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Abstract

Background: Marital satisfaction is affected by many factors. Satisfaction with one's sexual life tends to be a pivotal factor
in marital satisfaction. In Iran, Socio-cultural and political limitations are obstacles for sexuality-related studies, therefore,
insufficient information is available in the area. Unique in its own, in this paper we report how sexual relationships relate to
marital satisfaction among Iranians.

Methods: This descriptive-correlation study was conducted in 2007 in Tehran, continuous sampling was used to recruit 292
married men, and women aged 19-58 yr from selected hospitals in Tehran while visiting their hospitalized relatives. Some-
times the participants were couple too. Three questionnaires were used for data collection. The data were analyzed using de-
scriptive and inferential statistics (x*« Fisher and Anova) with SPSS.

Results: Marital satisfaction significantly relates to sexual satisfaction (P= 0/00). There was also a significant relation be-
tween sexual satisfaction and the following variables: age difference of couples (P= 0.04), length of marital life (P= 0.05),
and a drug abused participant (P=0.007). Of these variables, only the age difference of couples significantly relates to mari-
tal satisfaction (0.00).

Conclusion: Findings suggest that sexual satisfaction plays a seminal role in marital satisfaction of Iranians. Therefore, we
need to develop culturally appropriate practical strategies to improve Iranian couples’ awareness in sexuality issues as well

as training them in communication skills through their sexual encounters.
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Introduction

Preserving a happy family is the main goal of any
society (1). Research has indicated that marital
distress and destructive marital conflict are major
risk factors for many kinds of dysfunction and psy-
chopathology. With such a situation, it is not sur-
prising that many social scientists have vigorously
purposed an answer to various forms of the ques-
tion:" What makes marriage last?" (2)

Marriage is known as the most important inci-
dent in everyone's life after birth (1). Marriage in
Islam is the only institution where it allows sexual
relationships (3). As the most important and divine
social custom it has, usually been approved of to
achieve an adult’s security and emotional needs (1).
Satisfaction with one’s marriage tends to be a piv-
otal factor in overall happiness (4). Lack of mari-
tal satisfaction at its worst has a negative influence

not only on the spouses’ socio-psychological con-
dition but also on the children and juveniles in the
family (5). In Iran, the records of judiciary in-
stitutions showed 605467 cases of permanent mar-
riage and 604408 cases of divorce in 2004. Com-
paring these figures reveals that there were only
1161 marriages more than divorces. In some
societies, like Iran, marital conflict and divorce are
considered as one of the social inconveniences,
which create severe mental tensions (6). In Iran, it
is believed that divorce range is considerably low.
However, the low range of divorce is not a logical
justification to ignore the extent of marital discords
due to sexual dissatisfaction. In Iran, divorce is not
simply possible, particularly for women. Moreover,
due to stigmatization, a large number of spouses
never file for divorce but are mentally and psycho-
logically disrupted (5).
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Sexual satisfaction is an important aspect of mari-
tal satisfaction (4). Sexual satisfaction is a pleasur-
able feeling resulting from individual behaviors
or interpersonal interactions (7). In the present
study, it is defined as one's judgment and analy-
sis of one's own sexual behavior, which one con-
siders pleasurable, unlike some sources that con-
sider sexual satisfaction as a means of ‘orgasm’ (8).
Several researches have been carried out in this
field in Iran. Mirtaki (9) examined the relation-
ship between the experience of orgasm and ma-
rital satisfaction in women and reported that only
8.5% of women had experienced orgasm in their
entire lives. According to Sadeghi (10) 82% of
women filed for divorce due to dissatisfied sex-
ual relations and 61.4% of women were divorced
because of their unhappy sexual relations; In this
study, sexual dissatisfaction was the main cause
for 74% of men who filed for divorce. Women’s
frigidity and lack of sexual interest were the main
reasons for the men's dissatisfaction.

Diplomats of the American Board of Sexology re-
garding neglected subjects in sex research were
surveyed, and it was found that marital sexuality
was ranked as the most neglected subject (2). The
lack of research investigating sexuality within mar-
riage is, by itself a compelling reason to explore this
topic. In addition, since marriage plays a vital role
in the Iranians’ life and on the other hand, sexual-
ity issues are unspoken in Iran, so that examining
the association of sexual relationships with marital
satisfaction seems necessary. This study is unique
in its own right because authors are mid-wives
who are sources of reference for Iranians when
it comes to sexuality issues. This paper focuses on
determining the relationships between sexual satis-
faction and marital satisfaction in married people.

Materials and Methods

A descriptive-correlation study was conducted in
2007-08 in Tehran. Approval for the research was
obtained from Ethics Committee of Iran University
of Medical Sciences and the Steering Committee
of School of Midwifery and Nursing. Married men
and women (n= 292; 149 women and 143 men)
were recruited. Inclusion criteria for participation
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were literacy and marriage for more than a year.
Using simple continuous sampling, we recruited
the participants from selected hospitals in West
of Tehran who came to visit their hospitalized re-
latives. Before completing the questionnaires, the
respondents were insured of the confidentiality of
their answers and after obtaining consent; three
questionnaires were distributed for data collection.
The first questionnaire included socio-demographic
questions: age, gender, reproductive status, eco-
nomic status, number of children, age difference of
spouses, duration of marriage, education attain-
ment, the spouse's education attainment, drug abuse,
contraception method, and type of marriage (per-
manent, temporary or remarriage).

The second one was Enrich Marital Satisfaction
Questionnaire (11). This questionnaire has been
used as a valid tool to determine the level of mari-
tal satisfaction in many studies (12). It has 47
items, and the answers are categorized in a 1-5
score range. Based on the scores obtained, each
participant was categorized in one of the following
groups: completely satisfied, relatively satisfied,
and slightly satisfied.

A translated questionnaire which was used to as-
sess sexual satisfaction came third (13). This ques-
tionnaire consists of 25 items and 5 choices: never,
rarely, sometimes, often, and always (1-5). Using
this tool the participants were placed into four
groups: completely satisfied, relatively satisfied,
slightly satisfied, and dissatisfied. All the question-
naires were completed by the participants.

A test-retest was used to determine the reliabil-
ity of the tools (r= 0/86 sexual satisfaction) and
r= 0/89 marital satisfaction). The data were ana-
lyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics
(x%, Fisher and Anova) with SPSS.

Results

The participants’ demographic characteristics in the
present study demonstrated in the following lines:
The mean and standard deviation of the partici-
pants’ age were 35.16 and 8.8, respectively. Of the
participants, 51% were female and 49% male.2/1%
of women and 3.4% of men’s spouses were preg-
nant.
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The mean and standard deviation of the children
were 1.99 and 0.76 respectively. The education
attainment of 28% of the participants was lower
than high school diploma, 46.2% were high school
diploma, and 25.3% of them were higher than
high school diploma. Economically, 15.6% of the
participants were good, 757% moderate, and 8.7
poor. 6.7% of the participants were addicted; most
of them were male and smokers. The mean and
standard deviation of duration of the marriages
were 20.5 and 0.97, respectively.

The mean and standard deviation of age differ-
ence of spouses were 1.41 and 56% respectively.
96.6% of the participants had permanent marriage,
0.7% temporary, and 2.7% remarriage. 57.1% of
participants used a contraceptive method; 24.4%
of them used condom, 28.2% withdrawal, and
47.4% of them used other contraceptive methods-
5.2% vasectomy, 17% IUD, 8/9% TL, 15.6%
OCP (oral contraception).

The results showed that 96.6% of participants
were completely satisfied, and 3.4% of them were
relatively satisfied with their marital life. The mean
and Standard deviation of marital satisfaction were
162 and 32.73 respectively.

The majority of participants (63.4%) showed com-
plete sexual satisfaction, and only a few of them
(0.7) were completely dissatisfied. The mean and
standard deviation of sexual satisfaction were 102
and 19.68 respectively.

Pearson correlation coefficient showed significant
relationship between sexual satisfaction and mari-
tal satisfaction (P= 0.00) (Table 1); also regres-
sion analysis showed that sexual satisfaction, the
dependent variable, is related to marital satisfac-
tion, the independent variable.

The duration of marriage was significantly related
to sexual satisfaction, as those with duration of
marriage less than 15 yr were more satisfied with
their sexual life (table 1); also the results of the
multiple regression analysis showed that there is a
relationship between sexual satisfaction and du-
ration of marriage.

Fisher test showed a significant relationship be-
tween sexual satisfaction and age difference (Table
1). The results of x* test suggested that the age

difference is significantly related to marital satis-
faction, i.e., those with an age difference less than
10 yr are more satisfied with both their marital
and sexual life (Table 1).

In addition, the results of x* test showed that the
level of sexual satisfaction in people who are drug
addicted was less, and the result was statistically
significant (Table 1).

There was no a significant relationship between
sexual satisfaction and other variables- age, gen-
der, reproductive status, economic status, number
of children, educational status, the spouse's edu-
cational status- tested in the present study.

Table 1: Statistical Tests

Marital Satisfaction Statistic Test

Sexual satisfaction P=0/00 r=0/46
Age difference(year) P=0/00 fisher
Sexual Satisfaction Statistic Test
Duration of marriage (yr) P=0/05 x*=5/69
Age difference(year) P=0/04 fisher
Substance abuse P=0/007 x*=9/91
Discussion

Marital Satisfaction

According to our results, the relationship be-
tween marital satisfaction and many of the de-
fined variables is not significant, which suggests
some possibilities: the participants not being prop-
erly in the classified categories, inadequate un-
derstanding of the term ‘marital satisfaction’ by the
participants and their hesitation to explore their
marital secrets in a public place as in the Iranian
culture men and women keep the secrecy of their
marital lives. Merghati K (14) in her research
found that marital life in Iranian culture is incor-
porated with in its own sexual concepts and mean-
ings, for which women lack appropriate language
and words to express their sexuality throughout
marriage. She points out that Iranians believe that
talking about their marital lives in public will dis-
honor them socially.

Considering the purpose of ‘Determining the rela-
tionship between sexual satisfaction and marital
satisfaction’, the findings of the present study in-
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dicated that sexual satisfaction was significantly
related to marital satisfaction; A number of studies
reported similar results (15) (2). Gue and Huang
(15) carried out examining the relationship be-
tween marital satisfaction and sexual satisfaction
in Chinese families. Sampling was random inter-
views with one of the current residents in each
household in two cities (Tianjjin and Shanghai).
It was found that impact of sexual satisfaction
on marital satisfaction was moderated by gender
and education attainment. Given that all of the other
conditions were the same, every unit of increase
in sexual satisfaction would result in a faster in-
crease in marital satisfaction for women than
for the men. In addition, it was found when eve-
rything else is equal; every unit of change in sex-
ual satisfaction would result in a greater change in
marital satisfaction for respondents who are better
educated than for those with a lower level of
education. In the present study, multiple regres-
sion analysis showed that sexual satisfaction, as
a dependent variable, is related to marital satisfac-
tion, as an independent variable.

The results of Fisher test showed that age differ-
ence of spouses is related to marital satisfaction;
as spouses whose age difference was less than 10
yr were more satisfied with their marital life. Dar-
jazini found no significant relationship between
these two variables (16). Socio-cultural similari-
ties (e.g. the spouses ’age differences) lead to more
stable families due to similarities in their life styles
(17). Age difference is not an issue that can be
generalized, there cannot be a single rule saying that
women must always be younger. This issue should
be considered in the cultural context as it may vary
in various nations based on their social criteria,
customs and traditions (18). In Iran, these days,
cultural transition in new generation has made age
difference between wife and husband controversial.

Sexual Satisfaction

The results showed that sexual satisfaction is
related to the length of marriage; those with mari-
tal life less than 15 yr were more satisfied with their
sex lives than spouses living together for many
years (>15). Chien (19), Jos (20) et al. found the
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same results too. Hoseini and Hajkazemi (21) in
a study with women in Sari city found that the
highest frequency of sexual disorders is related
to spouses with marriage length of 16-20 yr.
However it was not significant association.
Frequency of sexual activity strongly interweaved
with sexual satisfaction (22). Frequency of sexual
activity decreases by passing years from marriage
(23); this decline can be related to: lessening sex-
ual attractiveness among intimate partners, be-
coming older, marital related concerns, job preoc-
cupations, rearing children. Longer the marital life
becomes, sexual satisfaction decreases because
of reduction in frequency of sexual activities.
The results of Fisher test indicated that there is
a link between sexual satisfaction and age differ-
ence; as spouses whose age difference was more
than 10 yr reported lower levels of sexual sat-
isfaction. The highest level of satisfaction was seen
in spouses with an age difference of 5-10 yr. Muler
et al. (24) also found the same results in infer-
tile spouses. On the contrary, Leitenberg et al. (2)
found that there is no significant relationship be-
tween sexual satisfaction and age difference among
spouses. Bernard, cited in Arno, asserts ‘women
who get married to men 5-6 yr older than them
are the most satisfied with their sexual life’ (25).
Sexual desires change with ageing, and spouses
have different sexual desires from each other. Then
this disagreement in sexual activities leads to dis-
satisfaction among spouses who have a high age
difference (26). It seems age difference can be an
important factor in mutual understanding among
spouses, especially in sexual issues. Of course,
‘age’ and ‘age difference’ both are culturally de-
fined issues; thus, they affect sexual satisfaction
differently in various societies.

Significant association of drug abuse and sexual
satisfaction in the present study suggests that sex-
ual satisfaction in drug-abused participants was
less than that non drug-abused ones. Lessening
sexual satisfaction can be due to the effect of nar-
cotics on sexual activities, sexual performance, or
libido of the drug user. Psychologically, addicted
people do not have self-confidence, and their ad-
diction can have significantly unfavorable influ-
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ence on their sexual relationship. Addicted people
may even not be able to regain their sexual ability
completely after quitting narcotics; as drunken men
may experience erection disorders because of or-
ganic injuries due to long-term consumption of al-
cohol (26).

Addis et al. (27) found that woman who had never
smoked reported frequent sexual intercourse as
well as great sexual satisfaction. Emil et al. (28)
study revealed that erection disorders in men who
smoke 30 or more cigarettes a day are 1.5 to 2
times more than in ordinary ones.

One of the seminal objectives of the present re-
search is its implication in improving family health.
Authors hope the results of the present study may
promote awareness of spouses as well as quality
of their marital lives. The findings will inform
family and marital health related programs in or-
der to implement them efficiently and effectively.
Given that Iranian culture limits couples to unveil
their sexual problems, emphasis must be placed on
the marital counseling and their education. Pro-
grams may include topics concerning women em-
powerment, teaching skills for attaining healthy
sexual relationship for the drug-abused partners
and rising awareness about the determinants in-
fluencing sexual satisfaction in marital life. As
sexuality-related topics are as unspoken matters
in Iranian culture we suggest exploration of some
other determinants more deeply using qualitative
methods.
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