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Abstract
It has been argued that individuals who consider their marriages as sacred are 
likely to put greater effort into protecting those marriages. As relationship 
maintenance behaviors have been defined as efforts enacted to maintain 
features such as marital satisfaction, it is possible that relational maintenance 
behaviors serve as a link between marital sanctity and marital satisfaction. A 
sample of 244 heterosexual married couples completed measures of marital 
sanctity, relationship maintenance, and marital quality. Analyses revealed 
that one’s own belief in the sanctity of one’s marriage was associated with 
one’s reported engagement in relational maintenance behaviors. These were 
linked to one’s partner’s marital satisfaction. Findings suggest that one’s 
perception of the sanctification of one’s marriage might be manifested in 
one’s engagement in relational maintenance behaviors and account, in part, 
for the association between one’s belief in the sanctity of one’s marriage and 
one’s spouse’s marital satisfaction.
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Research is beginning to examine the largely unexplored association between 
marital satisfaction and religion (see, e.g., Ellison, Burdette, & Wilcox, 2010; 
Fincham & Beach, 2010; Mahoney, 2010), and though results are somewhat 
mixed, the preponderance of evidence suggests a positive association between 
religion and marital satisfaction (Mahoney, 2010). Yet this association is not 
well understood. Mahoney argues a major reason that we know so little about 
the relationship between religion and marital satisfaction is that studies fre-
quently assess religion through simple indicators such as church attendance. 
However, Mahoney, Pargament, Murray-Swank, and Murray-Swank (2003) 
argued that efforts to understand religion and aspects of marriage or family 
life must go beyond peripheral elements and rather should consider aspects 
central to religion (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). Facets central to religion 
are those that are considered sacred (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005).

Toward this end, Pargament and Mahoney (2005) put forward a theory of 
sanctification wherein they proposed individuals are likely to put a great deal 
of effort into protecting what they consider to be sacred. However, little 
research has explored this speculation. The present study directly explores 
this proposal using dyadic data from self-reports of a sample of 244 married 
couples and analyzed with the actor–partner interdependence model (APIM) 
and structural equation modeling. Most prior work has considered the link 
between sanctification and one’s own marital quality. Here, it is proposed that 
one’s belief in the sanctification of one’s marriage should be predictive of 
one’s efforts to maintain one’s marriage, which in turn should be predictive 
of one’s spouse’s marital satisfaction.

Sanctification Theory

Mahoney et al. (2003) argued that religious world views involve individuals’ 
incorporation of “the sacred” into their values, including values accorded 
marriage. Theistic sanctification of marriage refers to the perception that 
one’s marriage is “a manifestation of one’s imagines, beliefs, or experience of 
God” (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005, p. 183). The idea that the power and 
presence of God is manifest in all aspects of life is closely tied to and strongly 
endorsed by many religions, including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam 
(Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). Indeed, theistic sanctification is only rele-
vant within a religious context (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). Therefore, to 
further understand the relationship between religion and marital satisfaction 
in a Judeo-Christian culture, an exploration of individuals’ perceptions of the 
theistic sanctity of marriage is warranted.

The driving premise behind sanctification theory is that individuals will 
work quite hard to protect that which they consider sacred. That is, those 
who view their marriages as sanctified should enact some mechanisms that 
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promote marital quality. Mahoney et al. (1999) proposed that viewing one’s 
marriage as sacred might cause one to focus on positive aspects of one’s 
marriage and thus elicit a positive global perception of one’s own marriage. 
Similarly, it has been reported that sanctification seems to mitigate percep-
tions of inequity in marriage (DeMaris, Mahoney, & Pargament, 2010). 
Prior research has found sanctity to be directly related to one’s own marital 
satisfaction (Ellison, Henderson, Glenn, & Harkrider, 2011; Mahoney et 
al., 1999). Though not a major thrust of the current investigation, it is 
expected that prior findings concerning the relationship between self-
reports of theistic sanctification and one’s own marital satisfaction will be 
replicated.

Hypothesis 1: Self-reports of theistic sanctity of marriage will be posi-
tively associated with one’s marital satisfaction.

Importantly, though sanctification theory stresses that individuals will act 
to protect their sacred marriages and facilitate positive views of one’s mar-
riage, little work has focused on the mechanisms through which sanctifica-
tion might be related to marital satisfaction at a dyadic level, that is, how 
one’s belief in the perception of sanctity might serve to protect or promote the 
satisfaction of one’s spouse. For example, some research has indicated that 
those who believe in the sanctity of their marriage report engaging in more 
positive conflict management or problem-solving behaviors (Mahoney et al., 
1999). Similarly, speculations have been offered that those who believe their 
marriages to be sanctified might be more forgiving or engage in more self-
sacrifice (Ellison et al., 2011). Logically, it would seem that such behaviors 
should be associated with one’s spouse’s marital quality.

The argument here, consistent with sanctification theory, is that though the-
istic sanctification may well have such a direct effect on one’s own marital 
satisfaction, it might also be indirectly linked to spousal marital satisfaction 
due to the behaviors that a belief in theistic sanctification might foster. This 
proposal is examined through the consideration of relational maintenance 
behaviors. As relationship maintenance behaviors have been defined as efforts 
and activities enacted to maintain relational features such as marital satisfac-
tion (Stafford & Canary, 1991), it is possible that relational maintenance 
behaviors serve as a link between one’s own belief in theistic marital sanctity 
and the marital satisfaction of one’s spouse. However, in order to explore such 
an association, it is first necessary to examine the relationship between self-
reports of perceptions of theistic sanctity and partner satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2: Self-reports of theistic sanctity of marriage will be posi-
tively associated with one’s partner’s marital satisfaction.
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If indeed there is a relationship between one’s own perception of theistic 
sanctification and one’s partner’s marital quality, the question becomes 
through what mechanisms this might occur. Relational maintenance behav-
iors are proposed as a viable candidate for consideration.

Relationship Maintenance

One central area of inquiry for relational and marital scholars is relational 
maintenance (Masuda & Duck, 2002). Though there are numerous approaches 
to and definitions of relational maintenance, a widely used definition of 
maintenance behaviors is offered by Stafford and Canary (1991), who con-
sidered “maintenance behaviors as efforts expended to maintain the nature of 
the relationship to the actor’s satisfaction. . . . By ‘nature of the relationship,’ 
we refer to feature characteristics crucial to personal relationships such as 
commitment and satisfaction” (p. 220). Although it is not possible to consider 
all behaviors that might serve to maintain a relationship, Stafford (2011, 
building on Canary & Stafford, 1992; Stafford & Canary, 1991) identified 
seven maintenance behaviors including expressing positivity and assurances, 
engaging in self-disclosure and relationship talk, displaying understanding, 
engaging in tasks that face the couple (e.g., household chores), and participat-
ing in the couple’s joint networks.

As Mahoney has theorized that individuals who believe in the sanctity of 
their own marriage will act in ways to protect and enhance that marriage, and 
that prior work has found an association between sanctification and positive 
behaviors (e.g., Mahoney et al., 1999), it seems logical that one’s perception of 
marital sanctity would be associated with one’s use of relational maintenance 
behaviors, that is, behaviors thought to maintain or enhance marital quality.

Hypothesis 3: Self-reports of sanctity of marriage will be positively asso-
ciated with self-reports of relational maintenance behaviors.

To consider maintenance behaviors as a potential link between theistic 
sanctity and partner satisfaction, an association between maintenance behav-
iors and partner satisfaction must also be evidenced. Prior research has 
already demonstrated a relationship between self-reports of relational main-
tenance behaviors and partner reports of marital quality (see Canary & 
Dainton, 2006; Stafford, 2011) and it is expected this same relationship to be 
found here.

Hypothesis 4: Self-reports of relationship maintenance behaviors will be 
positively associated with partner reports of marital satisfaction.
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The primary interest here is the exploration of the potential role that main-
tenance behaviors might serve as a link between theistic sanctity and marital 
satisfaction. Specifically, it seems likely that one’s belief in the sanctity of 
one’s marriage will be associated with one’s own maintenance efforts (i.e., 
protection of the sacred) and those efforts put forth should in turn be associ-
ated with one’s partner’s marital satisfaction. That is, maintenance behaviors 
should mediate an association between self-reports of theistic sanctity and 
spousal marital satisfaction. Thus, the final and central hypothesis is offered 
and the hypothesized paths indicated in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 5: Self-reports of relationship maintenance behaviors will 
mediate the association between actor perception of marital sanctity and 
partner marital satisfaction.

Method

Undergraduate students enrolled in communication classes at a large 
Midwestern university received research credit for recruiting a heterosexual 
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Figure 1. Standardized path coefficients for mediation analyses.
Note. All paths are significant at p < .001.
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married couple to participate in an online survey. Separate emails were sent 
to husbands and wives with separate links for each spouse. To match spouses, 
unique identifiers were created.

Participants

The initial sample consisted of 272 couples. However, as interest here is in 
religion, and as religious homogomy has often been considered a factor in 
marital satisfaction (Curtis & Ellison, 2002), only couples wherein both hus-
band and wife indicated not only a religious affiliation but also the same 
religious affiliation were included in the analyses. The final sample consisted 
of 244 couples. The husbands’ average age was 36.02 years (SD = 5.67, range 
= 18 to 57). The wives’ average age was 33.01 years (SD = 5.16, range = 18 
to 51). Couples had been married, on average, 9.6 years (SD = 9.03, range = 
1 to 31). The sample was 83% White, 12.7% Black, and 3.3% Hispanic. With 
regard to religious affiliation, 86% of the sample was Christian, 8.8% was 
Jewish, 2% was Islamic, and 1.2% was Buddhist.

Measures

Three self-report instruments were completed by both spouses. All measures 
were 7-point Likert-type scales with the anchor points 1 = strongly disagree 
and 7 = strongly agree. Demographic information, including religious affili-
ation, was also collected. In addition, several instruments not germane to the 
current investigation were administered.

Theistic Sanctification. Mahoney et al.’s (1999) measure of Theistic Sanctifica-
tion of Marriage was used. Sample items include “My marriage is a reflection 
of God’s will” and “My marriage is a holy bond.” For husbands, M = 5.12, 
SD = 1.2, α = .84, and for wives, M = 5.89, SD = 0.86, α = .85.

Relationship Maintenance Behavior Measure. Stafford’s (2011) Relationship 
Maintenance Behavior Measure was administered. The seven maintenance 
factors included positivity, assurances, tasks, networks, understanding, rela-
tionship talk, and self-disclosure. The alpha reliabilities for each of the seven 
factors ranged from .86 to .95 for husbands and from .89 to .96 for wives. 
Though often relational maintenance behaviors are examined individually, 
here interest is not in each of the seven factors per se or variations among 
them. Rather, they are used here as a composite index of the efforts expended 
to maintain marital satisfaction. For husbands and wives the means were 5.62 
(SD = 1.15) and 5.87 (SD = 1.04), respectively.
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Quality Marital Index. Norton’s (1983) Quality Marital Index was used to 
assess marital satisfaction. Sample items are “My relationship with my part-
ner is strong” and “We have a good relationship.” The scale was reliable (α = 
.97 and .96 for husbands and wives, respectively). The means for husbands 
and wives were 6.12 (SD = 0.88) and 6.22 (SD = 1.21).

Results

The APIM (Kenny, 1996; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006) was used. This 
approach allows for exploration of dyadic effects while taking into account 
the interdependence of dyadic data. The APIM can also be extended to 
include mediators through structural equation modeling (Ledermann, Macho, 
& Kenny, 2011). In this instance, the primary interest is in whether a potential 
relationship between one’s perception of sanctity and spousal marital satis-
faction is mediated by relational maintenance behaviors.

To test the proposed relationships, the steps outlined by Shrout and Bolger 
(2002), which are based on those of Baron and Kenny (1986), were followed. 
In addition, as it has been argued that sensitive tests of mediation can be con-
ducted using bootstrap analyses (Shrout & Bolger, 2002), bootstrap analyses 
were undertaken.

It was expected that individuals who perceived their marriages as sancti-
fied would report higher levels of marital satisfaction (Hypothesis 1). This 
hypothesis was supported for both husbands and wives. For husbands, the 
standardized actor effect was .26, p < .01, with a 95% confidence interval (CI) 
ranging from .11 to .39. For wives, the standardized actor effect was .13, p < 
.001, with a 95% CI ranging from .04 to .24. (The p values and CIs reported 
for all APIM analyses are bias-corrected values from bootstrap analyses.)

The first hypothesis replicates prior work. The second hypothesis, that 
one’s own perceptions of theistic sanctification are related to one’s partner’s 
relationship satisfaction, is central to the current investigation. The partners 
of individuals who reported their relationships to be sanctified also reported 
greater relationship satisfaction. For husbands, the standardized direct part-
ner effect was .83, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .67 to .91. For 
wives, the standardized direct partner effect was .47, p < .001, with a 95% CI 
ranging from .25 to .68. The second hypothesis was supported.

Having determined that one’s own perception of theistic sanctity was 
associated with one’s partner’s relational satisfaction, the next step was to test 
whether this association is mediated by one’s own relational maintenance 
behaviors. To do so, the following steps were undertaken as outlined by 
Shrout and Bolger (2002, based on Baron & Kenny, 1986). First, the relation-
ship between maintenance behaviors and sanctity was examined. Next, 
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whether maintenance behaviors predict relationship satisfaction when con-
trolling for sanctity was examined. Then, the mediated paths from sanctity 
through maintenance behaviors to relational satisfaction were examined 
wherein a significant bootstrap test would support mediation. Finally, to 
determine if mediation is partial or complete, the direct paths between sanc-
tity and satisfaction when controlling for self- and partner-reported mainte-
nance behaviors were examined.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that individuals who perceived their marriages as 
sanctified would report greater use of maintenance behaviors. The results 
indicated a positive association between marital sanctity and relational main-
tenance behaviors for both husbands and wives. For husbands, the standard-
ized direct actor effect was .34, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .17 to 
.49. For wives, the standardized direct actor effect was .29, p < .001, with a 
95% CI ranging from .05 to .37. That is, one’s own perception that one’s mar-
riage is sanctified did predict one’s own use of maintenance behaviors. 
Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Before mediation should be tested, it is first desirable to know if self-
reported maintenance behaviors were associated with partner satisfaction 
(Hypothesis 4). The results indicated a positive association between self-
reported relational maintenance behaviors and partner satisfaction for both 
husbands and wives. For husbands, the standardized direct partner effect was 
.76, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .71 to .86. For wives, the standard-
ized direct partner effect was .84, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .75 
to .88. Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Having found both a direct actor effect for sanctity on actor maintenance 
and a direct partner effect for maintenance on satisfaction, the next step was to 
test for mediation. The bootstrap tests indicated that the effect of sanctity on 
relationship satisfaction, reported earlier, was significantly mediated by part-
ner relational maintenance behaviors. The mediated effect for husbands was 
.09, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .04 to .17. For wives the mediated 
effect was .04, p < .001 with a 95% CI ranging from .01 to .09. This effect was 
further examined. After controlling for relationship maintenance behaviors, 
the bootstrap tests indicated that the effect of sanctity on marital satisfaction 
remained significant for husbands and wives. For husbands the mediated 
effect was .45, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .32 to .56. The effect for 
wives was .23, p < .001, with a 95% CI ranging from .12 to .36. These findings 
indicate that relational maintenance behaviors only partially mediate the asso-
ciation between one’s partner’s belief in the sanctity of marriage and one’s 
relationship satisfaction. Nonetheless, the hypothesis that self-reported main-
tenance behaviors mediate the association between one’s one belief in marital 
sanctity and one’s partner’s marital satisfaction was supported (Hypothesis 5).
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Discussion

This study was grounded in sanctification theory, which posits that, given the 
central nature of sanctity to religion, individuals who perceive their mar-
riages to be theistically sanctified should act in ways to protect those mar-
riages (Mahoney et al., 1999; Mahoney et al., 2003). In other words, 
individuals who perceive their marriages as manifestations of God should 
enact greater levels of maintenance behaviors to protect and enhance their 
marriages. The argument was made here that these behaviors should in turn 
be related to their partner’s marital satisfaction. This was indeed found to be 
the case. Also, the current study is unique in its investigation of one’s own 
perceptions of theistic marital sanctification, one’s self-reported behaviors, 
and the marital satisfaction of one’s spouse.

Though an association between the belief that marriage is sacred and mar-
ital satisfaction has been previously reported, the manner in which sanctity 
might be related to satisfaction has remained largely in the realm of specula-
tion. It has been proposed that those who view their marriages as sacred 
might see their marriages in a more positive light (Pargament & Mahoney, 
2005). Similarly, Ellison et al. (2011) proposed that a belief in the sanctity of 
marriage might promote feelings of love, forgiveness, and self-sacrifice, 
which in turn contribute to marital satisfaction. Prior work largely concerns 
the manner in which sanctification might influence one’s own marital satis-
faction. It was proposed here that relational maintenance behaviors might be 
enacted by individuals who see their marriage as sacred and thus serve as an 
indirect link between sanctity and spousal marital satisfaction.

Using APIM and structural equation modeling, analyses revealed that the 
belief in the sanctity of marriage was directly related to one’s own marital 
satisfaction, replicating previous findings. More important, one’s own belief 
in the sanctity of one’s marriage was associated with one’s reported engage-
ment in relational maintenance behaviors. These behaviors were in turn 
linked to one’s partner’s marital satisfaction.

In brief, the findings proffer support for Mahoney’s argument for the con-
sideration of the central role of sanctity of marriage and more specifically for 
her argument that belief in the sanctity of marriage may prompt individuals 
to protect that marriage, in this case, through the engagement behaviors pre-
viously identified as serving maintenance functions, thus protecting their 
spouse’s views of the marriage.

In other words, the findings suggest that spousal relational maintenance 
behavior might serve as behavioral manifestations of a belief in the sanctity 
of marriage and account, in part, for the association between theistic sanctity 
and marital quality. These spousal maintenance behaviors include expressing 
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positivity and assurances, engaging in self-disclosure and relationship talk, 
demonstrating understanding, participating in tasks that face the couple, and 
participating in joint social and family networks.

The focus here was on the manner in which theistic sanctification might be 
linked to marital satisfaction. However, in considering sanctification theory, 
many additional questions loom. First, only theistic sanctification was exam-
ined here as interest was in religion, and theistic sanctification is most closely 
tied to religion. However, Mahoney’s et al. (1999) research found stronger 
associations between nontheistic sanctification and the behaviors of the part-
ners than with theistic sanctification. The joint role of both theistic and non-
theistic sanctification should be explored. In addition, questions as to how 
sanctification occurs have also been raised (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). 
Scholars such as Fincham, Lambert, and Beach (2010) have begun to explore 
such questions finding that joint prayer may serve to instantiate this percep-
tion of sanctity. Given the typically found positive association between sanc-
tification and marital and family processes, further understanding of both 
sanctification’s causes and effects should be pursued.

These findings reported herein are subject to numerous limitations includ-
ing the cross-sectional nature of the sample, the use of a convenience sample, 
and a relatively homogenous sample. Given the cross-sectional nature of the 
sample, though the direction posed is theoretically sound, neither causality 
nor direction of the effects can be ascertained. It is plausible that those who 
are satisfied with their marriages elicit greater maintenance efforts on the part 
of their spouses, for example. In addition, the use of a homogeneous, rela-
tively well-educated, predominately White convenience sample limits the 
generalizability of the findings to other populations.

Furthermore, mediation was only partial. This partial mediation indicates 
the need for future research to explore other psychological, emotional, or 
behavioral factors, such as positive attributions, feelings of love, or commu-
nicative practices that might help further account for the relationship between 
marital sanctity and relationship satisfaction. In addition, though a direct 
association between self-reports of sanctity and one’s own satisfaction was 
found, it was not explored here. Thus, future research needs to consider the 
mechanisms through which an individual’s own belief in the sanctity of mar-
riage is linked one’s own marital satisfaction. Finally, relational features 
beyond satisfaction should be explored. For example, given the often found 
link between religiousity and commitment (see, e.g., Lambert & Dollahite, 
2008), as well as between maintenance behaviors and commitment (see, e.g., 
Stafford, 2011), an exploration of the manner in which sanctity and mainte-
nance behaviors might conjointly contribute to marital commitment should 
be undertaken.
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The findings reported herein have some practical applications for indi-
viduals as well as those who work with couples in a religious setting. First, 
given the relationship between one’s use of maintenance behaviors and one’s 
spouse’s marital satisfaction, individuals would be well advised to actively 
engage in these practices. Second, the knowledge that theistic sanctity may 
help promote marital quality both for oneself and for one’s spouse and pro-
mote the engagement in maintenance behaviors would provide further ratio-
nale for those who work with couples to encourage views of the marriage as 
sacred. That said, both religiosity and sanctification have at times been linked 
to unhealthy marital interactions (Mahoney et al., 2003). Thus, care must be 
taken to help individuals to channel these perceptions of theistic sanctifica-
tion into concrete positive behaviors.

Despite these limitations, the findings reported herein indicate the impor-
tance of the consideration of both the construct of theistic sanctity in the 
study of religion and marriage and of the use of dyadic-level data in the 
exploration of religion and marital satisfaction. Although direction and cau-
sality cannot be determined, findings suggest that individuals’ perceptions of 
the theistic sanctity of their marriages, that is, the belief that God is manifest 
in their marriages, might prompt engagement in behaviors aimed at maintain-
ing and enhancing their marriages and these behaviors might in turn promote 
their spouses’ marital satisfaction.
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