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Abstract. This study aimed to explore how young males formed implicit theories of a happy marital relationship and 
identify key socialization influences. Thirteen young adult males studying at a university in Eastern Europe partici-
pated in a qualitative study. Semi-structured interviews were conducted online or face-to-face asking the participants 
to describe their ideas about marriage and what influenced them. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed by 
using the thematic analysis method. The following key socialization influences on the formation of their ideas about 
marital relationships have been identified: observations of parental and other relationships, culture (own culture and 
the culture of others), personal characteristics of the participants, and parenting practices of their parents. 
Keywords: implicit theories, young adult males, socialization influences, attitudes towards marriage, thematic analysis. 

Implicitinės jaunuolių santuokos teorijos ir jas formuojantys veiksniai
Santrauka. Šio tyrimo tikslas buvo suprasti, kaip formuojasi implicitinės laimingos santuokos teorijos ir kokie 
socializacijos veiksniai tam turi įtakos vaikinų imtyje. Tyrime dalyvavo trylika jaunų suaugusių vyrų, studijuojančių 
universitete Rytų Europoje. Pasitelktas pusiau struktūruoto interviu metodas nuotoliu ir gyvai. Interviu metu daly-
viai dalijosi savo mintimis apie požiūrį į santuoką ir tuo, kas turėjo įtakos tam požiūriui susidaryti. Interviu buvo 
transkribuoti ir analizuoti taikant teminės analizės metodą. Buvo nustatyti tokie pagrindiniai socializacijos veiksniai, 
formuojantys dalyvių požiūrį į santuoką: tėvų ir kitų santykių stebėsena, kultūros (savo ir kitų) įtaka, dalyvių asme-
ninės savybės ir jų tėvų ir motinų auklėjimo pavyzdžių svarba.
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Beliefs about the nature and malleability of relationships vary among individuals. Knee 
(1998) called such beliefs implicit theories of relationships because individuals may not 
be aware of them (Costa and Faria, 2018). Even though people may not always recognize 
their underlying beliefs about relationships, these beliefs may shape their behavior (Dweck, 
2012). For example, whether someone views key human traits as fixed or changeable can 
influence how they interact with others, deal with conflicts, and pursue goals, ultimately 
affecting their interpersonal relationships (Finkel et al., 2007; Kammrath and Dweck, 
2006; Knee, 1998). 

Reflections and studies on implicit theories include discussions of both the right ter-
minology (implicit theories, lay beliefs, mindsets) and the orthogonality of the beliefs 
(Lüftenegger and Chen, 2017). Although these theories are often named ‘implicit’, they 
are often measured and discussed explicitly (Knee et al., 2003). As a result, such terms 
as mindsets or lay beliefs may be more appropriate terms to be used. However, we con-
tinue to use the term implicit theories because this terminology is most commonly used 
to describe beliefs about the degree of malleability of relationships. Yet, it is important 
to acknowledge that once such beliefs are expressed, they become somewhat explicit.

Implicit theories are categorized into destiny (or entity) and growth (or incremental) 
belief systems (Costa and Faria, 2018). Overall, growth and destiny beliefs jointly and 
independently predict relational thoughts and outcomes and are not necessarily on the 
opposite sides of the continuum (Knee et al., 2001). People who believe that partners are 
either meant for each other or not believe in destiny theories. Those who view successful 
relationships as a product of hard work accept growth theories (Knee, 1998; Lüftenegger 
and Chen, 2017). Due to such beliefs, destiny theorists often focus on the initial partner 
compatibility while growth theorists concentrate on overcoming obstacles and growing 
together (Knee et al., 2003). Destiny and growth beliefs have been found to predict the 
affective quality of relationships (Knee et al., 2001), commitment (Knee, 1998), conflict 
and coping strategies (Kammrath and Dweck, 2006; Knee, 1998), and forgiveness (Finkel 
et al., 2007) as well as moderate the relationships between conflict and commitment (Knee 
et al., 2004) and perceived partner fit and willingness to forgive (Burnette and Franiuk, 
2010). Thus, implicit theories of relationships predict relational behaviors and outcomes. 

Although there is evidence that such beliefs are malleable (Allendorf, 2013), literature 
on the influences on the formation of implicit theories of marriage is scarce. Research 
on implicit theories of relationships mostly uses quantitative designs, analyzing implicit 
theories as predictors and moderators in relationships (Franiuk et al., 2002; Knee et al., 
2001; Finkel, et al., 2007; Knee et al., 2004). In the few studies of predictors of implicit 
theories of relationships, personality characteristics (Knee, 1998), thinking styles (Gaiduk, 
2015), compassionate goals (Canevello and Crocker, 2010), and preference for romantic 
movies (Holmes, 2007) were among the factors associated with growth and destiny theo-
ries. In addition to the individual participant characteristics and behaviors, we believe that 
implicit theories of a happy marriage are subject to socialization influences just like many 
other attitudes and beliefs. Socialization experiences inside and outside one’s family of 
origin have been studied as predictors of adult relational behaviors and attitudes to varying 
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degrees (Amato and Keith, 1991; Amato and DeBoer, 2001; Franiuk et al., 2002; Hall, 
2006; Hall, 2012; Carnelley and Janoff-Bulman, 1992) with implicit theories receiving 
very limited attention (Hall, 2012; Babarskiene and Gaiduk, 2018). Given the research-
proven connection between implicit theories of marriage and relational outcomes and the 
malleable nature of implicit theories, it is surprising that predictors of and influences on 
implicit theories of marriage have so far received such modest research attention.

To better understand implicit beliefs about marriage, Babarskiene and Gaiduk (2018) 
attempted to explore socialization influences on implicit theories of a happy marriage 
qualitatively, by developing a grounded theory. Parental relationships, individual parental 
characteristics, observation of other relationships, gender role ideology, education, media, 
and experiences of own relationships emerged as influences among young adults (primarily 
women from intact families). In that study, the authors proposed a need to study males. In 
this study, we attempted to do this. Increasingly, males seem to have been underrepresented 
in research on relationships. Women seem to be more willing to talk about emotional and 
family-of-origin issues and participate in research. Yet, females are not the only contribu-
tors to relational well-being. Additionally, men and women differ in their adjustment in 
response to family-of-origin experiences (Diamond and Muller, 2004; Lopez, Campbell, 
and Watkins Jr., 1986; Akun and Batigun, 2019; Ali, Khaleque, and Rhohner, 2015), use 
and perception of relational maintenance strategies (Legkauskas and Razniokaite, 2018; 
Stafford and Canary, 1991) and both personality and behavioral factors predictive of 
relationship satisfaction (Price, Leavitt, and Allsop, 2021; De Andrade, Wachelke, and 
Howat-Rodrigues, 2015). Thus, we find the lack of male representation in research con-
cerning, especially in qualitative research as the stories of young males might be different 
from the stories of young females, as represented in Babarskiene and Gaiduk’s study. A 
qualitative study with male participants could offer new insights into the dynamics of the 
mindset or lay belief formation, refining the grounded theory previously developed, as 
well as opening up opportunities for further qualitative and quantitative research. 

Methods

This qualitative study aimed to gain insights into what young male adults believed about 
marital relationships and to understand different aspects of their implicit theories. The 
objectives were to identify and analyze the key socialization factors that may influence 
those beliefs and to examine their impact on the participants’ ideas about marital relation-
ships. Thus, the researchers sought to understand how young adult male students con-
ceptualized marriages, to identify the key influences on the development of their implicit 
marital theories, and to explore how such beliefs shaped their attitudes and expectations 
about relationships. 

Two researchers gathered data in the spring of 2021 by using semi-structured inter-
views. Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Reflexive TA) by Braun and Clarke (2022; 2020) was 
chosen to analyze the participant data. Since the aim was to analyze culturally embedded 
and socially constructed beliefs of male university students, the rationale for choosing 
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Reflexive thematic analysis was based on the flexibility of the approach and its constructiv-
ist epistemology (Braun and Clarke, 2022; 2020). In addition, Reflexive TA emphasizes 
deep interpretation, reflexivity, and the researcher’s active role in shaping the analysis 
(Braun and Clarke, 2022; 2020). Themes in Reflexive TA do not emerge out of nowhere; 
to the contrary, they are a result of the creative, reflexive, and reiterative analysis of data 
(Braun and Clarke, 2022; 2020). It is also a suitable approach due to the exploratory nature 
of this study because young males’ ideas about marriage can be explored in detail and 
with richness. Finally, this method is appropriate for studying under-researched areas, as 
it helps uncover unique thought processes which may fail to surface in structured quan-
titative surveys (Braun and Clarke, 2006). As Braun and Clarke (2019) emphasize, the 
method is not a rigid, step-by-step formula like following a baking recipe, but it is rather 
a flexible process which values reflexivity, creativity, and strong theoretical engagement.

Participants

Because it is often difficult to recruit male participants for social science studies, we chose 
young male adults to help understand the intricacies of young male adults’ beliefs about 
marital relationships. We recruited 13 male participants, aged 18-28, who were interviewed 
face-to-face and online. The number of participants was determined by data saturation. 
When the key ideas related to the questions started to repeat, and no more new data was 
coming, it was decided to stop recruiting more interviewees. Studies confirm that data 
saturation numbers can vary, and researchers identified samples of 7 to 39 interviews, 
with an average saturation happening between 10 and 12 interviews (Lu, et al., 2024), 
while more homogenous samples reach saturation within the range of 9–17 interviews 
(Hennink and Kaiser, 2022). 

The participants came from diverse backgrounds to ensure that the findings show a 
wide spectrum of socialization influences instead of being limited to a single cultural 
background. Our participants were students at a liberal arts university in Eastern Europe. 
They majored in international business, psychology, or linguistics (specializing in English). 
They came from the following countries: Lithuania, Estonia, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, India, 
and Georgia. Ten students grew up in intact families, which means that their parents were 
happily married and living together when the participants were growing up, and three 
participants came from families with parents who were divorced. We included participants 
from both intact and divorced families to better understand how different family structures 
and experiences may influence beliefs about marriage. 

The interviews were conducted in English because all the students involved in our 
research had high proficiency in English, and English was the method of instruction at 
their university. Informed consent was obtained, explaining the purpose of the study, 
confidentiality, and the voluntary nature of the study. Those who agreed to participate 
proceeded to semi-structured interviews. 
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Procedure

Permission to collect data was obtained from the university’s Institutional Review Board 
(approval number F181). Students were invited to participate in the study through psychol-
ogy and other classes, university social media posts, or the snowballing technique, when 
participants referred others to the study. Interviews took place via online platforms (due to 
the Coronavirus-related restrictions) and face-to-face. The interviews were conducted in 
English, recorded, transcribed verbatim, coded, and analyzed for themes. Each interview 
took between 30 minutes and one hour. 

During this study, the researchers sought to understand students’ implicit theories about 
marriage and what influenced such beliefs. After welcoming the participants and creating 
rapport, the researchers invited the participants to talk about the topic by asking the fol-
lowing question: “Please tell me about your ideas about marriage”. Additional questions 
explored where those ideas came from, what – in the perception of these students – was 
a happy marriage, and finally, focused on the examples of marriages which the students 
shared, including both parental and other marriages, and how marriage was portrayed in 
films. The interview questions included such questions as: “Would you please talk about a 
happy marriage you know that is not your parents’ marriage.” “What do you think makes 
this marriage happy?” “How similar to or different from this marriage would you like 
your own marriage to be?” “What are your ideas about a happy marriage?” “How likely 
is a happy marriage for you?” “How would you describe the quality of your parents’ 
marriage?” “How do the movies you usually watch portray marriage?” “What were the 
most significant influences on your ideas about marriage?” Thus, during the interviews, 
the students talked about their beliefs about marriage and the factors that influenced their 
ideas about marriage.  

Data analysis

Reflexive thematic analysis was used for this research (Braun and Clarke, 2022; 2020). 
The method was chosen due to its flexibility and suitability, since it provides “robust 
process guidelines, not rules” (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p. 10). In addition, subjectivity 
is seen as a resource of the researcher, and reflexivity is the key practice in Reflexive TA 
(Braun and Clarke, 2022). This approach examines the data and describes the researcher’s 
role in data analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2020). In this study, the researchers focused on 
a detailed account of developing implicit theories of marital relationships, making the 
analysis theoretical and realist (essentialist), and choosing semantic themes. Once the data 
had been collected, the researchers followed the six phases of the process suggested by 
Braun and Clarke (2022): familiarizing themselves with the data, data coding, generat-
ing initial themes, reviewing the themes, refining, defining and naming the themes, and 
producing a report. As the themes were named, they were analyzed for reoccurrence, 
repetition, and forcefulness, as suggested by Scharp (2021). 
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Researcher’s role and limitations 

Trustworthiness or validity is a critical research criterion when doing a qualitative study. 
Since the researchers had carried out research study about implicit theories before, they 
had to be mindful of their preconceived ideas about the topic that might affect the study. In 
addition, since both researchers agreed more with the growth theories, it was important to 
acknowledge this subjectivity or bias, especially when the participants expressed contrary 
beliefs. Several techniques were used to deal with the researcher’s bias. First, the research-
ers were aware of their own biases and used peer debriefing to discuss them (Hays and 
Singh, 2012). Second, they used reflexivity and carefully documented the data collection 
process (Creswell and Poth, 2018). It was important to pay attention to the context and 
nature of the participant stories so that to remain aware of how researcher’s bias might 
affect interpretation (Creswell and Creswell Báez, 2020). Furthermore, the researchers 
made sure that the themes came from the participant data, rather than being dictated by 
the researchers themselves (Silverman, 2005). Finally, the researchers triangulated the 
study data with the findings in the literature, field notes, and observations in order to have 
multiple sources of data (Creswell and Creswell Báez, 2020).  

Results

As the participants discussed their implicit theories of happy marital relationships, several 
factors emerged as socialization influences: observations of parental and other relation-
ships, culture (that of their own and of others), personal characteristics of the participants, 
and parenting practices of their parents. Figure 1 refers to the socialization influences 

Figure 1 
Influences on male young adults’ implicit theories of marriage
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identified in the study and their interconnections. In addition, the participants expressed 
examples of both growth and destiny beliefs with more emphasis given to the growth 
aspect. However, destiny was often a prerequisite for growth ideas about relationships. 
Thus, both beliefs were voiced, which may suggest that, possibly, both perspectives may 
co-exist within the participants’ understanding of marriages. 

Growth vs. destiny beliefs

Analysis of the participants’ interview data showed that most participants adhered to 
the growth theory, focusing on the efforts and work needed to maintain happy marital 
relationships. Yet, some contributors also expressed some belief in destiny, which was 
often a prerequisite to putting effort into making marriage work. However, cultural and 
family influences may be instrumental in influencing this mix of beliefs, considering that 
students described both happy and unhappy examples of marriages in their lives. In ad-
dition, some of the beliefs may have been shaped by broader cultural influences, such as 
the media and personal experiences they had. For instance, one participant emphasized 
efforts: “Well, constant, constant, constant trying. We try constantly to make it work. 
It’s never a thing that you have achieved and now you stay happy forever after.” On the 
other hand, the following quote is more illustrative of a participant who believed more 
in the destiny theory: “Before marriage, there’s one person who will match you. That’s 
why you’re kind of dating with that person, you’re checking if you are ready to live with 
this person or not.”

At first, the participants’ most ‘automatic’ responses to what makes a happy marriage 
aligned with the growth approach. After the initial responses, however, ideas representing 
the destiny theory surfaced as an addition to what makes a marriage happy. Furthermore, 
the participants’ implicit theories of relationships also emerged as they were discussing 
socialization influences. Thus, there was a reciprocal interaction between implicit theo-
ries and perceptions of agents of socialization. In other words, implicit theories that were 
expressed explicitly appeared to be not only subject to socialization influences but also 
influence the perceptions of the agents of socialization. Hence, several of the arrows in 
Figure 1 are two-way.

Role of parental relationship

One of the crucial influences on young males’ beliefs about relationships appeared to be 
the relationship between the participants’ parents. As the participants observed how happy 
or unhappy their parents were, how they quarreled, how they spent time together, how 
they communicated, and how they divided the chores and agreed on the gender roles, the 
young men formed their own ideas about what a happy marital relationship could and 
should be. What the participants’ parents did to build and maintain their marital relation-
ship was as important as the way how they did it.

While growing up, the participants were able to observe and judge whether their par-
ents were happy or not. For those parents who were perceived as happy, the participants 
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expressed genuine admiration, which could be heard verbally and seen nonverbally, as 
the participants were smiling and using a higher pitch for emphasis. For example, one 
participant said, “They are just happy together […] They can spend time together and 
are not hiding anything from each other.” Another participant illustrates the appreciation 
they have for the parents for making their marriage work: “So, I would rate them as a 
happy marriage who’ve been through a lot and they’ve been trying, they’ve been learning 
how to be parents, how to be a married couple and a married couple with a lot of kids.”

On the other hand, for those who saw parental marriage as one involving struggles, 
the researchers could hear a note of disappointment and critique, especially since these 
participants also shared examples of other happy marriages: “I think their quality of 
marriage is okay, fair enough.” Another participant put it this way: “I cannot say that the 
quality of marriage is very best, I cannot say it’s the very worst [...] It is somewhere in 
the middle. And they have not always been happy; there have been fights, a lot of fights 
as I remember.” 

The participants also spoke about signs of whether their parents’ marriage was happy 
or not. One such sign was communication. To illustrate, one student emphasized the ability 
to maintain harmony: “They are a very good match, because my mother is very agreeable, 
and my father is not.” Another sign was to be able to talk about problems and solve them, 
as one participant noted: “Obviously, every family has problems at some point, there is 
always something to work out, but, at the end of the day, they do still love each other a 
lot, and they do communicate.” Another participant emphasized the need to ask for the 
other’s input in marriage: “So, they discuss things, they talk about things […] Even if he 
wants to start something, he asks my mother what to do […]” Overall, the ability to openly 
communicate was perceived as important for happiness: “I think they are [happy] because 
they can talk to each other.” To add, parents who showed respect and tried to understand 
each other were viewed as happier: “There is always respect in casual communication, 
simple communication. So, they always understand each other […] Always.” Thus, com-
munication was an important aspect in beliefs about marital relationships. 

The frequency, number, and nature of parental conflicts was another marker of 
marital success that taught young men about happy relationships. Again, we can observe 
admiration expressed for those parents who rarely had conflicts: “I hardly see them ever 
fight, I can say that. It is not believable but they live in such harmony.” Lack of explicit 
arguments was viewed positively: “Until this day, I saw them only once, when they were 
arguing. Only once. I’m happy that they don’t like conflicting a lot.” In addition, another 
participant realized that as long as disagreements were managed well, their parents were 
doing well: “Sometimes they do have different goals or different ideas about parenting, 
and that will cause tension at some point, but they did a good job.” 

On the other hand, even if the participants rated their parents’ relationship positively, 
they still expressed sadness and disappointment when their parents had many conflicts: 
“So, I would rate them very high, but still, I cannot close my eyes on the other factors 
like fights and emotional struggles. It’s troubled but successful.” Even if conflicts were 
not loud, the participant noted them: “Sometimes they are arguing but in, like, very silent 
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way I would say.” The biggest critique was expressed when the parents had very different 
positions and disagreed often: “They have strict definitions of their positions. So, they 
might argue very often on something.” 

Another expression of marital happiness and success which the participants observed 
was how the parents were spending time together. For example, one young man said, 
“It seems they really loved each other and they […] spent a lot of time together. And I 
remember they would laugh a lot.” Another participant agreed: “I think they’re happy and 
because they’re always together and they’re doing some things, like, together. She just 
stays there and talks with him, just stays close.” Still another young man admired their 
parents for doing things together: “They have a lot of things in common, and they like to 
spend time together just talking.”

Division of responsibilities between the parents was also mentioned as something that 
the participants observed and learned from. For example, “They have defined roles, like 
who is going to handle what”, or “The main, like, feature of their marriage is they both have 
equal rights. They are both equal. Of course, they have different responsibilities but still.”

Finally, the fact of either being together or divorced seemed to emerge as a sign of 
whether the parental marriage was happy or not. When describing intact marriages, the 
participants stressed the length of the relationship as an indication of marital success. 
Again, a lot of admiration is expressed for happy marriages that lasted. For example, one 
participant said, “My parents have been married for 30 years,” while another remarked, 
“They have been together for a very long time”. When describing unhappy marriages, 
the participants focused on the fact of divorce as a sign of marital success or lack thereof.

Young males also learned ideas about relationships in conversations with their parents 
about relationships and the other gender. The participants not only observed parental re-
lationships; they also talked to their parents about marriage. Participants said things like 
“My dad talked to me,” and “I talk with my mom quite a lot about it, like, marriage life”. 
Thus, implicit theories of a happy marital relationship were not only obtained through 
observations but also by direct teaching by the parents. It also seems that the participants’ 
current implicit theories of marriage colored their recollections of parental relationships 
and their happiness. For example, when describing growth and destiny ideas, they used 
parental marriages as illustrations. Thus, the corresponding arrows in Figure 1 are two-way.

Influence of other observed relationships

In describing happy relationships other than their parents’, the participants mentioned 
marriages of relatives (siblings, grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles) and friends. 
These families served as role models for the participants. As the participants observed 
how these happily married spouses cooperated, communicated, argued and quarreled, 
spent time together and apart, treated each other in public, divided the chores, and acted 
out their gender roles, their own ideas about relationships were being formed. Similarly 
to the discussions of parental marriages, here, the participants either admired or criticized 
other marriages. 
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Happy marriages served as models of communication, acceptance, cooperation, and 
respect. For example, when describing what characteristics he would like to ‘borrow’ 
from the observed happy marriages, one participant described, “The chemistry between 
them, like, understanding each other, knowing each other’s thoughts or positions in very 
detailed ways […]”. Another participant shared, “They worked at different places but 
when they were back at home, they would spend time together and go away on weekends. 
They also made decisions together.” 

The participants learned many other positive things by observing other marriages. 
For instance, one participant admired their relatives’ marriage: “They’re always happy, 
they always understand each other very well.” Another young adult was also impressed 
by the way the couple treated each other: “I think they know how to treat each other in 
public […] If still they don’t agree, they are like, ‘ok, let’s agree to disagree and we’ll 
talk about it later’.” The ability to maintain friendship and agreement is also admired: 
“They seem to be very close friends […] They always seem to come to a consensus.” 
Finally, examples of marriages taught another participant about trust and sharing: “They 
have a lot of things in common. They share everything. They trust each other.” Thus, the 
participants indicated that they would like their own marriages to be denoted by similar 
characteristics.

In addition to serving as role models, the happy marriages which the participants ob-
served gave ideas on what the participants wanted to do differently in their own marriages. 
For example, when talking about the ways in which they wanted their own marriage to be 
different, the participants said things like “I don’t like miscommunication”, “maybe, like, 
more activities which are based together”, “we would spend a little less time together”, 
or “I think I do not want to always have more patience than my wife” (when speaking of 
a relative who did seem to have a lot of patience for his wife). Several participants men-
tioned their own unsuccessful relationships as influences on their ideas about marriage. 
These relationships seemed to serve as lessons and ‘anti-models’. Again, there seemed to 
emerge a reciprocal relationship between the participants’ implicit theories of marriage 
and observations of other relationships.

Influence of culture (that of one’s own and of others)

One of the very strong influences on the participants’ implicit theories about marriage was 
culture in its several expressions. Such expressions of culture were religion and religious 
books, community, mass media, the participants’ experiences of their own culture, and 
exposure to other cultures through education and movies. 

As young men spoke of factors affecting their theories of marriage, several participants 
mentioned religion and religious books. The religions listed were Christianity, Islam 
and Hinduism. What religion and religious books taught about marriage emerged as an 
important factor which affected the development of young adults’ beliefs about marriage. 
For example, “The ideas of our holy books like the Mahabharata and Ramayana”, or “We 
would go to church, and a common topic in the church is family and marriage”.
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The participants also talked about how their culture affected their views on marriage 
through media and community experiences. Unfortunately, some participants saw many 
unhappy relationships: “I saw a lot of examples of unhappy marriage in my culture and 
every time I saw it, I thought that I don’t want my marriage to look like this.” Some 
participants expressed an opinion that marriage was no longer needed or appreciated: “I 
think that most of my generation think that marriage is an unnecessary thing in our modern 
life,” and “The current society is not in favor of marriage.” In addition, observation of 
how things are done in the community impacted participant beliefs: “[…] Just being an 
observer in my society in all these years has influenced me.” Some of those influences 
were related to traditions: “I respect my traditions. I respect the family.” Finally, one of 
the participants had an especially negative attitude toward marriage, and especially toward 
married women: “She [mother] had a lot of married friends, married women friends, and 
since I was in these women circles, I saw and heard a lot of stuff that proved my point 
that they manipulate men.” To summarize, what the participants saw and heard around 
them in their immediate communities taught them about the troubled nature of marital 
relationships, and the participants seemed to be well aware of the influence. 

Finally, one’s own culture was not the only cultural influence on implicit theories of 
marriage. Other cultures were a factor too. The participants spoke of other cultures affect-
ing their ideas through movies and education. All movies described by the participants 
as influential on their ideas about marriage were foreign to the participants (i.e., these 
were North American movies). The participants were also students at an international 
North-American-style university which was located in a country that is foreign to all but 
one participant. 

When talking about movies, several participants stated that movies were not realistic 
portrayals of relationships. For example, “I certainly believe that what we see in movies 
about marriage and what we go through in real life is totally different”, and “It’s bulls**t 
[…]; yeah, romantic stuff that women like”. On the other hand, several participants also 
claimed that movies influenced their ideas about marriage. For example, “Probably the 
foundation for my position about marriage came from movies […]”, and “I guess, lastly, 
it would be the influence of movies and TV shows”. In several cases, these conflicting 
ideas were expressed by the same individual. One quote is especially representative of 
this tendency: 

Influences like movies I think have had a great impact on my perception of marriage…. 
Sometimes I disagree [with how the movies show relationships] but when I think about 
it, I think “Hmm, maybe those people who watched this movie, for example, they thought 
that their marriage will be different also” but they still have the same pattern of marriage.

Thus, the participants recognized the influence of movies while at the same time being 
skeptical about how accurately the movies portrayed marriage.  

Some participants noticed realistic portrayals of marriage in movies, such as the fact that 
marriage is hard work, and that problems need to be solved together and not ignored, and 
that partners need to stick together despite difficulties. Thus, movies were acknowledged 
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as an influence on beliefs about marriage both as realistic portrayals of relationships and 
as illusion-creating fiction.

Education as a way of exposure to a different culture was also recognized as an influ-
ence on implicit theories of marriage. For example, “I haven’t had much of psychology 
but I did have full classes…And it helped me shape the understanding […] that I have 
now […]” and “Ever since I’ve come into psychology, and also, other subjects, like the 
Western subjects, have also influenced me as much as my Eastern culture.” In addition 
to culture and education, beliefs about one’s own personality traits were influential in the 
participant’s beliefs about marriage. 

Influences of the participants’ own characteristics

The participants’ own characteristics seemed to emerge as a factor affecting their views 
on marriage and future relationships. Since parents came out as one of the major agents 
of socialization, it could be that parents also modeled and taught how to communicate, 
what/which traits are important for relationships, and how to regulate emotions in a 
particular cultural context. Thus, while forming ideas about marriage, the participants 
not only looked outside for ideas and role models but also employed introspection. The 
participants spoke of personal qualities that would make them good husbands as well as 
characteristics that they were lacking. For example, “They say I’m a very difficult person. 
It requires a long time for people to get used to my way of communication.” Another 
participant, similarly to his parents, disliked conflicts: “Because there is my character…, 
like personality, I’m very calm, and I don’t like any conflict.” Still, another participant 
emphasized independence: “When I’m in a relationship, I think it’s really hard for me to 
be healthily dependent on the partner, I try to be really individualistic and independent”. 

The participants seemed to have an understanding that their characteristics affected their 
relational outcomes. On the one hand, the way they described their personal characteristics 
was a reflection of their implicit theories of marriage. To illustrate, if they believed that 
relationships were a product of work and effort, then, they thought they needed certain 
characteristics to make them work. On the other hand, personal characteristics influenced 
the participants’ ideas about happy marital relationships. If they believed they had certain 
difficult characteristics, they thought that relationships would take much effort. 

Role of parenting

When discussing their parents’ and other marriages, the participants repeatedly spoke of 
their parents’ attitudes towards and involvement with children as signs of happy marriages. 
For example, “They’re happy because they have children and they have granddaughters and 
they are happy for that” or “For me, it‘s a kind of bad marriage [speaking of a marriage in 
which the parents went to work abroad and left the child]. You‘re not supposed to desert a 
child when he‘s young”, and “They together managed to raise their children well, and also 
they managed to manage their household very well”. All the participants said something 
about having or raising children as indicators of marital success and happiness. It seems 



111

Julija Gaiduk, Jurgita Gogoi. 
Young Males’ Implicit Theories of Marital Relationships: A Thematic Analysis of Socialization Influences

that, in the participants’ views, parenting success was an integral part of marital success. 
Parenting was described as both an expression and a prerequisite for a happy marriage.

Discussion

A finding that stood out in this study was the power which the participants attributed to the 
parenting practices of the couples they had observed. When describing happy marriages, 
all the participants spoke about parenting. The answers ranged from having children as 
one of the most important meanings of marriage to how much time parents spend with 
children as being an indicator of happiness in a marriage. Parenting, thus, was a reason 
and a measure of marital success.

One could assume that the participants attributed such great power to parenting because 
of egocentrism. It is possible that they were not able to remove themselves from their 
memories of parental marriages, and the way how they felt with their parents colored 
their perceptions of how happy their parents’ marriages were. While this might have been 
the case, most participants also mentioned parenting when describing happy marriages 
that were not their parents’. It would be a stretch to say that the participants’ memories 
of other happy relationships were colored by their feelings in relationships with their 
parents. It appears that the young males in the study expressed awareness of the marriage-
parenting spillover documented by various studies (Kuo and Johnson, 2021; Vafaeenejad 
et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2019; Erel and Burman, 1995). They also seemed to appreciate 
the importance of children and the effect that parenting has on marital relationships, as 
documented by Noya et al. (2020), Kowal et al. (2021), Chiş (2022) and others. Parent-
ing and marital satisfaction seem to be reciprocally related, and our participants seemed 
to be well aware of it.

Intriguingly, this theme did not appear among female participants in an earlier similar 
study of a predominantly female sample (Babarskiene and Gaiduk, 2018). It seems that, 
for young women in that study, parenting was neither an indication of marital success nor 
necessary for a happy marriage in contrast to the males in this study. There is some evidence 
for the different marriage-parenting spillover patterns for men and women (Kopystynska et 
al., 2020; Kuo and Johnson, 2021). Evidence, however, is conflicting (Kuo and Johnson, 
2021; Erel and Burman, 1995) and not conclusive enough to explain our findings. More 
research is needed to explore the differential effects of attitudes towards children on the 
implicit theories of marriage developed by young men and young women.

Another intriguing difference between young women and young men in the context 
of Babarskiene and Gaiduk’s (2018) research and the current study is in the area of the 
gender role ideology. The gender role ideology themes circled around equality in both 
studies. However, for women in the earlier study (Babarskiene and Gaiduk, 2018), the 
focus was on being independent, taking care of and providing for themselves. For men 
in both studies, gender role ideas centered on equality and listening to the wife as well 
as the distribution of chores. While for women in the study mentioned above, the gender 
role ideology was an important issue which affected the participants’ implicit theories 
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of marriage, yet, among young men in our study, it only received a brief mention when 
equality was cited as a sign of a happy marriage. Further investigation into the differential 
influences of ideas around the gender on relational attitudes and dynamics for different 
genders is in order.

Consistent with previous research (Babarskiene and Gaiduk, 2018), observations of 
parental relationships emerged as an important socialization influence on young adults’ im-
plicit theories of marriage. This was not a surprising finding as many studies have provided 
evidence for the relationship between parental marriage quality and young adults’ attitudes 
toward marriage (Cunningham and Thornton, 2006) and intergenerational transmission of 
attitudes (Willoughby et al., 2020; Willoughby et al., 2012; Kapinus, 2004) and relational 
outcomes (Perren et al., 2005; Wolfinger, 2003; Amato and DeBoer, 2001). Thus, parental 
marriage remains a strong influence on young adults’ implicit theories of marriage.

Another interesting finding of this study was the influence of culture in its different 
expressions. The participants’ own culture, and also other cultures seemed to affect young 
males’ implicit theories of marriage. While growing up, children learn about their culture 
through interactions with and observations of other members of the same culture. Com-
munity, media, and religion were mentioned as expressions of own culture which are 
influential for the formation of implicit theories of marriage. As marital relationships are 
important elements of cultures, it is not surprising that community, media, and religions as 
expressions of cultures have much to say about marriage. They convey the messages clearly 
and overtly, and people internalize them and are aware of the process of internalization.

In addition to their own culture, the participants mentioned the influence of other 
cultures. Education and movies were mentioned as expressions of cultures other than the 
participants’ own culture that influenced the formation of implicit theories of marriage. 
The movies that the participants mentioned were North American by origin, which is the 
culture that none of the participants belonged to. In addition, they were receiving education 
from a North-American-style university. Consistent with Babarskiene & Gaiduk (2018), 
the participants were aware of both overt and covert influences of movies on the formation 
of their beliefs about marriage. Both studies seem to support Appel and Richter’s (2007) 
claim that fictional framing influences ideas about marriage, and the influence seems to be 
long-term. Additionally, the participants’ skepticism about the accuracy of happy marital 
relationship portrayals in movies and yet awareness of the influence of movies on their 
beliefs points both to cognitive dissonance and the implicit nature of beliefs, even those 
expressed explicitly. This cognitive dissonance is an intriguing area for further research.

Interestingly, the theme of cultural influences seemed to be more prominent for the 
young males in this study than for the predominantly female sample of Babarskiene and 
Gaiduk’s (2018) earlier study. It is especially true for religion and one’s own culture as 
these themes did not emerge in Babarskiene and Gaiduk’s study. More research is needed 
in order to find out if this was an accidental difference or if men are indeed more aware 
of and susceptible to the influences of their immediate culture than women.

The theme of personal characteristics having a reciprocal relationship with implicit 
theories of a happy marriage was not a surprising finding. It echoed the findings of Babar-
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skiene and Gaiduk (2018). The findings are consistent with Bandura’s (1978) reciprocal 
determinism and self-efficacy theories (Bandura, 1997). What people think of themselves 
influences and is influenced by behaviors and attitudes (such as implicit theories of mar-
riage). Additionally, this theme may have emerged as a result of upward social comparison 
(which may affect self-evaluation both positively and negatively (Collins, 1996)) since 
it emerged in answers to questions like “How likely is a happy marriage for you?” after 
the participants had discussed happy marriages known to them. 

Observations of other marriages as an influence on one’s own ideas about marriage 
was another finding of our study that was not surprising. It is consistent with both the 
social-cognitive theory and Babarskiene and Gaiduk’s (2018) grounded theory developed 
in a similar study. Interestingly, although role models are an important element of the 
social-cognitive theory, scientific studies on non-parental role models of marriages and 
their connections to attitudes toward marriage were not found. The way(s) how social 
comparison and social learning mechanisms work in the relationship between observations 
of other marriages and views on marriage is an intriguing question for further research.

Limitations

This study is not without limitations. The greatest concern is in the sample. Though we 
were able to study males (which is a sample that is often difficult to collect), we would 
have liked to have more males from divorced families. Additionally, though our partici-
pants were of similar age and all studied in English at a university in Europe, there was 
much heterogeneity in our sample. However, since the study was exploratory, trying to 
identify key socialization influences on the ideas about marriage among a male population, 
a homogenous sample was not the goal. Hopefully, further studies could have groups of 
participants from specific cultures studied both qualitatively and quantitatively.

Implications

This study is not unique in implicating the need for parents to protect and sustain their 
positive relationship in order (among many other reasons) to help their children develop 
more positive and working attitudes toward marriage. In this, our study is simply another 
voice in the choir. An implication for counselors would be the importance and utility of 
exploring issues learned by their clients while observing other relationships. Such ex-
plorations could increase self-awareness and foster the development of more productive 
implicit theories. Additionally, education about relationship messages portrayed in movies 
and more productive ideas about marriage would be beneficial for young adults and even 
teenagers. Finally, exploring personal characteristics in counseling and education to raise 
self-awareness and boost self-efficacy about relationships could help young adults develop 
more productive implicit theories of marriage, incorporating growth and destiny beliefs. 
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Areas for further study

For further research, it would be worthwhile to study the differences between young men 
and women in viewing parenting as a prerequisite or a sign of a happy marriage. Reasons 
for and consequences of the differences could be explored. Another area for further study is 
specific ways in which observation of other marriages affects young adults’ attitudes toward 
marriage. Much research has already been conducted on the correlates and influences of 
parental relationships on offspring’s attitudes toward marriage, while the mechanisms at 
play when other relationships are being observed (including one’s own relationships) are 
not known. Additionally, since culture appeared to bear influence on implicit theories of 
marriage, it would be relevant to analyze specific cultural influences on attitudes toward 
marriage quantitatively. Further, cognitive dissonance processes involved in being exposed 
to fiction media are an intriguing field of study. Finally, it would be interesting to explore 
how young males’ attitudes toward marriage are formed in divorced families.
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