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Introduction and Definition of Attitude toward Marriage (ATM)

The concept of Attitude toward Marriage (ATM) represents a critical area within social
psychology and relationship science, encompassing an individual's overall evaluation--whether
positive, negative, or ambivalent--of the institution of marriage itself. This attitude is not merely a
transient preference but a relatively stable psychological construct that integrates cognitive beliefs,
emotional reactions, and behavioral predispositions concerning the state of being married.
Understanding ATM is crucial because it acts as a powerful predictor of relationship trajectory,
commitment levels, and the eventual decision to enter into, or abstain from, marital union.
Psychological research views ATM as a latent variable, meaning it is inferred from observable
responses and is shaped profoundly by personal history, cultural context, and societal horms
regarding partnership and family formation. A highly positive ATM reflects a favorable view of
marriage as beneficial, desirable, and fulfilling, often leading to active pursuit of marital goals,
whereas a negative or cynical ATM often correlates with avoidance behaviors or the prioritization
of alternative relationship structures, such as cohabitation without formal commitment.

ATM serves as a fundamental filtering mechanism through which individuals interpret relationship
experiences and evaluate potential partners. It dictates the perceived utility and inherent value an
individual assigns to the marital contract, influencing decisions ranging from early dating choices to
long-term financial planning with a partner. For instance, an individual with a strong, positive ATM
is likely to view marriage as the natural and necessary culmination of a serious romantic
relationship, investing significant emotional and practical resources toward achieving that goal.
Conversely, someone holding a strong negative or highly ambivalent ATM may view marriage as
restrictive, unnecessary, or economically risky, leading them to consciously or unconsciously
sabotage relationship progression when formal commitment becomes imminent. The stability of
this attitude is often tested across the lifespan, particularly during transitions like young adulthood,
when societal expectations clash with personal experiences and evolving relationship realities.

While often conflated with general relationship satisfaction or commitment to a specific partner,
ATM is distinct in that it targets the institution of marriage itself, independent of the current
relationship status. One can be deeply satisfied with a current cohabiting partner yet still hold a
negative attitude toward the legal and social framework of marriage due to perceived historical
inequities, high divorce rates, or personal observations of failed marriages. Therefore, measuring
ATM requires carefully constructed instruments designed to isolate beliefs about the abstract
concept of marriage from feelings about a specific relationship. The complexity of this attitude also
stems from its dual nature, reflecting both personal ideals (what marriage should be) and societal
realities (what marriage currently is, based on observed data and cultural narratives).
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The Tripartite Model of Attitude in the Context of Marriage

Attitudes are traditionally conceptualized within the Tripartite Model, comprising Affective,
Cognitive, and Conative (Behavioral) components, and this framework provides a robust lens
through which to analyze ATM. The Affective component relates to the emotional responses and
feelings associated with marriage. This includes the emotions evoked when one thinks about
marriage, such as feelings of warmth, security, hope, joy, anxiety, fear, or resentment. A person
whose parents had a highly successful and loving marriage is likely to associate marriage with
positive affect, viewing it as a source of enduring happiness and stability. Conversely, exposure to
marital conflict, divorce, or perceived loss of autonomy within marriage can foster intense negative
affect, leading to an aversive or fearful ATM. These emotional associations are often the most
difficult to change and can exert disproportionate influence on spontaneous decision-making
regarding commitment.

The Cognitive component encompasses the beliefs, thoughts, and knowledge structures an
individual holds about marriage. These are the rational evaluations of the institution's utility,
benefits, and drawbacks. Cognitive beliefs address questions such as: Does marriage provide
greater financial security than cohabitation? Is marriage necessary for raising children
successfully? Does marriage inherently lead to personal sacrifice or loss of identity? These beliefs
are often derived from cultural learning, educational attainment, media consumption, and personal
philosophical views on partnership. Key cognitive dimensions often measured include beliefs about
the permanence of marriage, its social status implications, and its expected role in providing
emotional support. A strong cognitive component supporting marriage might involve beliefs in its
economic efficiency and its role as a fundamental pillar of social stability, fueling a positive overall
attitude despite potential affective anxieties.

The Behavioral component, or conative component, refers to past actions, experiences, and
behavioral intentions related to marriage. While attitudes are predictors of behavior, past behavior
also reinforces and shapes the attitude itself. This component includes actual experiences, such as
having been married or divorced, or observable intentions, such as actively saving money for a
wedding, participating in pre-marital counseling, or engaging in discussions about future marital
plans. For example, individuals who have consistently avoided serious, long-term committed
relationships may develop a behavioral profile that reinforces a negative or indifferent ATM,
justifying their avoidance through rationalized cognitive beliefs about the institution's flaws.
Furthermore, the behavioral component is critical for predicting future action; a positive ATM
coupled with strong behavioral intention (e.g., planning a wedding date) is far more likely to result
in marriage than a positive ATM held passively without concrete action plans.
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Key Determinants and Influencing Factors

Attitude toward Marriage is shaped by a complex interplay of personal, familial, and socio-
economic factors. One of the most robust personal determinants is the quality of the parental
marriage observed during childhood and adolescence. Individuals who witness high levels of
parental conflict, instability, or divorce are significantly more likely to develop cynical or negative
ATMs, often viewing marriage as inherently fragile or high-risk. Conversely, exposure to a stable,
loving, and supportive parental union often instills a positive behavioral model and strong affective
ties to the institution. Beyond parental influence, individual personality traits, particularly those
related to attachment styles, play a crucial role; individuals with secure attachment styles generally
exhibit more positive ATMs, viewing marriage as a safe base for intimacy and exploration, while
those with avoidant or anxious attachment styles may harbor greater ambivalence or fear
regarding the permanence and vulnerability inherent in the marital contract.

Socio-economic factors and educational attainment also significantly modulate ATM. Higher levels
of education, particularly among women, sometimes correlate with a more cautious or delayed
ATM, as educational achievement often provides increased economic independence, reducing the
perceived necessity of marriage for financial security. Furthermore, individuals experiencing
economic precarity or unstable employment may delay marriage or hold a less favorable ATM,
adhering to the widely observed "marriage bar" phenomenon, where individuals feel they must
achieve a certain level of financial stability before they can responsibly enter into marriage. The
perception of marriage as an economic partnership, rather than solely a romantic one, heavily
influences the attitudes of those facing significant economic pressures, making the cognitive
evaluation of cost-benefit ratios central to their overall disposition.

The influence of peer group norms and media representation cannot be overstated. In societies
where cohabitation is the dominant normative behavior among young adults, the perceived social
pressure to marry diminishes, often leading to a more neutral or optional ATM. Peer discussions,
social media narratives, and popular culture depictions of marriage--whether idealized in romantic
comedies or cynically portrayed in reality television--provide constant, often conflicting, inputs that
shape cognitive beliefs about marital success and failure. If an individual's immediate social circle
largely views marriage as restrictive, outdated, or unnecessary for commitment, the subjective
norms component of their attitude will lean negative, potentially overriding personal positive
inclinations. These social determinants illustrate that ATM is not a purely internal psychological
state but a socially embedded evaluation constantly being negotiated against prevailing cultural
tides.

The Role of Societal and Cultural Shifts

The attitude toward marriage has undergone profound transformation in Western societies over the
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past half-century, shifting from the traditional institutional marriage model to the modern
individualized marriage model. Institutional marriage emphasized duty, gender-specific roles, and
economic necessity, fostering an ATM characterized by obligation and permanence. The shift
toward individualized marriage, however, places primary emphasis on personal fulfillment,
emotional intimacy, and self-expression, meaning the function of marriage is now evaluated based
on its contribution to individual happiness and growth. This transition has resulted in a more
nuanced and often more demanding ATM; marriage is now viewed as optional but expected to
deliver high levels of psychological satisfaction, leading to greater scrutiny and higher standards for
partnership, and consequently, higher rates of divorce when those expectations are not met.

The normalization of divorce and the proliferation of non-traditional family structures have
fundamentally altered the perceived risk associated with marriage, significantly impacting ATM.
High divorce rates serve as a persistent cognitive input, highlighting the fragility of the marital
contract and potentially fueling anxiety (affective component) regarding long-term commitment.
This has led to the emergence of "ambivalent attitudes," where individuals desire the security and
intimacy marriage promises but fear the emotional and financial cost of potential failure.
Furthermore, the increasing acceptance of cohabitation, same-sex marriage, and single
parenthood has broadened the definition of acceptable relationship paths, removing the social
stigma previously attached to non-marital living arrangements. This reduced societal pressure
means a positive ATM is no longer a prerequisite for perceived social maturity or stability, making
marriage a choice rather than a default expectation.

Cross-cultural variations further highlight the dynamic nature of ATM. In collectivist cultures, where
familial obligations and group harmony supersede individual desires, the attitude toward marriage
remains overwhelmingly positive and institutionally focused. Marriage is often viewed as a
necessary alliance between families, and the ATM is reinforced by strong subjective norms and
social sanctions. In contrast, highly individualistic cultures prioritize personal autonomy and
emotional choice, resulting in ATMs that are more variable, often delayed, and contingent upon
achieving personal romantic ideals. These cultural differences demonstrate that ATM is highly
sensitive to the functional role marriage plays within a given society--whether it is primarily an
economic and social unit or predominantly a vehicle for personal emotional expression.

Attitudes and Marital Outcomes (Prediction and Success)

The Attitude toward Marriage serves as a strong prognostic indicator for relationship outcomes,
influencing both the initiation of marriage and the subsequent quality and stability of the union. A
highly positive ATM predicts a greater likelihood of transitioning from dating or cohabitation to
marriage, often characterized by active planning, greater perceived control over relationship goals,
and higher levels of explicit commitment declarations. Individuals with favorable attitudes are also
more likely to engage in behaviors that support marital stability, such as prioritizing partnership
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goals, employing constructive conflict resolution strategies, and exhibiting higher levels of
investment in the relationship's future. In essence, the underlying belief in the inherent value and
permanence of marriage provides a motivational buffer against common relationship challenges,
sustaining commitment during periods of dissatisfaction.

Conversely, a negative or highly ambivalent ATM can act as a self-fulfilling prophecy, undermining
the potential for marital success even if the specific partner relationship is strong. Individuals
holding negative attitudes may enter marriage with high levels of skepticism, viewing the contract
as temporary or conditional. This lack of fundamental belief in the institution's permanence can
manifest behaviorally through reduced emotional vulnerability, reluctance to fully merge financial
lives, or a persistent mental assessment of alternatives, all of which erode trust and intimacy. For
couples where one partner holds a significantly more negative ATM than the other, attitudinal
congruence becomes a critical factor; major discrepancies in ATM can lead to chronic conflict
regarding future planning, resource allocation, and the overall trajectory of the relationship, often
predicting reduced marital satisfaction and increased risk of dissolution.

The relationship between ATM and marital satisfaction is complex and bidirectional. While a
positive ATM may predispose an individual to greater initial satisfaction, the actual experience of
marriage continually modifies the attitude. Marital failure, infidelity, or chronic unhappiness can
severely damage the attitude, causing a sharp decline in positive beliefs and affective associations,
often leading to a generalized cynicism about marriage as an institution. This change is particularly
relevant in the context of subsequent relationships; a person entering a second marriage after a
negative divorce experience often carries a significantly altered and more cautious ATM, impacting
their approach to commitment and vulnerability with the new partner. Therefore, ATM is not static
but rather a dynamic psychological variable that both predicts and responds to lived relationship
experiences.

Theoretical Frameworks

Several psychological theories are utilized to explain the formation, maintenance, and predictive
power of Attitude toward Marriage. Social Exchange Theory (SET) provides a powerful utilitarian
framework, suggesting that ATM is largely determined by a rational, cognitive assessment of the
costs and benefits associated with marriage relative to available alternatives (e.g., being single or
cohabiting). According to SET, an individual will hold a positive ATM if the perceived rewards of
marriage (security, social status, companionship) outweigh the perceived costs (loss of autonomy,
financial risk, potential conflict) and if the quality of the current relationship exceeds the comparison
level for alternatives (CLalt). As societal norms shift and alternatives like cohabitation become
equally rewarding with fewer perceived costs, the cognitive calculus changes, potentially leading to
a less favorable ATM overall, even if the rewards of marriage remain high.
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Attachment Theory offers a complementary explanation, focusing on the affective and
developmental roots of ATM. Early childhood experiences with primary caregivers shape an
individual's internal working models of relationships, influencing their expectations regarding
intimacy, trust, and commitment. Securely attached individuals, who developed a positive model of
self and others, tend to view marriage as a safe and reliable avenue for achieving closeness,
fostering a positive and confident ATM. Conversely, those with insecure attachment styles (anxious
or avoidant) often struggle with the vulnerability inherent in marriage. Anxious individuals may
desire marriage intensely but harbor fears of rejection, leading to an ambivalent ATM, while
avoidant individuals may view marriage as a threat to independence, generating a negative ATM
reinforced by cognitive beliefs about autonomy loss.

Furthermore, the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) explains the link between ATM and the
actual decision to marry. TPB posits that behavioral intention (the decision to marry) is determined
by three main factors: attitude toward the behavior (ATM), subjective norms (perceived social
pressure to marry), and perceived behavioral control (the belief that one has the resources and
opportunity to successfully marry). For ATM to translate into the actual behavior of marrying, the
individual must not only hold a positive attitude but must also perceive that their important social
network supports the decision (subjective norm) and that they are capable of executing the
marriage (e.g., financially ready, found the right partner). This model highlights that a positive ATM
is necessary but often insufficient on its own to drive the complex behavior of entering into
marriage.

Conclusion and Future Directions

Attitude toward Marriage is a multifaceted and dynamic psychological construct that integrates
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral elements to form an overall evaluation of the institution. As a
critical predictor of relationship initiation, commitment levels, and marital stability, ATM remains
central to relationship science. Its complexity stems from its deep roots in personal developmental
history, particularly parental modeling and attachment experiences, combined with the constant
influence of fluctuating socio-economic conditions and evolving cultural norms that redefine the
function and value of marriage. The shift toward individualized marriage has made ATM more
contingent on personal fulfilment and less dictated by institutional necessity, resulting in greater
diversity and ambivalence in modern attitudes.

Future research directions must focus increasingly on longitudinal studies that track the evolution
of ATM across the lifespan, particularly observing how major life events--such as cohabitation,
childbirth, economic recession, or exposure to divorce--act as powerful modifiers of existing
attitudes. There is also a growing need to investigate the impact of digital communication and
dating technologies on ATM, examining how the increased accessibility of alternatives and the
curated presentation of relationships online affect the cognitive evaluation of marriage's utility and
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necessity. Finally, cross-cultural comparative studies, especially those focusing on rapidly
modernizing societies, will be essential for understanding how the global tension between
traditional collectivist values and modern individualistic ideals shapes the fundamental

psychological evaluation of one of humanity's oldest social institutions.
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