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1. Introduction

The family, as a fundamental social system, plays a key role in psychological well-
being, social cohesion, and sustainable development. Marriage fulfills emotional
needs and contributes to social stability; however, the rising divorce rate in recent
years, particularly in Khorasan Razavi province, reflects serious challenges to family
stability. While most previous studies have focused on the causes of divorce, this
study adopts an alternative perspective inspired by Foucault’s concept of reversal.
Instead of examining marital breakdown, it focuses on the reasons for marital
stability. The main objective is to identify and compare the determinants of marital
stability among couples with and without children who have experienced at least ten
years of cohabitation, and to develop a local conceptual model within the cultural
context of Khorasan Razavi.

2. Literature Review

Existing research shows that marital stability is influenced by a combination of
individual, interpersonal, and structural factors. Many studies highlight childbearing
as a factor that strengthens emotional bonds and reduces the likelihood of divorce.
Other key predictors include marital quality, commitment, interaction patterns, life
attitudes, and economic conditions. In addition, marital rewards and social
constraints—such as emotional dependence and parental responsibility—are found
to play an important role in preventing separation. Despite the extensive literature on
divorce and marital conflict, relatively few studies directly address the reasons for
marital stability, especially through a comparative approach between couples with
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and without children. This gap highlights the need for a more stability-oriented and
positive perspective in family research.

3. Methodology

This study used a mixed-methods design with a sequential explanatory strategy. In
the qualitative phase, the population consisted of couples with and without children
who had at least ten years of cohabitation and were considered stable despite
reporting marital dissatisfaction. Using purposive sampling and theoretical
saturation, 33 participants were selected. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires and analyzed using thematic
analysis with MAXQDA software.

In the quantitative phase, the population included 300 dissatisfied couples with at
least ten years of cohabitation who had referred to family counseling centers in
districts 5, 9, and 11 of Mashhad. Cluster sampling ensured social and cultural
diversity. Data were collected through standardized questionnaires developed from
qualitative findings and analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation
Modeling (PLS-SEM) to test causal relationships and estimate path coefficients in
the proposed model.

4. Findings

The results indicate that several common variables influence marital stability in both
groups, including value crisis, interaction, economic problems, forgiveness,
commitment, and social exchanges. However, the structure and relative importance
of these variables differ depending on whether couples have children.For couples
with children, childbearing emerged as the most influential factor (path coefficient =
0.942), highlighting the central role of children in strengthening emotional
attachment, responsibility, and continuity. Economic factors (0.812), reputation and
dignity (0.717), and family relations (0.619) also contributed significantly,
suggesting that both material resources and social status are important for sustaining
marital stability among parents.

For childless couples, the most influential variables were prioritizing collective
interests over individual interests (0.856), economic factors (0.811), interaction
(0.673), life attitudes (0.543), and commitment (0.409). These findings suggest that
in the absence of children, stability depends more on interpersonal dynamics, shared
values, communication quality, and adaptive life skills.Although both groups share
similar determinants, the key difference lies in the structural role of childbearing or
the social meaning of childlessness. In families without children, marital stability is
more strongly associated with emotional regulation and psychological competencies,
whereas in families with children it is rooted in social roles, parental identity, and
collective responsibility.

5. Discussion

Marital stability is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction of
individual, interpersonal, and structural factors. While variables such as economic
conditions, commitment, forgiveness, and interaction are significant in both groups,
their structural configuration differs. For couples with children, social reputation,
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family relations, and parental roles are more influential, whereas for childless
couples, shared goals, life attitudes, and communication quality are more central.
These findings suggest that although having children does not necessarily increase
marital satisfaction, it may function as a structural mechanism that strengthens
commitment and relationship persistence. Overall, the results align with structural
functionalism and social exchange theory, emphasizing the importance of collective
interests, social rewards, and structural constraints in maintaining marital stability.

6. Conclusion

Marital stability is a context-dependent and culturally embedded concept, and no
single universal model can fully explain marital continuity across different family
structures. Although some determinants are shared, important differences exist
between couples with and without children. These findings support a shift from a
deficit-based approach toward a strength-based perspective focused on the reasons
for marital stability rather than divorce. Practically, the results can inform family
counseling and social policies by promoting tailored interventions based on family
structure. Strengthening marital stability, particularly in societies with declining
fertility and increasing childlessness, can contribute to social well-being and
sustainable development.
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