8 139.5 t(80) = —0.34 —0.074 .
N%;ff:p‘f:gg pp- 537-38 (29) employed (27.05) (17.31) p=ns. 0.2209 Data not provided
¢ N . 41 couples, wives 191.4 193.6 #(80) = —0.26 —0.058 .
(1949) pp- 537-38 (30) not employed (40.53) (34.55) p=ns. 0.2209 Data not provided
. 51 couples, wives 136.4 142.8 t(100) = —1.42 —0.280 .
Pp-537-38 B " ot employed (27.05) (17.31) p=0.158 0.1990 Data not provided
. 51 couples, wives 189.7 196.5 #(100) = —0.91 —0.179 .
Pp-537-88(32) ot employed (40.53) (34.55) p = 0364 0.1984 Data not provided
Landis et al. 4.19 4.34 1(422) = —1.48 —00.148 .
(1950) p- 767 (33) 212 couples (1.03) (1.00) p=0.139 0.0973 27:32 (scores < 3)
8.46 8.90 t(98) = —1.51 —0.301 .
Ort (1950) p- 695 (34) 50 couples (1.43) (1.47) p=0.133 0.2012 5:3 (scores < 6)
Terman and p- 52 (35) 591 couples 63.81 66.68 #(1180) = —3.05 ~0.177 Data not provided
: 16.2) (16.2) p =0.0024 0.0583
Wallin (1949) p- 503
Terman (1950) p- 52 (36) 52 couples 49.8 487 #(102) =025 0.050 Data not provided
‘ (22.4) (217) p=ns. 0.1961

+ Inclusion of a correlation coefficient (r) indicates use of a paired-sample t-test. Nonparametric test results
included only if different from t-test results. Two-tailed tests of statistical significance are used. Positive ¢-tests
and Hedges’ g indicate higher marital satisfaction for husbands; negative for wives. Hedges’ g’s are reported
in Figure 1 for the studies. When p > 0.50, p is reported as n.s. (not significant). Brackets [ ] around standard
deviations indicate that they were estimated, usually from the standardized difference in means or from t-
test results not involving husband /wife comparisons. Adams (1946) used three different measures of marital
adjustment: Terman’s (T), Hamilton’s (H), and Burgess and Cottrell’s (BC). The numbers in parentheses within
the citation column refer to the sequence number of the tested effect sizes, as was used in Table 1. *** p < 0.001.
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Forest Plot
ID Study Hedges'g
1.00 Hamilton 1929 017 ——
200 Hamilton 1929 0.18 i
3.00 Bernard 1933 omn —a—
4,00  Terman and Buttenwiese... -0.02 ——
500  Terman and Buttenwiese... -0.05 —B—
6.00 Kirkpatrick 1937 0.12 —_——
700 Kirkpatrick 1937 0.24 ——
8.00 Kirkpatrick 1937 -0.35 -
9.00 Williams 1938 -0.08 ——
1000 Terman1938 -0.05
11.00 Terman 1938 -0.08
1200  Terman1938 007 —-
13.00 Burgess and Cottrell 1939 -0.05 —i—
14,00 Burgess and Cottrell 1939 0.05 -
1500 Burgess and Cottrell 1939 0.01 —
16.00  Burgess and Wallin 1944 -014 ——
1700  Adams 1946 0.08 —
1800 Adams 1946 0.12 ——
1900 Adams 1946 0.29 ——
20.00 Locke 1947 013 ——
2100 Reed1947 -0.04 B
2200 Terman and Oden 1947 -0.16 —.—
2300 Terman and Oden 1947 -0.36 ——
2400 Terman and Oden 1947 on —l—
2500 Terman and Oden 1947 -0.15 —.—
26.00 Locke and Klausner 1948 0.31 &
2700 Locke and Hackeprang 1949 0.01 &
28.00 Locke and Hackeprang 1949 015 —a—
29000 Locke and Hackeprang 1949 -0.07 &
30.00 Locke and Hackeprang 1949 -0.06 &
31.00 Locke and Hackeprang 1949 -0.28 i
3200 Locke and Hackeprang 1949 -0.18 ]
3300 Landis 1950 -0.15 ——
3400 Ort1950 -0.30 &
3500 Terman1950 -018 ——
36.00 Terman 1950 0.05 &
Overall -0.03 -
-10 -05 0.0 0.5 1.0
W Effectsize of each study @ Estimated overall effect size
H Estimated overall confidence interval ~— Confidence interval of effect size

Model: Random-effects model

Heterogeneity: Tau-squared = 0.01, H-squared = 2.13, |I-squared = 0.53
Homogeneity: Q = 68.80, df = 35, p-value = 0.00

Test of overall effect size: t = —1.39, df = 35, p-value = 0.17

Figure 1. Forest plot for meta-analysis of 17 studies (36 effect sizes) published from 1929 to 1950 on
marital adjustment/happiness/satisfaction as related to gender of spouse.

Analyses. For Hypothesis 1, meta-analysis was used to assess differences in mean SAH
scores for husbands and wives. The data needed for this type of meta-analysis included
the mean scores, standard deviations, and sample sizes for both husbands and wives.
SPSS was used to calculate results based on raw data, continuous outcomes, Hedges’ g to
measure effect size, random- and fixed-effects models, inverse-variance weights, restricted
maximum likelihood (REML) estimation methods, and standard errors adjusted by the
truncated Knapp-Hartung method. Borenstein et al. (2021, p. 25) accept the inclusion of
both independent-sample-based studies and paired-sample-based studies (effect sizes), as
we used here, in meta-analyses.

For Hypothesis 2, meta-analysis was used to compare the variation in SAH scores for
husbands and wives. The data needed for this type of meta-analysis included computations
of the variance of husbands and wives and standard errors for each of the 36 cases. For
Hypothesis 2, we used SPSS selections: continuous outcomes with pre-calculated effect
sizes, as well as an REML estimation method, inverse-variance weights, and the truncated
Knapp-Hartung standard error adjustment, to determine the average effect size in terms of
the natural log of the ratio of wives’ to husbands’ variances (see Whisman and Balzert 2024;
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Barker et al. 2021, for more details regarding this methodology, although Whisman et al.
2025, used merely the ratio of variances).

For Hypothesis 3, meta-analysis was used to compare the odds for husbands and
wives when (a) spouses reported SAH scores below selected low cut-off points (Table 1).

For Hypothesis 4, meta-analysis was also used when spouses had very different SAH
scores. The data needed for these types of meta-analysis (for Hypotheses 3 and 4) included
the number of “successes” (how many spouses had very low SAH scores compared to
their “failures” (how many in each sample did not have such low scores, where the total
of successes and failures = sample size) or the number of failures and successes based on
how many wives vs. husbands had lower scores than their spouse when SAH differences
were large. For the 3rd and 4th hypotheses, SPSS was used to calculate results based on
raw data, binary outcomes, log odds ratios, with random- or fixed-effects methods, with
inverse-variance weights with additional methodological details.?

Supplemental analyses. For each selected study, independent-sample or paired-sample
t-tests were used to compare husband and wife SAH scores, depending on whether paired
data were available. If data were paired but not sufficient to permit paired-sample ¢-tests,
independent-sample t-tests were used. Effect sizes (g) and their standard errors were
calculated for each study (Table 2). SPSS version 31.0 was used for statistical computations.
These analyses are included as separate endnotes® for further tests of each of our four
hypotheses; they differ from meta-analytic approaches in that the cases are weighted
equally rather than with weights adjusted by sample size.

5. Results
Hypothesis 1. Differences in mean scores for marital adjustment?

Table 3 presents the overall meta-analysis results obtained using a variety of methods.
Regardless of the method used, the overall effect sizes were negative (wives reporting
higher marital satisfaction than husbands, contrary to Bernard’s thesis, except where she
took that situation as one of several signs of poor mental health on the part of wives,
Bernard (1975), p. 601; Bernard (1972), pp. 54-57) and not statistically significant except for
the fixed-effects analysis. The prediction intervals were wider than the confidence intervals
as expected. There seemed to be some publication bias in all the models and methods, with
the trim and fill procedure (Borenstein et al. 2021, p. 322) leading to the addition of six cases,
resulting in larger effect sizes that were statistically different from zero, in a more negative
direction; in other words, if there was publication bias, it obscured or overlooked studies
that featured an apparently greater marital adjustment of wives compared to husbands.
As another check on our methods, we either used only the 17 studies that featured one
effect size or used the effect size most favoring Bernard’s thesis when there were multiple
effect sizes reported for a study. For this second meta-analysis, we obtained g = 0.027
(SE = 0.0330), with £(16) = 0.817 (p = 0.426). However, four additional studies were imputed,
which changed the estimated effect size to —0.004 (p = 0.906, two-tailed).

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070445


https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15070445

Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 445

17 of 32

Table 3. Meta-analytic results using a variety of methods for Hypothesis 1 on gender differences in
marital satisfaction/adjustment/happiness scores.

Effects

Estimation

Effect

SE Knapp- Effect SE Effect [mputed

Model Model Size . Hartung . . Zhit r crb Trim/Fill Effect SE Zht r cIe¢
?
Type Method Type Adj? SE Adj? 2 Size Size Size
Hedges’ —0.084 —0.069 —0.098
1 Fixed N/A Bes No No —0.054 0.0150 —0.362 <0.001 —0.025 . 0.0146 —4.70 <0.001 '
g N/A n=42 —0.040
—0.086
Hedges” 0.013 —0.063 —0.117
2 Random REML N Yes Yes —0.035 0.0250 -1.39 0.173 0239 Ry 0.0265 —2.39 0.022 0010
0.170
—0.086
Hedges’ ) ) B B 0.013 —0.064 B 0117
3 Random DS-L g Yes Yes 0.037 0.0245 1.50 0.144 0226 =42 0.0263 243 0.020 _0011
0.153
—0.083
Hedges’ 0.011 —0.064 —0.112
4 Random DS-L g No No —0.036 0.0240 —1.51 0.130 0226 n=42 0.0246 —2.60 0.009 0016
0.154
—0.084
Hedges’ 0.014 —0.063 —0.113
5 Random REML g No No —0.035 0.0250 —1.38 0.166 _0.240 Ry 0.0256 —2.47 0.013 0013

0.171

Negative effect sizes indicate that wives reported greater marital satisfaction than did husbands; positive effect
sizes, the opposite (which would support Bernard’s thesis). # Truncated Knapp-Hartung standard error adjust-
ment. P First two numbers represent the 95% confidence interval for the effect size; next two numbers represent
the prediction interval calculated for random estimation models (Borenstein et al. 2021, pp. 123-24). © This is the
95% confidence interval for the combined 36 observed studies and the 6 imputed studies. For all models, df for
Q = 35. For all versions of Model 1, results were approximately the same, with Q = 69.18, p < 0.001; 12 = 49.4%;
p = 0.027 for Egger’s regression-based test. For Model 2, Q = 68.80, p < 0.001; I? = 53.0%; p = 0.093 for Egger’s
regression-based test. For Model 3, Q = 68.80, p < 0.001; I2 = 49.1%; p = 0.091 for Egger’s regression-based test.
For Model 4, Q = 68.80, p < 0.001; I? = 49.1%; p = 0.087 for Egger’s regression-based test. For Model 5, Q = 68.80,
p <0.001; 12 = 53.2%, p = 0.092 for Egger’s regression-based test. REML = restricted maximum likelihood method;
DS-L = DerSimonian and Laird method.

Table 4 presents the results for the moderation effects obtained by splitting the sample
by several variables. Bernard’s thesis (more positive effect sizes) was supported more often
in non-dyadic samples (possibly some selection bias towards less happy wives?), samples
that included divorced spouses (usually more divorced wives than divorced husbands),
smaller samples, samples restricted to only one city, and samples from lower-quality studies.
However, none of the pro-Bernard splits yielded significant results compared to all but one
of the other splits (p < 0.10, two-tailed, even for that one split). In every moderation test
reported in Table 4, the methodological change led to a change from a positive effect size to
a negative effect size, flipping the observed results in favor of a result contrary to Bernard’s
thesis. Using study quality as a continuous variable in meta-regression, #(34) = —1.97
(p < 0.06), with a regression coefficient of —0.036. None of the results were significant for
splits based on actual or estimated standard deviations; on the earlier half of the sample
set vs. the more recent half; on whether a response rate was or was not reported; nor on
whether a single item or multiple items were used to measure marital adjustment (though
for the latter split, the effect size was —0.094 (p = 0.095) for the studies using single-item
measures vs. —0.009 for the studies using multiple-item measures). Differences between the
compared subgroups were not significant only for divorce and demographic comparisons
(Table 4). The year of publication was significant when used as an interval variable but
not when coded as a binary variable (early/later). When we performed a meta-analysis
on only the studies whose results favored Bernard'’s thesis, the overall effect size was 0.11
(p = 0.002), which suggested that under the most favorable of circumstances, Bernard’s
thesis might be weakly supported but with what most scholars would consider to be a
“small” effect size, though below our SESOI of 0.15. On the other hand, the effect size for
the other studies was —0.117 (p < 0.001), also below our SESO], such that the magnitudes
of the effect sizes were essentially equal, though the direction of effects was opposite (also
see note 1). Since most of our results were either not statistically significant or were below
our SESO], calculating fail-safe N’s (Orwin 1983) did not seem appropriate.
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Table 4. Tests of moderation effects for selected variables for Hypothesis 1.

How Samples Were

Split (n) Effect Size  SE (Effect Size) t 4 95% CI Prediction Interval
Not dyadic (5) 0.103 0.0430 2.39 0.075  —0.017 to 0.222 —0.034 to 0.239
Dyadic only (31) —0.061 0.0249 —246 0020 —0.112to —0.010 —0.239 t0 0.120
Difference —0.192 0.0689 278 0009 —0332to—0051 239 ?2522?'871/: 0.017,
Divorced included (6) 0.038 0.0368 1.05 0343  —0.056 t0 0.133 —0.064 to 0.141
No divorced included (30) —0.049 0.0284 —172 0097  —0.107 to 0.009 —0.266 to 0.168
Difference 0.085 0.0634 135 0186  —0.043t00214 BV ?fii;’;, /: 0.003,
Sample size equal or less
than 100 (18) 0.056 0.0424 1.33 0203  —0.033t00.146 —0.034 to 0.146
Sample s Eglrge;‘ter than ~0.065 0.0289 —225 0038  —0.126 to —0.004 —0.267 t0 0.137
Difference -0.115 0.0544 212 0042 —0226t0 0005 2 ?26522' 6’”0/: 0003,
Two or fewer 0.010 0.0337 0.28 0780  —0.061 to 0.080 —0.188 to 0.207
demographics reported
Three or more ~0.082 0.0367 222 0042 —0.160 to —0.003 ~0.302 to0 0.139
demographics reported
Difference —0.093 0.0483 192 0063  —0191to0.005 2 ?26523'50 /: 0.002,
Sample from one city (25) 0.006 0.0293 0.22 0.831 —0.054 to 0.067 —0.150 to 0.162
Sample from more than ~0.091 0.0388 234 0041 —0.178 to —0.004 ~0.326 to0 0.144
one site (11)
Difference —0.101 0.0463 218 0036 —0195to—0.007 239 ?25:7'22' 4@/: 0.006,
Lower-QUALITY4 0.033 0.0426 0.76 0454  —0.056 to 0.121 —0.207 to 0.272
studies (21)
Higher-QUALITY4 ~0.073 0.0291 252 0024 —0.136to —0.011 ~0.262 t0 0.116
studies (15)
. 3 B B B Q (34) = 64.93,
Difference 0.104 0.0506 206 0047 0.207 to—0.001 p = D001, 12 = 49.8%
Only positive effect size
: 0.110 0.0296 3.73 0.002 0.048 to 0.173 0.047 to 0.173
studies (17)
Only negative effect size
: —0.117 0.0221 —531  <0.001 —0.164to —0.071 —0.229 to —0.005
studies (19)
Difference —0.228 0.0372 614 <0001 —0304to—0153 B34)=27.07,p=079%,

?=10.1%

Differences between each of the pairs of groups are assessed by meta-regression, predicting effect sizes from the
binary variables used to create the pairs of groups. Year of publication was assessed as a continuous covariate,
with two digits: g = —0.008, SE = 0.0040, #(34) = —2.04, p = 0.049, Q(34) = 58.91, p = 0.005, I = 46.4%. However,
when assessing year of publication as a binary (early/late) variable, the effect size was not significant: —0.074
(SE =0.0487), t(34) = —1.52, p = 0.137, Q(34) = 62.55, p = 0.002, 12 = 49.7%. All tests were two-tailed.

Our results for Hypothesis 1 support Ferguson and Heene’s (2012) claim that meta-
analyses can yield statistically significant results for effect sizes below the SESOI Most of
our results for Hypothesis 1 were below an SESOI of 0.15. Only selectively using studies
that favored Bernard’s thesis did we find effect sizes >0.10, but usually below 0.15. The
higher the methodological quality of the study, the less likely it was that results trended
in the direction of Bernard’s thesis. Looking at the raw data as a function of low vs. high
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QUALITY4, for the former, the range of effect sizes was from —0.348 (with 7 negative effect
sizes) to 0.311 (with 14 positive effect sizes). For the latter, the range was from —0.361
(12 negative effect sizes) to 0.109 (3 positive effect sizes). Using Levene’s test for equality of
variances, comparing standard deviations of 0.191 and 0.119 for lower- and higher-quality
studies, respectively, without weighting, p was equal to 0.053. Smaller-sample studies,
studies that did not use paired spouses, and studies including divorced persons (more often
wives than husbands) were more likely to find effect sizes favoring Bernard’s thesis. In
general, null Hypothesis 1 cannot be rejected; Bernard’s thesis is not supported, particularly
for higher-quality studies.

Hypothesis 2. Differences in standard deviations for marital adjustment?

Our meta-analysis comparing variances in marital adjustment across gender across
the 36 effect sizes resulted in an overall effect size of 0.014 (SE = 0.0346) (z = 0.407, p = 0.684,
prediction interval was from 0.769 to 1.338), trivial by virtually any definition, although
finding wives to have slightly higher variation in marital adjustment. Using only the
17 studies with one effect size each, our meta-analysis yielded g = 0.025 (SE = 0.0434),
t(16) = 0.584 (p = 0.567).

One reviewer cautioned that our estimated standard deviations, being equal for
husbands and wives, might bias our results in favor of the null hypothesis. For the
32 cases of unequal standard deviations, our meta-analysis yielded an effect size of 0.014
(SE = 0.0454) and a non-significant t-test (p = 0.758) (also see note 3). Therefore, since our
results were both non-significant and below our SESOI, we did not calculate a fail-safe N
(Orwin 1983) and null Hypothesis 2 cannot be rejected; Bernard’s thesis is not supported.

Hypothesis 3. Differences in marital adjustment when husbands and wives score in the lowest
categories of marital adjustment, using independent data.

Only 18 of our 36 effect sizes (Table 2) involved studies that reported information on
these two issues related to Hypotheses 3 and 4. The cases in which husbands or wives
scored below cut-off points could be treated as a binary “success” and the remaining cases
as a binary “fail”, with the successes and fails adding up to the sample size for that study.
We performed a random-effect (with truncated Knapp-Hartung adjustment for SE) meta-
analysis of binary data for the 18 cases to test Hypothesis 3. The resulting effect size was
0.396 (SE = 0.1344), with t(17) = 2.95, p = 0.009, with an exponentiated effect size of 1.49 and
a 95% prediction interval from 0.799 to 2.763. Q(17) = 17.8 (p = 0.40), with I? = 23.6%. A trim-
and-fill analysis added four imputed cases, reducing the effect size to 0.276 (SE = 0.1262),
t(17) = 2.19 (p < 0.05), with an exponentiated effect size of 1.32, with a 95% confidence
interval of 1.014 to 1.71. The Egger’s regression-based test SE was not significant (p = 0.114,
two-tailed). For the individual studies, the effect sizes ranged from —0.407 to 1.79, while
the exponentiated effect sizes ranged from 0.111 to 1.182. Tests for moderation did not find
significant results as a function of divorce, QUALITY4, or joint pairs. For contrast, we also
conducted a fixed-effects meta-analysis, which yielded an effect size of 0.338 (SE = 0.1060),
z =3.19 (p = 0.001, two-tailed), with an exponentiated effect size of 1.40 (95% ClI, 1.14 to
1.73), with Q(17) = 17.80, p = 0.402 and 1> = 4.5%. Trim-and-fill calculations added four
imputed studies, which changed the effect size to 0.251 (SE = 0.1006), z = 2.50 (p = 0.013)
with an exponentiated effect size of 1.29 (95% ClI, 1.06 to 1.57).*

Hypothesis 4. Major differences in husband/wife scores, when using paired data?
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There were 4 studies of the 18 (Table 2) that reported husband and wife scores jointly,
so that within-couple differences in marital adjustment could be determined. For these four
studies, when husbands and wives differed by larger numbers in their marital adjustment
scores, of the 43 cases reported, 28 (65.1%, close to a 2:1 ratio) involved the wife reporting
lower marital adjustment than her husband. For these four cases the percentages of such
cases of the total of all wives were 6.79% (SD = 4.97%, median = 5.57%) for wives and
1.49% (SD = 2.50, median = 3.86%) for husbands, with #(3) = 2.01, p = 0.138, two-tailed,
0.069, one-tailed, with Cohen’s d = 1.01, Hedges’ g = 0.73. A meta-analysis of the data for
these four cases yielded an effect size of 0.654 (SE = 0.3301) with ¢t = 1.98 (p = 0.142), with
an exponentiated effect size of 1.92 and an exponentiated prediction interval of 0.465 to
7.96, with no imputed studies. The means and medians might lead us to overlook that
half of the four wives had percentages of 7.14 and 13.64 compared to only one husband
with a percentage above six percent (6.06%). The results for the other 14 cases, where
the issue was relative percentages of husbands and wives reporting very low scores on
marital adjustment, were 5.08% (median = 4.08%) for wives and 3.59% (median = 2.56%) for
husbands, with £(13) = 2.10, p = 0.056, two-tailed, 0.028, one-tailed, with Cohen’s d = 0.56
and Hedges’ g = 0.53. Q(13) = 0.521 (p = 0.914), while I?> = 0%. The mean and median can
be limited because they do not reveal that 3 of those 14 studies featured some cases of
percentages between 10.0 and 16.0 for unhappy wives compared to only one such level
(15.09) for husbands. A meta-analysis of these 14 cases yielded an effect size of 0.360
(SE = 0.1498), with #(13) = 2.40 (p = 0.032), with an exponentiated effect size of 1.43 (95%
prediction interval of 0.713 to 2.88). Q(13) = 16.26 (p = 0.236), while I = 29.4%; trim and fill
imputed two more studies and reduced the effect size to 0.283 (SE = 0.1462), t(15) = 1.94
(p = 0.072) with an exponentiated effect size of 1.33 (95% confidence interval of 0.972 to
1.81). Most of our tests for the third hypothesis clearly supported Bernard’s thesis, even
though some of the results, limited by lower sample sizes, were of borderline significance
even when the effect sizes were of a medium-to-large size, well above an SESOI of 0.15.

6. Discussion

A narrative review of the literature assessed here would have found divided and
contradictory evidence, with 17 effect sizes in favor of Bernard’s thesis and 19 against
(regardless of statistical significance), an almost even split, a nearly ideal situation for
meta-analysis, which Bartos, Maier, Shanks, Stanley, Sladekova, and Wagenmakers assert
is “widely regarded as the best way to combine and summarize seemingly conflicting
evidence across a set of primary studies” (Bartos et al. 2023, p. 2).

Hypothesis 1. Even though some meta-analyses may overestimate effect sizes (Bartos
et al. 2023, p. 2; Ferguson et al. 2025), in our case, even if our analyses overestimated a
negative effect size, the real effect size being closer to zero, the results of our analyses
for hypothesis one would nevertheless not support Bernard’s thesis, which would have
anticipated a positive (>0), and presumably statistically significant, effect size. Meta-
analyses that found otherwise (Whisman et al. 2025, g = —0.17, p < 0.001) benefitted
from a large number of cases (greater statistical power) along with the use of the exact
same instrument to measure marital satisfaction. With all cases responding to the same
instrument with the same response categories (while the most common response categories
for the Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale range from 1 to 7, as used in Whisman et al. 2025,
others have used 1-4, 1-5, or 1-9), it is much easier to compare percentages of husbands
and wives responding to the highest and lowest levels of satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2. Here, the null hypothesis could not be rejected, as variances in SAH
did not differ significantly by gender. It is possible that prior to 1951, social norms were so
supportive of a traditional, instrumentally oriented marriage that both husbands and wives
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were accepting of less intimate marital conditions. The 1929-1950 cohort of marriages
included those of whom many had survived the Great Depression and /or World War 2;
merely surviving those disasters may have been interpreted as family success by both
husbands and wives. Because fewer wives were working outside the home for pay, many
marriages were likely more traditional in orientation and stricter gender roles between
husbands and wives were probably more normative, more socially acceptable.

Hypotheses 3 and 4. However, our results for Hypotheses 3 and 4 tended to support
Bernard’s thesis as well as the results of Whisman and Balzert (2024) and Whisman et al.
(2025), in that (a) at very low levels of marital satisfaction, women tended to outnumber men
in terms of percentages, or (b) when there were major differences in marital adjustment
between spouses, the wife was more likely to be the spouse reporting a lower marital
adjustment score. The meta-analytic results featured a larger effect size for the within-
couple data than for the between-couple data, although only in four cases were the results
not significant. What is causing these differing results? Many studies have found that
when a woman is not happy with her relationship, she is more likely to initiate leaving
or divorce, whether married (Kalmijn and Poortman 2006; Parker et al. 2022; Zeiss et al.
1980) or not (Hill et al. 1981, 1976; Rubin et al. 1981), which seems especially true if she can
support herself financially (Sayer et al. 2011).

Women, whether married or not, are probably more sensitized to relationship deterio-
ration and less willing to accept the painful risks of continuing in such situations, leading
them to acknowledge the dissatisfactions of their relationships earlier and thus report
some of the lowest levels of marital satisfaction or adjustment compared to their male
partners/husbands or compared to other happier couples. For example, married women
are more likely to initiate divorce or separation than married men (Amato and Previti 2003;
Joyner et al. 2017, p. 2370). Within some couples, some husbands seem relatively clueless
about the relative differences in marital adjustment. Gender differences with respect to
lower levels of marital adjustment may well reflect higher levels of violence against women,
unfair distribution of domestic chores, and many other forms of discrimination and mis-
treatment experienced by women (Whisman and Balzert 2024, p. 3). It may also be that
the marriage gradient—women of higher value tend to remain single while men of lower
value are more prone to marry—is partly responsible for these results (i.e., lower-value
men frustrate their higher-value wives, leading to greater unhappiness for the latter).

At the same time, the consistency of results for Hypotheses 3 and 4 over nearly one
hundred years of marriage in the USA is remarkable in our opinion, making those early
(1929-1950) results almost prophetic. After all, those results have remained despite large
changes in wives’ outside employment, changing divorce rates, changing ages at first
marriage, more frequent remarriages, dramatic increases in the use of technology within
households (television, cell phones, computers, etc.), cycles of boom and bust, etc.

Consistent with that idea, for the six studies that included divorced spouses in their
samples, the results, though not strong, did lean in the expected direction of Bernard’s
thesis (g = 0.038) compared to the studies without divorced spouses (g = —0.049). For the
five effect sizes (including Hamilton 1929) that included spouses who were not necessarily
partnered with each other, the results also leaned in Bernard’s direction (g = 0.103, p = 0.075)
compared to the other 31 effect sizes that involved couples married to each other (g = —0.06,
p = 0.02). On the other hand, even when only the 17 studies with results favoring Bernard’s
thesis were analyzed, the effect size (g = 0.11, p = 0.002) remained lower than our SESOI
(g = 0.15). Thus, even under the most ideal circumstances, support for Bernard’s thesis for
hypothesis 1 was small, even though Funder and Ozer (2019) might argue that even that
small effect (>0.10) could have important implications for society at large. However, the
results of 15 effect sizes from our higher-quality studies favored a rejection of Bernard'’s
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thesis (g = —0.07, p = 0.024) compared to 21 effect sizes from our lower-quality studies
(g =0.03, p = 0.454). Perhaps the best way to summarize our conflicting results would be
that, on average, husbands and wives are equally happy, but women more quickly (than
their male partners) recognize when their relationship has been deteriorating and thus
report lower satisfaction scores than their partners at the lowest levels of marital adjustment.
Thus, the toxic aspects of a “his” and “hers” marriage would seem to occur mainly for
the most unhappy of wives and may reflect that, on average, a woman recognizes her
relationship as problematic some time before her male partner.

Limitations. Our results should be considered in view of several limitations of our
research. Some might question our cut-off at the year 1950. One reason for this is our
attempt to avoid biasing our results against Bernard’s thesis. Karlsson’s (1951, pp. 100-1)
study of marital adjustment among 90 Swedish husbands (134.80, SD = 11.40) and 91
Swedish wives (153.60, SD = 12.73) yielded an effect size of —1.56 (t179 = 10.46; p < 0.0001);
the difference in Karlsson’s standard deviations was not significant (p = 0.15, one-tailed),
with F(90, 89) = 1.25. The ratio of scores below 110 was 1:7, with husbands being more
likely to have such low scores. Inclusion of such data in our meta-analysis might have
shifted our results even further against Bernard’s thesis for all four of our hypotheses.
Given our standpoint of married men vs. women (married or not), including such a strong
effect-sized study against Bernard’s thesis (for all four of our hypotheses) might have
seemed to confirm any concerns of others regarding our biases, including confirmation bias
(Schumm 2021). Thus, restricting our studies to 1950 or earlier avoided the bias that might
have been associated with the results of Karlsson’s (1951) research in Sweden (also, see
Locke and Karlsson 1952), which it could be argued would also include bias from having
been conducted outside the USA. The fact that our 36 studies were almost evenly divided
between pro-Bernard and anti-Bernard results would also seem to suggest less bias on our
part. Our marital studies included a great variety of measures of adjustment, happiness,
and satisfaction, rather than relying upon only one measure (Whisman et al. 2025).

Because many of the studies in our analysis did not report much demographic infor-
mation, moderation effects of specific demographic variables could not be determined,
unlike meta-analyses of more recent studies that often report a fuller set of demographics.
Many of the studies here did not report the periods over which their data were collected,
unlike many more recent studies. A further limitation of our study is that almost all of the
studies we used were published either during the Great Depression, World War 2, or in the
post-war period, challenging times for U.S. society in general. Divorce rates were lower
during the Great Depression but spiked in 1946 right after World War 2. Furthermore, a
lack of social psychological predictor variables denied us a chance to investigate how such
factors might be differentially associated with gender or gender’s relationship with SAH
outcomes, as requested by multiple reviewers. Most of the studies in our meta-analyses
involved samples of younger, more educated, and higher socioeconomic status than typical
for that time period (see Table 1), although some studies did not report much in the way of
demographics. One might expect higher levels of marital adjustment among young, more
educated, and higher SES couples (Anderson et al. 1983; Veroff and Feld 1970). Certainly
our results are limited by a relative absence of people of color as well as those who were
elderly, less educated, and of lower socioeconomic status, which limits comparisons to
meta-analyses of data from more recent decades.

Other limitations include the fact that none of the 36 studies measured or controlled
for marital social desirability (Bergen and Labonte 2020; Blake et al. 2006; Bobbio and
Manganelli 2011; Broderick 1971, 1974; Edmonds 1967; Kim et al. 2026; King 2022; King
and Bruner 2000; Lanz et al. 2022; Moorman and Podsakoff 1992; Miller 2021; Olson 1969;
Paulhus 1991, 2002; Perinelli and Gremigni 2016; Reynolds 1982; Spanier and Cole 1976;
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Steenkamp et al. 2010; Strahan and Gerbasi 1972; Vesely and Klockner 2020; Schumm 2015),
or dealt with marital satisfaction or adjustment in collectivist cultures (Kazim and Rafique
2021) or other cultures outside of the USA (Dobrowolska et al. 2020). Comparing women
and men who both reported low levels of marital social desirability would probably yield
results more favorable to Bernard’s thesis because of what we found for Hypotheses 3
and 4 (the very dissatisfied spouses would represent a higher percentage of a sample if
some spouses reporting high levels of marital happiness but also reporting high levels of
marital social desirability were to be excluded from analysis). This important limitation in
terms of marital social desirability also applies to other similar and recent meta-analyses
(Buhler et al. 2021; Jackson et al. 2014; Whisman and Balzert 2024; Whisman et al. 2025).
However, there are several ways to try to control for marital social desirability, and these
might lead to different conclusions with regard to Bernard’s hypotheses (Kim et al. 2026).
In general, higher-quality research tended to reject Bernard’s thesis in terms of Hypotheses
1 and 2, an indication that the quality of research should be considered in future tests of
Bernard’s thesis, though better measures of such quality should be more easily constructed
with more recent research. Another limitation is that this research was begun before meta-
analysis was widely known and ours has its limitations when compared to ideal approaches
(Ioannidis 2016).

A final limitation is that, to the best of our knowledge, no one has performed a meta-
analysis of marital adjustment scores for studies published between 1951 and 1969, a period
when Bernard’s publications and popular books might have sensitized women to their
relationship predicaments to a greater extent, and therefore meta-analysis results during
those decades might prove more favorable for gender differences along the lines of our
four hypotheses. Blumel’s (1992) chapter would be a good starting point for such research.

7. Implications

In terms of future research, studies should obtain data from both spouses and measure
and control for marital social desirability. With data from both spouses, it can be determined
if wives and husbands as pairs are reporting large discrepancies in marital adjustment,
happiness, or satisfaction. Controlling for marital social desirability may permit a more
valid test of Bernard'’s thesis by reducing the effects of marital social desirability response
bias on statistical outcomes. There may be larger data sets available that have both within-
couple data and measures of marital social desirability that would meet these concerns,
even though they probably date to later than 1929 to 1950. There are other implications
for researchers: everyone may partake in confirmation bias (Schumm 2021) and see the
world as we would prefer (Marks 2012). Future research should include a wider variety
of studies, not only from the USA, but from a wide variety of other nations and cultures,
a suggestion taken by Whisman et al. (2025), which found strong support for all three of
Bernard’s hypotheses. Effect sizes should be assessed in addition to levels of statistical
significance, given that future research may be more likely to include much larger samples,
for which trivial effect sizes, even in meta-analyses, might attain statistical significance.
Issues of common methods variance need further investigation (Podsakoff et al. 2024).

Most of the earliest studies on marital adjustment featured results that favored
Bernard’s thesis, including Bernard’s own 1933 research. loannidis (2005) has argued
that most of this early research is incorrect for a variety of reasons, including less available
research literature, weaker theory, poor measurement, and less complex analysis. Here, too,
Ioannidis appears to have been correct, for the most part. In addition, Bernard’s own life
involved a marital breakup coming out of a dual relationship (student/professor), a type
of relationship that often involves higher risks due to the power differentials. Regardless,
her stance that every marriage is susceptible to “his” and “hers” different perspectives is
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no doubt true, even if those differences do not always lead to lower marital satisfaction or
poorer adjustment for the wife. The point is that we should be careful to not “buy” into
early research in its totality, nor should we be eager to dismiss it in its entirety either. Even
if 80% may be unfounded, the other 20% might have some validity, no matter how much
we might like to dismiss it all, or vice versa. Humility is increasingly being recognized as an
important aspect of good basic (Bland 2025; Hannah 2025; Jensen 2025; Krumrei-Mancuso
et al. 2025; O’Connor et al. 2025; Schumm 2021; Schumm and Crawford 2023; Van Tongeren
et al. 2019; Van Tongeren 2024; Wolgemuth et al. 2023) and applied science (McMillan 2023;
Michalec et al. 2024; Naumova 2023).

Depending on the validity of Bernard’s thesis, there might be a variety of implications
for women and/or husbands. At the surface level, if marriage really is bad for women,
perhaps women ought to cohabit contingently rather than marry permanently, or at least
delay marriage and childbearing. If parenting stress is too much for women or men,
perhaps fewer children should be conceived or born. Perhaps women should not marry
men unsuitable from a feminist perspective, i.e., men who believe in more traditional sex
roles or those who believe that a husband’s role is to maintain authority over his wife.
Even if marital satisfaction scores do not differ much as a function of gender, perhaps
women who find themselves in a marriage in which their happiness is much lower than
their husband’s should consider either change, therapy, or leaving that situation. If large
numbers of women were to take Bernard’s thesis as correct, marriage rates and birth rates
might fall while divorce rates might increase over time, with substantial implications for
society. However, here our results for hypotheses one and two indicate that average levels
of marital satisfaction and even variation in marital satisfaction are similar for husbands
and wives, even though Whisman et al.’s (2025) results differ. Our results were more
supportive of hypothesis 3 and 4, as were Whisman et al.’s, but mainly applied to very
unhappy wives (<6%), a small percentage within our samples.

8. Conclusions

Although this analysis was based on gender and marital adjustment research pub-
lished between 1925 and 1950, it yielded similar results to those of more recent meta-
analyses in terms of gender differences in mean scores between husbands and wives
(Jackson et al. 2014; Buhler et al. 2021; but not similar to the results found by Whisman and
Balzert (2024) and Whisman et al. (2025)) and in terms of differences in variances (Whisman
and Balzert 2024; Whisman et al. 2025). However, as noted by Whisman et al. (2025), “a
combination of higher central tendency in one group [husbands] and greater variance in the
other group [wives] indicates that the second group [wives] will be overrepresented in the
lower tail of the distribution [of marital satisfaction scores]” (p. 4), which may remain cor-
rect even when the scores of the two groups are approximately equal. In general, Bernard’s
thesis that women are less satisfied with marriage than men was not supported in our
study, with mixed results in these other meta-analyses, with effect sizes from near zero to
as much as —0.17, which is remarkable given the societal changes in the past one hundred
years. These conclusions are limited, though, by an absence of controls for marital social
desirability. However, since women generally recognize difficulties in their relationships
before their male partners and are often the first to decide to leave these relationships,
we did find that at the lowest satisfaction levels of marital adjustment, or when there are
major differences in marital adjustment within couples, women were represented twice
as often as men, a result that supports Bernard’s thesis and agrees with the findings of
Whisman and Balzert (2024) and Whisman et al. (2025). This situation could easily lead
to greater variance in wives’ marital satisfaction scores than husbands’, especially with
larger samples than ours. Thus, there is mixed evidence for Bernard’s first two hypotheses
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and consistent evidence for her third and fourth hypotheses. Our research confirms that
even the earliest available data on marital adjustment in the United States support at least
part of Bernard’s hypotheses about gender differences in marriage, a remarkably consistent
finding for nearly 100 years of research on heterosexual marriage.
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Notes

1

Funder and Ozer (2019) suggested Cohen’s d = 0.10. Anvari and Lakens (2021) found that effect sizes had to be at least 0.11 to
be detectable subjectively. Ferguson and Heene (2021), Ferguson (2013), Ferguson et al. (2022), and Ferguson and Smith (2024)
have argued that d = 0.20 (r = 0.10) “should be regarded as basement cut-off under which an effect should not be interpreted as
hypothesis supportive” (p. 624) while “exceeding r = 0.10 or even 0.20 is not a guarantee that an effect is “real”” (p. 624) rather
than mere statistical noise. More specifically, Ferguson and Smith (2024) accepted d = 0.20, or perhaps 0.21 (Ferguson 2025), as an
“evidentiary threadhold” (p. 201). Brydges (2019) argues for a Hedges’ g of 0.17 or higher, below which effects in psychosocial
research should not be interpreted as meaningful (which would require a sample size of 538 to have statistical power of 0.809).
Other scholars prefer a much stricter standard of d or g > 0.20 (Larzelere et al. 2024), while Seok and Kim (2024) prefer 0.15.
Acceptance of very small effect sizes may lead to unjustified belief in “our beloved theories” (Heene and Ferguson 2017, p. 35).
One problem is that if one were to accept an effect size below 0.10 as meaningful, it might make the falsification of a hypothesis
impossible, which may turn science in pseudoscience (Heene and Ferguson 2017, p. 35). Unfortunately, there are many examples
in meta-analysis in which very small effect sizes have led to (unjustified) claims of needed changes in public policy and ad
hominem attacks on those who have argued against such use of results featuring very small effect sizes (Ferguson et al. 2025;
Ferguson 2015). In particular with respect to meta-analyses, Ferguson (2013) argues that “Publication bias, the tendency to
publish statistically significant findings at the expense of null studies, can result in spuriously high effect sizes in meta-analysis”
(p- 23), an effect that may be stronger if the literature features extensive p-hacking (Friese and Frankenbach 2020). Because of
our human tendencies to adopt theories that reflect how we wish the world were rather than how it actually is (Ferguson and
Heene 2012, p. 559), it seems that meta-analytic results seldom change minds (p. 558), resulting in what Ferguson and Heene call
“undead theory” (p. 559), a theory that survives in spite of extensive contrary evidence. With respect to meta-analysis, part of
the problem is that “most meta-analyses are statistically significant no matter how trivial the average effect size” (p. 558), even
though even trivial effects may be magnified by an absence of published null findings in the literature.

Estimating missing standard deviations: Several of the studies did not report standard deviations but reported critical ratios.
Since CR = difference in means divided by the standard error of the mean differences, it was possible to determine the standard
error of the mean differences (Schmid 1946). Using a t-test calculator and assuming that the standard deviations were equal,
it was possible to identify a standard deviation that was close to the average of the standard deviations of the husbands and
wives, which allowed us to calculate an approximate effect size. In some situations, CRs were reported for husbands alone
and for wives alone, allowing us to estimate standard deviations for husband and wife scores separately. Random-effects
modeling was primarily used in our meta-analyses since fixed-effects modeling would assume that gender differences would be
identical throughout many different groups, which we estimated was unlikely. Borenstein et al. (2021, p. 77) recommended using
random-effects modeling for most research applications when studies are conducted by independent investigators and at least ten
studies are available for analysis; likewise, Mikolajewicz and Komarova (2019, p. 9) also recommended random-effects modeling.
At least three of four recent meta-analyses (Buhler et al. 2021; Jackson et al. 2014; Whisman and Balzert 2024; Whisman et al.
2025) that we are using for comparison purposes used random-effects modeling, so it mades sense to retain the same analytic
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approach. Even so, we used some fixed-effects modeling for comparison purposes. As noted by Borenstein et al. (2021, p. 79),
“Study weights are more balanced under the random-effects model than under the fixed-effects model. Large studies are assigned
less relative weight and small studies are assigned more relative weight as compared with the fixed-effect model”. Confidence
intervals will be wider with random-effects models than with fixed-effects models (i.e., dispersion intervals will be wider than
confidence intervals). Since we expected standard deviations to be different as part of Bernard’s hypothesis (i.e., if we used the
wife’s SD, then—on average if Bernard’s thesis was correct and wives had larger SDs—there would be bias against significance
for differences in mean scores on marital adjustment; if we used the husband’s SD, then we would be omitting an important
aspect of Bernard'’s thesis and probably biasing results in terms of statistical significance, whether her thesis was correct or not).
Effect sizes were adjusted for Hedges’ g by the truncated Knapp-Hartung method for standard error adjustment; Hedges’ g was
used instead of Cohen’s d to measure effect size because Cohen’s d tends to overestimate effect sizes in small samples, and small
samples comprised most of our 36 studies. The restricted maximum likelihood estimator (REML) was used. We also varied our
analyses by not using standard error adjustment and/or by using the DerSimonian and Laird method for comparison purposes
to see if changes in methodology led to any changes in apparent results. Regardless of the use of fixed-effect or random-effects
models and differing levels of heterogeneity in the latter, with 25 or more studies included in a meta-analysis, levels of power for
detecting an effect size of 0.20 should approach or exceed 90% (Borenstein et al. 2021, pp. 307-9). Mikolajewicz and Komarova
(2019, p. 13) reported that N < 10 might be too small and N > 50 might be too large for meta-analyses, so our meta-analysis,
with 17 studies with 36 effect sizes, falls within the appropriate range. Other recent social science meta-analyses have assessed
different numbers of studies, ranging from as low as 4 to as high as 73, with an average of 33.25 (Bresin et al. 2023; de Lange et al.
2022; Goldbach et al. 2014; Durrbaum and Sattler 2020). As an alternative to meta-analysis, we also computed paired-sample
t-tests, treating the 36 effect sizes as paired husband and wife (group) scores. The average marital adjustment scores for husbands
(93.48, SD = 100.23)) and wives (93.61, SD = 100.05) did not differ significantly (Hedges” g = —0.042, p = 0.799, two-tailed). For the
17 individual studies with one effect size each, selecting results that favored Bernard’s thesis, our paired-sample t-test yielded
means of 86.79 (SD = 68.16) for husbands and 85.33 (SD = 67.07) for wives, with #(16) = 2.22, p = 0.042, Hedges’ g = 0.512, a result
favoring Bernard’s thesis. Had that data been analyzed with an independent-sample t-test, Hedges’ g = 0.022, a trivial effect.
Repeating the same analysis but selecting results that did not favor Bernard’s thesis, our paired-sample t-test yielded means of
68.78 (SD = 64.23) for husbands and 69.46 (SD = 64.18) for wives, with #(16) = —0.835 (p = 0.416), Hedges’ g = 0.268. With an
independent-sample t-test, the resulting effect size would have been g = —0.011, again a trivial effect.

Our paired-sample t-test for all 36 effect sizes, contrasting standard deviations for husbands and wives, obtained scores of 17.60
(SD = 18.37) for husbands and 17.26 (SD = 18.27) for wives, a non-significant result (p = 0.563, two-tailed), with an effect size
of —0.097 (d) or —0.095 (g). We also performed the same paired-sample t-test for the 32 cases of unequal standard deviations,
obtaining scores of 18.77 (SD = 19.12) for husbands and 18.39 (SD = 19.07) for wives, a non-significant difference, with #(31) = 0.622
(p = 0.539, two-tailed). For our paired-sample t-test with those 17 studies, our results were 15.33 (SD = 10.92) for husbands and
15.64 (SD = 11.69) for wives, with #(16) = —0.628, p = 0.539, although Hedges’ g = —0.145.

* As another approach, using percentages of spouses below cut-off values, we found, for the 18 effect sizes, the average such
percentage was 5.46 (SD = 4.73, median = 4.19) for wives and 3.63 (SD = 3.62, median = 2.56) for husbands, with #(17) = 2.85
(p = 0.011, two-tailed, Cohen’s d = 0.672, Hedges’ g = 0.642), a significant difference, favoring Bernard'’s thesis.
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