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Abstract 

There are many components involved in creating 

healthy marriages. This search examined one of these 

components: Establishing functional priorities within 

marriage. Therefore, this research was a study of the 

priorities in marriage, priorities which will provide moral 

direction, a certain amount of structure, and a balanced 

approach to handling activities and relationships. 

These priorities were, in order of importance: (a) 

Moral or spiritual values; (b) the dyadic (husband-wife) 

relationship; (c) the triadic (husband-wife/child) relation­

ship; and (d) occupation. It was the thesis of this study 

that these priorities offered most to a marriage unit when 

maintained in the order prescribed here. 

A corollary of this concept was that if any of these 

priorities was moved out of position (e.g, item (c) replacing 

item (a), etc.) then there usually would be negative, and 

measurable consequences. Therefore, placement of these four 

priorities (labelled variable "X") was measured against 

five other items: (a) Marital happiness; (b) marital 

intimacy; (c) marital stability; (d) personal and spousal 

morality; and (e) marital dependability. (These five items 

were labelled variable "Y".) A survey was created for this 

study, and was given to a group of 36 married and 54 divorced 

individuals. The purpose of the survey was to measure the four 
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priorities against their impacts on marital happiness, intimacy, 

stability, morality, and dependability. 

The hypothesis of this project was that divorced 

individuals would tend to report greater variance than married 

individuals from the listing of priorities in order (a), 

(b), (c) and (d). It was further postulated that the data 

would reveal that marriages were more happy, intimate, stable, 

and dependable, when the priorities were maintained in the 

prescribed order. 

This hypothesis was confirmed by the results which 

showed that married subjects obtained significantly 

higher mean scores than divorced subjects, in 

X and Y variables. Within the four priorities (values, 

spouse, children, and occupation), married subjects scored 

X=l7.40, and divorced scored X=9.24. 

Within the five quality of relationships (happiness, 

intimacy, stability, morality, and dependability), married 

subjects scored Y=44.61, and divorced subjects scored Y=34.41, 

also a significant difference. 

Also consistent with the hypothesis was the finding that 

divorced subjects reported a significant shift in their 

priorities in connection with the deterioration of their 

marriages. Finally, significant correlations were obtained 

between priorities and the quality of relationship measures. 

/ 



Literature Review 

Introduction 

The traditional institutions of marriage and family 

are, in this culture, at this time in history, undergoing 
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a severe test. According to the Bureau of the Census (1988), 

in 1970 there were 10.6 marriages per thousand people. 

By 1987 the marriage rate had dropped to 10.2 marriages 

per thousand people. 

In 1970 the divorce rate per thousand people per year 

was 3.5. By 1987 that rate had risen to 5.0. Putting 

these two figures together, in 1970 there was a ratio of 

10.6-to-3.5, marriages-to-divorces per 1,000 people. By 

1987 that ratio had changed to 10.2-to-5.0; the divorce rate 

had, effectively, moved from slightly less than one-in-three 

marriages, to slightly less than one-in-two, or fifty 

percent. 

Along with higher divorce rates and lower marriage 

rates is the growing population of single adults. For 

example, in 1950, six-and-one-half percent of the population 

lived alone in single person households, but by 1985 that 

figure had risen to 23.7% (Percent of singles, "SAM Journal," 

1987). The same source indicated that while in 1950, 36.9% 

of women aged 16-24 worked outside the home, by 1985 that 

figure had risen to 64.1%. 



Married mothers are leaving the traditional "hearth 

and home" in favor of the job market. While in 1980, 54% 

of married mothers were working, by 1988 that figure had 

risen to 64% (Mothers leaving home, "Psychology Today," 

Oct., 1988). 
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Couples are choosing cohabitation rather than marriage. 

One study found that in 1980 there were an estimated 1.6 

million couples cohabiting. By 1988 that figure had risen 

to 2.3 million, and was climbing ("Psychology Today," Oct., 1988). 

Children are deeply affected by these occurrences. Nearly 

half of today's children will be raised at least temporarily 

in single-parent families, ninety-percent of which are 

headed by women (Single parent families, "U.S. News & World 

Report," Nov. 28, 1983). By 1990 it has been predicted that 

less than one-third of all families will be "traditional 

households," with father working and mother at home with 

the children (Traditional households, "Marriage and Divorce 

Today," May 12, 1986). 

There is little question that our culture is in the 

midst of an identity crisis. Values are shifting, or are 

at least being sharply challenged. The "basic building 

block of society," the family, is seeing major forces rip 

and tear at its traditional fiber. 

Even in one of the most public forums, "USA Today," there 

is a cry for intimacy within ma ~riage, as seen within an 



article titled, "We want more intimacy in our marriages," 

in which the author spoke of the tension between job 
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demands and marital intimacy ("USA Today," Sept. 13, 1988). 

The cover of "Time Magazine," (Through the eyes, 

Aug. 8, 1988) featured the face of a child, and the caption 

read, "Through the eyes of children." The article which 

followed told the stories of children raised in single 

parent families, children being handed off to day-care 

systems, as parents give more time to earning wages. 

"U.S. News and World Report," (Knight, 1988) featured an 

article in which it said that in Europe, parents are now 

pressuring the government to provide infant care so they 

can work. 

The August 29, 1988 issue of the same periodical 

suggests that within the years from 1980-1988, the percentage 

of working mothers in the United States increased from 51% 

to 57%. "Better Homes and Gardens," (Greer, January, 1988), 

featured a special report asking if families are needing, 

and finding, new strength in spirituality. 

Lower marriage rates, high divorce rates, cries for 

intimacy, higher numbers of children being rasied in single 

parent families, greater numbers of women leaving their 

roles as home-makers and entering the work force, greater 

numbers of children being handed off to day-care systems, 



a renewed interest in spirituality: All of these are 

symptoms--but of what? Is the answer simply that the 

culture is changing, or is there something basic and 

fundamental happening? 

What happens, for example, when a culture loses its 

values orientation and declares everything to be of 
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relative value? What happens when human beings and family 

systems become seen, whether philosophically or prag­

matically, as mechanistic pieces rather than as human beings? 

What happens when families are given lower priority 

than that given to career success or making money, when 

jobs become more important than spouses or children? What 

happens within family systems when father spends all of 

his energy working building his career? Does mother then 

attatch herself more closely to her children in order to 

make up for the void in her own life, and if so, what 

happens when the children become more important to her, or 

to the family, than the spousal relationship? 

These questions are, individually, substantial enough 

to warrant investigation. While some of the questions have 

been addressed within the "family systems" field of psychology, 

they have never been addressed together within a single 

thesis or perspective. 

This project attempted to provide at least partial 



answers to them, as it dealt with the importance of 

maintaining a system of priorities. The priority system 

which was examined was that of maintaining, in the 

following rank and order, these items: 

(a) Values - the spiritual or moral value base, as 

first priority; 
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(b) Spouse - the dyadic (husband-wife) relationship as 

second priority; 

(c) Children - the triadic (mother-father/child) 

relationship as third priority; and 

(d) Occupation - the occupational pursuits of husband 

and/or wife as fourth priority. 

The hypothesis of this study was that marriages 

were strongest and most able to provide for the needs of 

each family member when the priorities were maintained in 

the order of their importance (Values, Spouse, Children, and 

Occupation, respectively--acronym, VSCO). To study this 

hypothesis, maintenance of (or deviations from) the VSCO 

norm was measured and compared to subjects' responses 

regarding their perceived marital happiness, intimacy, 

stability, dependability, and personal morality. Subjects 

also reported on their perceptions of how their spouses' 

or ex-spouses' would respond, if asked the same questions 

regarding priorities and marital relational quality. 



The Moral Value Base 

The Bible, in Proverbs 23:7 says, "As a man thinketh 

in his heart, so is he." Whether one speaks of values 

in terms of superego, object introjects, cultural mores, 
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or spiritual absolutes, there can be little doubt that 

values are at least partially responsible for perception, 

attitude, and behavior. According to the scripture verse, 

we become products of that which we value. Hence, the 

person who would rather starve than steal food, or the 

individual who would rather live in a dead marriage than 

seek divorce. 

Extending this thought, it is reasonable to say that 

that which we most highly value, we tend to give highest 

priority in our lives' choices. Therefore, one person may 

value intellectual growth and achievement. This 

individual's life may, therefore, reflect being surrounded 

by books and may find the individual making substantial 

effort to achieve academic or intellectual objectives. 

Another individual's life may revolve around athletic 

competition. This individual's life may incorporate 

rigid diet and constant physical conditioning. 
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Values determine priorities. This is axiomatic. According 

to Schaeffer (1976): 

People have presuppositions, and they will live more 

consistently on the basis of these presuppositions 

than even they themselves may realize. Pre­

suppositions rest upon that which a person considers 

to be the truth of what exists. People's pre­

suppositions lay a grid for all they bring forth into 

the external world. Their presuppositions also provide 

the basis for their values and therefore the basis 

for their decisions. The inner thought world 

determines the outward action (pp. 19-20). 

Nelson (1979) concurs, asserting that values are 

the pivotal axes around which behavioral decisions are 

made. In fact, he states that much of the counseling 

process involves the re-formation of beliefs and values 

toward the objective of mental health. 

Culture needs a value base. Individuals need such 

a base as well. Without a value base, the stability 

of an individual, and a culture, is threatened. This is 

especially true during times of stress. Schaeffer (1976) 

says, ''Culture and the freedoms of people are fragile. 

Without a sufficient base, when ... pressures come, only 

time is needed--and often not a great deal of time--



before there is a collapse. (p. 23)" 

Philosophical Problems In Establishing A Value Base 

Yet, any discussion of values is difficult, for 

establishing a value base is a very subjective and 

individual task. Just what is involved in such a task? 

The problems are myriad. 

The field of science deals most comfortably with 

the measurable. Prior to the rise of modern science 

(prior at least to Descartes), the laws of cause­

and-effect were applied to such sciences as physics, 

mathematics, chemistry and astronomy. Today, however, 

the mechanical cause-and-effect modality is applied 

also to the fields of psychology and sociology 

(Lowry, 1971). 
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This approach has wreaked havoc within value 

formation, particularly as science has raised questions 

having to do with the nature of man (monism vs. dualism) 

and the existence of God (open-system vs. closed-system). 

Have the theologians throughout the centuries (e.g., 

Augustine, Jerome, Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, Barth, etc.) 

been right in their assertions of the existence of a Creator, 

or do we live in a closed system in which man is basically 
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alone, and governed only by his innate bio-chemico-electrical 

mechanistic nature, (as might be maintained by Descartes, 

1931; Rousseau, 1950; Voltaire, 1961; or Darwin, 1898)? 

The answer to this question determines what follows in 

establishing a value base. It establishes whether or 

not one holds to such a thing as an absolute value outside of 

a mechanistic understanding of life. 

Theorists vary as they attempt to answer this question. 

Mazlow (1968) argues that the basis for establishing 

values is the healthy human being, who will, in his or her 

highest state of mental health, choose the best and most 

positive values. He sees values as things which make 

man complete, and sees self-actualization as being the 

ultimate value base. Yet he does not deal with the concept 

of values as absolutes. Rather, he sees them as being 

of relative importance to the individual, in each 

individual's specific situation. 

At the same time, however, Mazlow (1968) investigates 

the ~hought of forcing individuals to make good choices, 

choices based upon solid values. He postulates that if 

forced to make good choices based upon solid values, 

individuals will naturally tend toward better mental 

health and more stable relationships. 

Tufte and Myerhoff (1979) speaking about family 



systems and dynamics, speculate, "What (is) happening 

in society at large (is), with a bit of lag time, being 

mirrored in the family: The movement from what for 
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many years sociologists and anthropologists have described 

as 'moral order' and to what they characterize as 

'technical order' (p. 89)." That is, whereas this culture 

used to deal with values from a "moral" perspective, values 

discussions now spring from a "technical order," that is, a 

more mechanistic perspective. 

Why this move from moral to technical? The answer is 

inextricably tied to the discussion of the nature of truth: 

Is truth tied to moral absolutes, or is it tied only to the 

specific situation within which it is interpreted? 

The impact of "relativism" has been that truth has 

become defined as being tied to specific situations. Joseph 

Fletcher (1966) spoke to this as he wrote, expressing the 

view of relativism, saying, "There are no values at all; 

there are only things (material and non-material) which 

haJ>pen to be valued by persons" (p. 58). 

Paraphrased, this perspective says that there is no 

such thing as truth, per se. Rather, each individual's 

personal value system becomes his/her own truth, as applied 

within each specific context of life. 

The key question of establishing a value system, then, 
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has to do with how one will choose to define the nature 

of truth. Will truth be seen as absolute, as in the 

commandment, "Thou shalt not kill," or as tied to individual 

interpretations and specific situations? 

It is a philosophical question; not one solved via 

use of the scientific method. It is a question of 

definition--yet this activity of definition is significant, 

as it colors behavior. 

Hegel (1942) argued that thesis and anti-thesis (truth 

and non-truth) were radical poles at the ends of 

spectrums, and were finally resolved in "synthesis." That 

is to say, if there is black at one end of the spectrum, and 

white at the other end, then in reality, truth is found 

in the shades of grey which lie between the two poles. 

While this may hang together philosophically, given 

certain presuppositions, some (Eliot, 1940; Schaeffer, 1976) 

would respond that an Hegelian definition of truth would 

lead to the death of truth. These would say that truth can 

not be equated with power, as implied by Daniel H. Benson 

assistant professor of law at Texas Tech University School 

of Law, when he said, "Truth is the majority vote of that 

nation that could lick all others," (Schaeffer, 1976, p. 217). 

Nor may truth be tied to the situation in which it is 

defined, in order to find its reality. "If there is no 

/ 
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absolute moral standard, then one cannot s ay in a final 

sense that anything is right or wrong" (Schaeffer, 1976, 

p. 145). 

Christenson, Hougland, Gage, and Van Hoa (1984) spoke 

directly to the issue of establishing a value base which 

is tied to a reality beyond that of the situation. They 

spoke of moral ideas (values) " ... as a force operating 

independently of objective or situational conditions. The 

traditional purpose of religion is to establish an 

integrated set of definitions of reality that can serve as 

a comm.on universe of meaning for members" (p. 195). 

Paraphrased, Christenson et al. (1984) are saying: 

(a) A value base is necessary; (b) it exists independently 

of one's life situations; (c) it provides an integrated 

set of definitions of reality, or, in other words, 

provides a value "ground zero:" and (d) this ground zero 

can serve a culture in providing its center, its system 

of understanding and living within its universe. 

This perspective has been a major underpinning of 

Western Culture. For centuries the legal system of 

Western Culture has found its definition of truth within 

two sources. The first source is that of biblical law. 

Eidsmoe (1984) states, "Many legal scholars today claim 



that the English common law is based on Roman rather 

than Biblical law. This suggestion is utterly wrong. 

Many factors influenced English common law, but of these 

Biblical law was by far the most important. In fact, 

most of the others were in turn based upon Biblical 

law" (p. 26). 

The second principle upon which Western Culture 
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hung, for centuries, was the position of classical logic. 

Simply stated, this position says, "A is A and A is not 

non-A" (Schaeffer, 1976, p. 146). This position is in 

direct opposition to the position of relativism. It asserts 

that there are indeed absolutes. 

Plato saw the need for adopting a philosophical 

position in which there were absolutes. His perspective 

was, "If there were no absolutes, then individual things 

(the particulars, the details) have no meaning." Further­

more, "The universal or absolute is that under which 

all the particulars fit--that which gives unity and 

meaning to the whole" (Schaeffer, 1976, pp. 144-145). 

All of this is to say that there must be an absolute 

if there are to be morals, and there must be an absolute 

if there are to be real, concrete values. If there is 

no absolute beyond a person's situational application, 

then there is no final way to judge between people or 



groups whose moral judgements conflict. What one is 

left with is merely conflicting opinion. 
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Absolute values and a classical approach to defining 

truth are two items which are frequently associated with 

religious life or spirituality, and herein lies another 

part of the dilemma, for the use of "scientific method" 

has not infrequently meshed poorly with the realm of 

religion or spirituality. Psychologist Paul Tournier 

(1957) states that his spiritual side is probably quite 

suspect within the scientific cormnunity: 

These conclusions will of course be unacceptable to 

those of my colleagues who have decided arbitrarily 

to exclude from medicine all reference to metaphysics. 

They sincerely believe that in this they are being 

more objective than I. They may justly impute to 

me a preconceived idea: That of the believer convinced 

that the origin of the world, the source of life and 

of consciousness, lies outside this tangible world, 

in a free and creative will which he calls God; 

convinced that the person, that which distinguishes 

man from the animal, is also an invisible reality 

'in the image of God' (Gen. 1:27). But I am also 

entitled to see in them another preconceived idea, 

that of the positivism which admits no other reality 



than that which is accessible to scientific study. 

I do not suppose that rational debate would bring 

us to agreement (p. 102). 
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Herein is the crux of the debate: Presuppositions! 

Schaeffer (1976) concurs: 

Notice especially that the scientists who gave birth 

to the earlier great breakthroughs of science would 

not have accepted this concept (the concept of 

mechanistic principles being applied to the realm of 

human values). It arose not because of that which 

could be demonstrated by science, but because the 

scientists who took this new view had accepted a 

different philosophic base. The findings of science, 

as such, did not bring them to accept this view; 

rather, their world view brought them to this place. 

They became naturalistic or materialistic in their 

presuppositions (p. 147). 

Absolutes, the nature of truth, and the existence of 

a source of spirituality are all tied together within a 

single philosophical bundle upon which much of Western 

Civilization has been built (Schaeffer, 1976). That 

bundle is known as the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-17). 

Choosing these Commandments as a moral base for this 

project was an arbitrary decision. However, a beginning 
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point was needed, and necessary. While it may have appeared 

to have been arbitrary to select the Ten Commandments 

as a definitional base of morality, a base was needed in 

order to progress to subsequent points herein which are 

more tied to the field of psychology than to the realm 

of philosophy or religion. 

Yet before progressing further it may be well to 

reflect momentarily upon an observation made by psychologist 

0. Hobart Mowrer (1961), in which he said that religion 

had "sold its birthright for a mess of psychological 

pottage" (p. 61). The implication is obvious: In dealing 

with the human animal it is not sufficient to deal with the 

"psyche" only, or with mankind as a mechanism driven by 

biological, chemical or other deterministically derived 

items; one must also give attention to the spiritual side 

of man, and to the value behind the action or the life. 

Practical Considerations In Dealing With Values 

Ideally, our value systems come to us from our parents. 

One study (Masayasu, 1979) has shown that when an 

affectionate bond exists between parent and child, the 

child adopts the attitude and behavioral patterns of 

the parent. Tufte and Myerhoff (1979) concur: "It is 

through the family that we inculcate and pass down many 

of our most cherished values, moral and cultural" (p. 319). 
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Furthermore, Masayasu (1979) states that the stronger 

the parent/child bond, the stronger the replication of 

values. Roe (1980) supports this concept, indicating 

that children enjoying high parental empathy in early 

childhood will most likely develop stronger internalization 

of moral values and controls. Children with lower 

parental empathy will develop lower internalization of 

parental values and controls. 

Sjoberg (1976) postulates that one's chosen value 

system is created in order to preserve one's self-esteem. 

This would stand to reason, since the sense of self and 

self-preservation is one of the strongest drives in all 

of life. This, again, reflects positively upon the 

Biblical text cited earlier: "As a man thinketh in his 

heart, so is he." 

Glasser (1965) carries the thought even further, 

arguing that moral values as acted out in behavior 

are actually related to an individual's need for self 

worth. He says, "Whether we are loved or not, to be 

worthwhile we must maintain a satisfactory standard of 

behavior" (p. 12). To do otherwise (to act in an immoral 

or amoral manner) will damage self-esteem. 

Bahr and Martin (1983) studied the impact of religious 

orientation and church attendance upon self-esteem. In 



21 

their study, they found that while religious orientation 

may be related to one's faith in people, the two variables 

did not seem to impact the self-esteem of the 1,673 

high school students in the study. 

Yet parents, religious orientation, and self-esteem 

are not the only sources of an individual's value system. 

Other sources may include the influences of peers (Sears, 

Freeman, & Peplau, 1985), mass communication (Aronson, 1972), 

cultural debates about gender roles (Travis & Wade, 1984), 

religious training (Little, 1967), cult related brainwashing 

(Conway & Siegelman, 1978), extend~d family systems 

(Schultz, 1984), birth order (Leman, 1985), divorce 

(Hart, 1982), and racial origin (Lincoln, 1968; King, 1967). 

In fact it would be possible to extend this list for pages. 

To briefly summarize, however, the point is that 

the more closely one adheres to a moral value system, the 

higher will be that individual's sense of self-esteem and 

trust in others. Furthermore, this value system is most 

effectively transmitted via the family. 

Carrying this thought further, Craddock (1980) demon­

strated that dyadic units (husband/wife relationships) 

function better when operating from a common value base. 

This would only stand to reason, as one conceptualizes the 

image of two horses (husband and wife) pulling the same 
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wagon (marriage) and using their energies to pull in different 

directions. 

Yet a legitimate question arises: Does a specific 

religious tradition suffice in defining a "common value 

base?" That is, is it sufficient to say that because a 

couple has at its center the operational definition of the 

Ten Commandments, that couple will function more smoothely? 

This question was addressed in a study done by 

Christenson, Hougland, Gage, and Van Hoa (1984). The study 

demonstrated that even among Christians there are wide 

differences when rating according to priority the variables: 

Salvation, helping others, patriotism, and achievement. 

In providing these four variables to 13 different Christian 

denominations and asking them to rank them according to 

their importance, the study found tremendous divergence, 

and this within a grouping of various sub-cultures which 

seemed to have a common value base. 

It would be no surprise, then, to learn that the same 

study found that when people of Jewish faith, or people who 

were of no particular religious faith, were asked to 

rank the same variables, it only served to accentuate 

the variety of answers. The study could be interpreted as 

providing two differing conclusions: (a) That there are 

less divergences of value-oriented material when one 
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operates with a common value base; or (b) that even when 

operating with a common value base there will yet remain 

the probability of wide differences. 

It is at least safe to say that establishment of a 

common moral/spiritual value base is only one piece 

of a larger puzzle. It is not, in and of itself, a "magic 

bullet solution" to establishment of marital and familial 

harmony. 

It is important to note that each religious group 

brings its own perspective to the issue of just what 

impact religion or spirituality will have upon the family. 

The significance and impact upon couples, of having a 

spiritual/moral value system has been studied by Gruner 

(1985). In this investigation of married couples it was 

demonstrated that some religious groups tend to perceive 

prayer and Bible reading as highly important to their 

handling of maital problems, while other individuals from 

religious groups did not. 

Yet the impact of having a value base may be very 

significant. Another source (Meier & Meier, 1981) states, 

"Only one out of forty marriages of those who regularly 

attend church ends in divorce. And only one out of four 

hundred marriages ends in divorce when the couple reads 

the Bible and prays together" (pp. 7-8). It becomes 

apparent, then, that having a c9mmon value base within 



at least some moral/spiritual perameters does appear to 

have an impact upon marital relationships, at least as 

may be compared with present divorce rates. 

Summary Of Thoughts Regarding Moral/Spiritual Base 

24 

In summary the first point to be made was a somewhat 

philosophical one, but it set the tone for everything 

that followed. The point was that one's choice of value 

base is deeply significant in interpersonal relationships. 

It affects marital stability (as seen in divorce rates). 

It affects self-esteem, which according to Adler (1917, 

1951) and Solomon (1983) is a pivotal issue in formation 

of relationships. 

In fact, one's choice of value base affects everything 

that follows. This has direct and relevant spin-offs as 

respects familial relationships. As found by Meier and 

Meier (1981), the more a family system is connected to a 

moral or spiritual value base, the more solidly its identity 

will be established, the more equipped it will be to make 

sound decisions regarding all subsequent relationships and 

activities, and the more able it will be to withstand the 

pressures which fracture marriages without such a base. 

Priority of Moral/Spiritual Values As Compared With 

Priorities Of Spou~e, Children, and Occupation 

Having established that a ~alue base is important in 



25 

family system development and ma intenance, a final question 

remains: Should one's personal moral or spiritual value 

system be of higher priority than relationships with 

one's spouse, one's children, or one's occupation? 

Perhaps the question is of greater rhetorical value 

than real value, for who would not tell a small lie in 

order to protect a spouse from a madman with a gun? Who 

would not try to intervene to protect a child from a 

drunken spouse? Who has not occasionally taken a paper 

clip home from the office, and not returned it? 

Yet, do these examples indicate that one's value system 

is of lower priority than one's spouse, child, or 

occupation, or do they represent either the temporary 

suspension of a value, or the existence of an even higher 

value (as seen in lying to protect the life of a child)? 

If they represent living according to a higher value, or 

if they represent a temporary suspension of values, then 

one would say that the value base is of higher priority 

(Elliot, 1940; Schaeffer, 1976). 

If, however, they represent a regular and normal means 

of operating (that is lying as a norm, triangulation with a 

child vs. one's spouse as a norm, or regular and frequent 

theft from an employer), then one would say that the 

priority of personal moral or religious values is lower than 

that of spouse, child or occupa ~ion. 
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It is difficult to imagine that anyone would attempt 

to argue in favor of a system in which personal moral values 

are regularly placed below th~ priorities of spouse, 

children, and occupation. In fact, it is entirely 

reasonable to state that the more one deviates from the 

moral base of the Ten Commandments, --that is, the more 

regularly one engages in such activities as lying, cheating, 

stealing, and the like--the less trusting, reliable, stable, 

mutually supportive, and healthy (conversely, the more 

dysfunctional) will be one's relationships with anyone, 

including especially those relationships which may most 

affect the individual: Spouse, children, and employer. 

A value base was necessary. The Ten Commandments 

was selected since it was a culturally accepted and valued 

basis. Adherence to the principles within the Ten 

Commandments was used as the moral axis against which 

behavior was measured, relationally. 

The Dyadic Relationship 

There are many kinds of "dyadic" relationships. 

Indeed, any two-person relationship is dyadic. Therefore, 

when speaking of the dyadic relationship this project 

intended to refer to the husband/wife relationship only. 

Furthermore, any three-person relationship is, by definition, 

"triadic." Therefore, when speaking of triadic relation-
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ships later in the literature review, the term was used 

to indicate the mother/father-child relationship. 

The Priority of th~_Dyadic Relationsh_!,p Over That of the 
Triadic Relationshj£ 

A central premise of family systems theory is that the 

marital relationship (husband/wife) must be the primary 

and most important two-person relationship in the family 

(Teyber, 1981). There are many dysfunctions which have 

their roots in family systems within which this priority 

is altered or subverted. 

Impact upon children. Studies of schizophrenia 

coming from systems theorists have indicated a strong 

correlation between this disorder and a dyadic relationship 

which is dysfunctional (Wynne, 1961; Bower, 1960). Haley 

(1967) stated that the parents in severely disturbed 

families demonstrated an inability to establish and maintain 

the dyadic relationship as primary. In disturbed families 

there was a constant reshuffling of power. This reshuffling 

frequently created both an imbalance of power and also a 

pattern of dysfunctional communication known as 

"triangulation" (Laajus, 1983). 

Schizophrenia and triangulated relationships are not 

the only items proposed by systems theorists as being 

significant dysfunctional outcomes of maladaptive dyadic 

relationships. Several studies , (Beavers, Lewis, Gossett, 
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& Phillips, 1975; Westley & Epstein, 1970) indicated that 

neuroses and delinquent behavior of children stem primarily 

from the dysfunctional dyadic relationship. 

Glick and Kessler (1974) propose that the core of 

the family must be the dyadic relationship. When this 

relationship is compromised by triangulation there is 

damage to the entire family. Satir (1967) supports this 

assertion, calling the parents the "architects" of the 

family. 

Minuchin (1974), one of the leaders in the "structural" 

camp of systems theory, maintains that the marital relation­

ship must be the "leading sub-group" of the many sub­

groupings within any family system. Camp (1974) stated 

that when a dysfunctional family seeks counseling 

therapy, the objectives of therapy include the weakening 

of triadic (cross-generational) relationships, and the 

strengthening of dyadic (husband/wife) relationships. 

Kleiman (1981) and Teyber (1981) established that 

adolescent males from dyadic-relationship-primary 

families are better adjusted on several personality 

scales than are males from non-dyadic-primary families. 

Teyber (1983) indicated that when triadic relationships 



take precedence over dyadic relationships, not only do 

gender identity issues become blurred, but the 

developmental tasks of family formation are compromised. 
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Furthermore, the dysfunctional family pattern is then 

passed on to the next generation. Hence, the Biblical 

insight found in several references, stating that the 

failures of the parents are passed on to the children, to 

the third and fourth generations (Exodus 20:5; 34:6, 7; 

Numbers 14:18, 33; Deuteronomy 5:9, 10; I Kings 21:29; 

Jeremaiah 32:18). 

Frank (1986) cites several studies which indicate 

that inadequate individuals who are parents frequently 

attempt to make up in the triadic relationship that which 

they lack in self-confidence: 

Psychoanalytic writers emphasize differences in 

parents' feelings of confidence; investments in self­

versus-child-focused gratifications; and sense of 

control (Anthony & Benedek, 1970; Benedek, 1959; 

Coleman, Kris, & Provence, 1953; Cohen, Cohler & 

Weissman, 1984; Machtlinger, 1981; Steele & Pollock, 

1968). Presumably, these differences are interrelated. 

For example, clinical observations · suggest that 

insecure parents look to their children to gratify 

unfulfilled wishes for nurturance and self-esteem 

and find it difficult to errjoy their offspring 
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as separate, unique individuals. Moreover, because 

they view their children's discomfort of misbehavior 

as a reflection on their own self-worth, they are 

more likely to lose control and to respond to minor 

difficulties with inappropriate anger or rage. (p. 348) 

It becomes apparent that making the dyadic relation-

ship primary is essential to personal mental health as well 

as functional and successful family dynamics. The end 

product of dysfunctional family functioning can include 

not only mental health problems, but can even be fatal. 

McArney (1979) did a study involving teen suicide victims, 

and found that close and functional family relationships 

were the best protection against this tragedy. 

But does the dyadic-relationship-as-primary constitute 

the best definition of "close family?" Further studies 

reveal more information regarding the impact of non­

dyadic-as-primary family systems. Teyver (1983) conducted 

a study of the impact on males and females of the "Marital­

Relationship-Not-Primary" (MR.NP), as compared with 

families in which there was a "Marital-Relationship­

Primary," (MRP) system. The findings were significant: 

1. If the dyadic relationship is not primary 

(MRNP), then what ensues in most cases is 

a mother/child-as-primary bond. 

2. When this occurs, the f ather is usually not 



includ ed in a primary emotional bond with 

anyone in the family. 
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3. If the father does bond with anyone in the family 

(the MRNP family, that is), it will likely be 

a cross-sexed alliance with a daughter. 

The gender identity issue is a substantial concern 

when speaking of the dyad as primary. Chodorow (1978) 

and Gilligan (1983) argue that identity formation for 

women (specifically) involves being connected, relationally, 

to more than one object (person). Chodorow argues that 

this second object could be another woman acting as a 

dyadic balance, that the second object in a female's 

developmental environment need not necessarily be a male. 

While there are legitimate questions which could be raised 

regarding this assertion, the point is that a dyadic unit 

is important in the development of gender identity. 

Impact upon spousal relationship. The rank/order of 

dyadic-as-primary relationship is not only important to 

children. It is also important as respects the spousal 

relationship. Many theorists (e.g., Belsky, 1984; Benedek, 

1970; Minuchin, 1974) have argued that a good marital 

relationship provides the parents with several substantial 

plusses, not least of which is additional emotional and 

relational strength when facing the normal stresses of 

parenting. Other significant isp ues in the spousal 
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relationship which mitigate toward the dyadic-as-primary 

relationship include issues of intimacy, self-identity, 

communication, power, and overall maturation as adults. 

The dyadic-as-primary relationship, then, is 

well supported by literature. Maintenance of this priority 

is important not only for the development, stability, and 

maturation of the children; it is also necessary for 

the tasks of parenting, and of interacting as spouses. 

Dyadic Priority Versus The Priority of Occupation 

If it is important to give higher priority to the 

spousal relationship than to the parent/child relationship, 

is it important to give higher priority to the spousal 

relationship than to the occupation? Again there is 

much research which indicates that both dyadic relation­

ships and family systems work better when the dyadic 

relationship is given higher priority than the occupation. 

In discussing this issue there are two important 

components. First, there is the issue of the priority 

given the occupation in the single-career family system. 

Then there is the same issue but seen within the dual-

career family system. 

The single career family system. One study found 

that men in single-career marriages reported feeling more 

successful in their work than did men in dual-career 
/ 



marriages. The s ame study led to the conclusion that 

" ... career and family lives are intertwined and that to 

understand strain in one domain it is essential to have 

information on both aspects of the person's life" 

(0sherson, 1983, p. 340). 

That is to say, there is a relationship between a 

person's career and that person's family functioning. 
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"Men use their work to come to terms with experiences in 

their family roles as husband and/or father. Conversely, 

the family may become the arena in which work conflicts 

are played out" (0sherson, 1983, p. 340). 

The first point then is that one's occupation affects 

one's home life. This becomes increasingly significant 

as one finds the career becoming increasingly demanding. 

Frank (1986) found that greater marital harmony and more 

advanced occupational identity status predicted more 

confident parenting. In this study the dyadic, triadic, 

and occupational variables were found to be interactive. 

In another study involving professional and family 

conflicts in hospital medicine, Elliot (1979) found that 

heavy workloads are generally experienced by wives, but 

not by husbands, as problematic for family life. The 

areas identified as problematic included: (a) household 

management; (b) social activity; (c) husband-wife 

companionship; and (d) child rea,r ing. 
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Elliot (1979) concluded that, " . .. where husbands are 

work-absorbed, some wives feel unaided and unsupported in 

child care and household management" (p. 60). Furthermore, 

it was found that, " ... limitations on husband-wife inter­

action were reported by 71% of hospital doctors' wives. 

This was, for wives, the most stressful consequence of 

heavy workloads, as indicated by the intensity as well 

as the frequency of their accounts of loneliness" (p. 60). 

In a study of 44 British and French executives and 

their wives, 43% of the executives and 30% of their wives 

described the career-family relationship in terms of a 

negative emotional spillover from work into private 

life (Evans, 1984). It begins to appear, then, that 

there is a cost to be considered as one decides whether 

or not to attempt to climb the ladder of occupational 

success, and part of the cost is the impact of this 

priority upon the dyadic and triadic relationships. 

While it is not at all axiomatic that career success 

equals marital and/or child rearing problems, yet there 

is a correlation. It is worth consideration. 

Seidenberg (1973) concluded that the corporate life 

frequently calls upon wives to make substantial sacrifices, 

and that these sacrifices frequently result in a loss of 
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personal identity coupled with psychological dysfunction. 

Tiger (1974) addresses the issue of moving executives 

around the country, thus disrupting family functioning, 

and concludes that this stress does, in fact, 

negatively impact both wives and children. 

One aspect of career orientation frequently involves 

work related separation of husband from home. Several 

investigations (Lang, 1974; Frances & Gale, 1973; Gonzales, 

1970; MacIntosh, 1968) have dealt with military wives 

and the impact of frequent separation from their 

husbands. All of these studies indicated dysfunctional 

responses to separation, including wives' struggles with 

depression, anxiety, acting-out behaviors, and psycho­

somatic complaints. Again, it would be entirely reasonable 

to say, "if wives, then children also." 

The point being made is that one's occupation and 

one's home life are deeply intertwined. The more of one's 

life and energy that is given to an occupation, the less 

there is to give to the dyadic and triadic relationships, 

and the greater the potential for dysfunction within the 

home. The priority of dyadic relationship over 

occupation mitigates tward a healthier and happier home 

for all parties involved. 
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Th~ dual career family system. Th e s econd component 

of this discussion regarding dyadic over occupational 

ascendency deals with the dual career family. There are 

several studies which speak favorably of this kind of family 

arrangement. 

Rosenfeld and Welsh (1986) did a study assessing 

the difference in depth, breadth, and amount of self­

disclosure comparing 30 dual-career and 30 single-career 

couples. It was found that dual-career husbands reported 

greater depth of disclosure than dual-career wives. 

Lewis and Cooper (1983) concluded that employment 

may be beneficial to women who are mothers, if there is a 

good role fit within the dyadic value system, the culture 

of the woman, and the occupation itself. In a fascinating 

study, Bailyn (1970) found that when the man places his 

career at a higher priority, and is married to a woman 

who values integrating career with family life, even if 

the woman is working, there is marital unhappiness. In 

the same study it was found that dual-career couples are 

happiest when their occupational fields overlap. 

Bailyn (1970) made a very interesting summary statement 

of her study: 

" ... A husband's mode of integrating family and work 

in his own life is crucial for the success - at least 
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in terms of marital satisfaction - of any attempt of 

his wife to include a career in her life. There is 

evidence, as a matter of fact, that identifying 

the conditions under which men find it possible to 

give primary emphasis to their families while at the 

same time functioning satisfactorily in their own 

careers may be even more relevant to the problem of 

careers for married women than the continued emphasis 

on the difficulties women face in integrating family 

and work. (p. 108) 

The same study (Bailyn, 1970) revealed that 58% of 

the husbands in the survey indicated that they derived 

most satisfaction from their families (as compared with 

their occupations.) Only 27% said that their careers 

were most important. Interestingly, only seven percent of 

the women surveyed indicated that their careers were of 

greater satisfaction than their families. 

It would be possible to continue with several more 

studies concerning the occupational impacts of dual-career 

families. The question at hand is that of the impact upon 

the dyadic and triadic relationship. The reviews are mixed. 

One study (Burk & Weir, 1976) indicated that working 

wives communicated more with their husbands, especially in 

areas of (a) pleasant feelings toward their spouse; (b) 

feelings about their own personality; (c) feelings about 



38 

their spouse's parents; (d) feelings about their sex 

relations with their spouse; and (e) feelings about house­

hold chores. The same study found that housewives 

communicated more than working wives with their husbands 

regarding (a) feelings about the children; and (b) feelings 

about their own work and activities. 

Another study (St. John-Parsons, 1978) found that in 

dual-career families, parents experienced severe overload 

problems, kinship ties loosened, and social live decreased. 

Yet, the bulk of this study indicated that the dual-career 

marriage was experienced as being more positive than the 

single-career marriage. Perhaps as related to the dyadic 

unit it could be summarized that dual-careers will impact 

the couple according to variables including individual 

expectations, perceptions, needs, and divisions of labor. 

There are certainly not as many considerations to be 

made regarding the imnpact of dual-career status when there 

are no children. However, then the triadic relationship 

is established by the birth of the first child, the 

situation changes dramatically. Since this project hopes 

to provide insight into the family system wherein there 

are children, it will now be appropriate toshift to the 

last consideration, that of triadic vs. occupational 

priorities. 



The Priority of the Triadic Relationship Over that of 
the()ccupation 

In this section, particular attention will be given 

to the role of the father, for two reasons. First, in 

single-career families the role of mother-as-present is 
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usually not an issue, unless there is some other intervening 

problem (i.e., alcoholism, severe debilitating illness). 

Most of the time, if the marriage is intact and one spouse 

is working, it is the father. Although there are certainly 

situations in which the mother works and the father remains 

at home with the children, the vast majority of single­

career homes involve a working father and a mother at 

home with the children. Hence, "U.S. News & World Report" 

("Are you better off," Aug. 29, 1988) compares the number 

of mothers who are leaving the home in favor of the 

job, but the assumption is made that dad is already on the 

job. 

The second reason for focusing upon the role of the 

father is that even when there is dual-career status, it 

is usually the mother who is given the primary responsibility 

for child-rearing. This is true in most cases, even 

when the child-rearing load is carried by both parents 

(Cohler, Weiss, & Grunebaum, 1970). Some (Chodorow, 1978) 

would argue that this is a cultural phenomenon; others 



(Benedek, 1959; Schwartz, 1984) would argue that the 

maternal connection is more strongly maintained because 

mothers more often experience their offspring as part of 

themselves than do fathers. 

Consequently, the focus of this section dealt with 

the impact of the absent father. Again, the role of the 

father was the focus simply due to the fact that in most 

cases the mother is more present, whether in single or 

dual-career families. 
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Descamps (1980) asserts that the absence of the father, 

either in actualitJ or in lac~ of psychological involvement 

with his children, affects the children by causing them to 

have difficulty in developing a sense of identity and 

self-worth. Felthous (1980) ties the emotional or 

physical unavailability of a father to childhood cruelty 

toward animals. Felthous further indicates that the 

unavailability of a father may be particularly associated 

with boys who have tendencies toward arson. 

Stoklasa (1984) argues that the direct consequence 

of a father's absence is the lack of the male child to 

identify with a male role model; the indirect consequence 

allegedly is the mother's excessive protectiveness of the 

child, which causes a delay in the child's emotional and 
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social maturity. 

One of the most significant studies (Blanchard & Biller, 

1971) suggested that whether father absence takes the form 

of physical absence (e.g., divorce, death, military duty), 

or psychological absence (e.g., professional career 

development, emotional unavailability) the impact of the 

absence is qualitatively similar! This is a deeply 

significant observation. 

Blanchard and Biller (1971) also mention several 

effects of paternal deprivation on sex role development in 

boys. Yet, boys are not the only ones to suffer in this 

regard. Hetherington (1972) studied the impact of paternal 

absence upon girls, and spoke of females' dissatisfaction 

with and maladjustment in relationships with males, with 

symptoms of this deprivation beginning to present themselves 

especially during and after adolescence. 

Lamb (1979) indicated that it was the father's 

nurturance, not only his presence or masculinity, which 

was a substantial shaping influence upon the life of a 

child. Implicit in this statement was the father's 

emotional presence and engagement with his children. For 

a father to be experienced as nurturing, he must be present 

in the life of his child. 
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Fox , Rotatori, Macklin, Green, and Fox (1983) found 

low scoring of children on scales which required active 

involvement of parents, if the parents were not emotionally 

and actively involved with their children. These scales 

included: Cohesion, expressiveness, conflict, independence, 

achievement orientation, intellectual-cultural orientation, 

actiuve-recreational orientation, moral-religious orientation, 

organization, and content. The notable exception to the low 

scoring of "parent-distant" children was in the area of 

conflict. Children with emotionally unavailable parents 

tended to score higher on the conflict scale than did 

other groups of children, thus possibly indicating higher 

levels of anxiety and anger. 

The point is that parents with an occupation-as-first 

priority will bot be as available to their children. This 

emotional unavailablity will have measurable, negative 

effects upon the children. 

Two studies, (Biller, 1971; Lamb, 1976) found that 

the emotional availability of fathers to their children 

was strongly correlated with the children's overall 

adjustment and personality development. Teyber (1983) 

found that boys were more prone than girls to describe 

their fathers as being critical, irritable, aloof, frank 



and aggressive, when the father was emotionally absent. 

Achievement orientation was found to be passed from 

parent to child. One study found that in cultures in 
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which achievement orientation was high, so also was the 

suicide rate among youth (McAnarney, 1979). It is not too 

difficult to see, then, that a father who teaches, by 

his life's example, that it is of highest priority to 

climb the ladder of success, also implicitly sets the 

stage for his children competing for success within 

occupational rather than relational enterprises, and 

potentially sets the stage for witnessing his own children 

committing the greatest act of hopelessness, suicide. 

Uddenberg (1979) indicated that a woman's relation­

ship with and image of her father will impact her way of 

relating to other significant males. Therefore, a female 

child of a person who has made his occupation his highest 

priority, will be prone to marrying a male who either has 

or will have the same priority; thus continuing the 

dysfunction. 

Meijer and Himmelfarb (1984) did a study in which they 

demonstrated that adolescent girls perceive their mothers 

as less benevolent when father was relationally absent. 


