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Summary 

The study quantitatively investigated and qualitatively explored the relationships of the African 

marital symbols lobola and the wedding ring, with the marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-

being of Batswana married women. The thesis describing the study is presented in five sections 

namely, a literature overview, three manuscripts reporting on the empirical research, as well as 

on a proposed marriage enrichment programme for African couples, and a concluding chapter, 

all briefly described below. 

The literature overview served as a literature background for the broad study. African 

marital symbols, specifically the lobola bridal wealth custom, as well as the wedding ring 

accepted into African culture albeit a Western marriage custom, were studied and described. 

African symbolism and rituals accompanying symbolic practices, were also explored. Thereafter 

the theoretical constructs of marriage satisfaction and relational well-being and of spirituality and 

spiritual well-being were reviewed. Throughout the literature study, the research aim of 

understanding the relationships between the researched phenomena, was considered. 

The quantitative research aimed at statistically investigating the relationships of the African 

marital symbols of lobola and the wedding band, with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being 

of n=366 married Batswana women. It also aimed at determining whether perceptions about 

African marital symbols could predict the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being reported by 

the participants. A literature study described and conceptualised the variables, and thereafter 

data was empirically gathered by means of two self-constructed questionnaires about views and 

values pertaining to lobola and the wedding ring, as well as by validated questionnaires about 

marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of the participating women. Data was analysed with 

the Mplus 7.31 statistical program and a measurement model and structural model were 

identified, which met all the best fit statistical requirements. These statistical models indicated the 

relationships between the variables and the direction of such relationships. Statistical pathways 

in the structural model indicated that aspects of marital symbols could be precursors of marriage 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being. 

The qualitative research aimed at exploring the views about and meaning ascribed by n=12 

married Batswana women, to African marital symbols like lobola and the wedding band, as well 

as to the role (if any) of these symbolic practices on their marital satisfaction and spiritual well-

being. A literature study described and conceptualised the constructs and thereafter semi-

structured interviews were held (guided by a pre-formulated interview protocol) with the women, 

to gather data for qualitative thematic analyses. Themes that emerged from thematic analysis 

were about lobola (two themes with five sub-themes), the wedding ring (three themes), marital 
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satisfaction (four themes) and spiritual well-being (four themes). The main thematic findings were 

that lobola is viewed as a source of communal and personal value with much meaning and 

purpose, but that lobola could also have adverse outcomes. The wedding ring was reported to 

give relational commitment and meaning, personal status and esteem. Marital satisfaction was 

experienced through marriage as a caring environment, as a source of happiness, as a valued 

and culturally required context for raising children, but marriage was also seen as a source of 

discontent. Spiritual well-being was reported as being together in spiritual activities, in valuing the 

role of ancestors in all aspects of their lives, in coping through spiritual guidance and in believing 

that African rituals build existential connectedness. In direct and indirect ways, the role of African 

marital symbols in the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of participants could be 

discerned.  

The proposed guidelines for a marriage enrichment programme aimed at building, nurturing 

and maintaining the marriage and relational health and well-being of African couples. The 

guidelines were based on empirical findings from the research described above and relevant 

literature. It was proposed that the programme consist of eight sessions during which couples, by 

means of couple dialogue and interactions with other couples in a group context, work on the 

following features of their relationships: commitment to the growth process; attention to the 

marriage as a caring environment; communication; identifying the individual and couple 

strengths; building friendship; trust and togetherness; conflict resolution; social support; and 

finally, commitment to sustained growth, nurturance and maintenance of their marriage quality 

and well-being.  

The concluding chapter described overall conclusions and recommendations that flow from 

the broad study, as well as the limitations of the study and further research that could stem from 

it. 

 

 

Key words: lobola, wedding band, marital satisfaction, spiritual well-being. 
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In this study, the relationship of African marital symbols such as lobola and the marital band, 

along with marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana women were studied. 

In this overview, the rationale of the study is discussed first, including the problem statement 

and then the theoretical background. After the literature review pertaining to the topic of this 

study, the research methods are described and theoretically motivated including a 

description of the research participants, procedures, data gathering and data analysis 

methods and the ethical principles adhered to. Thereafter three manuscripts reporting on the 

two empirical phases of the study and guidelines for a proposed marriage enrichment 

programme towards marital satisfaction of Batswana married women, are presented. The 

thesis is concluded with a reflection and evaluation as well as discussion of limitations, 

conclusions and recommendations pertaining to the study. The overview serves as a 

literature background for the research and the manuscripts serve as the research reports. 

Some duplication of literature content may thus appear in the manuscripts. 

Background and Rationale for the Study 

This research aimed to investigate the wedding band and lobola (plural form amalobolo) as 

conjugal (matrimonial) symbols that may influence marital and spiritual wellness among 

married Batswana women. The cultural importance of marital symbols in African culture is 

well established and has deep personal and spiritual meaning to those involved. However, 

no research could be found about the contribution of lobola or the wedding band to the long-

term quality of the spousal relationship or marital satisfaction of partners. Furthermore, 

despite the clear spiritual meaning of lobola in the marriage ceremony and customs, no 

research findings indicate the effects of lobola on spiritual well-being of the couple and 

especially that of the women for whom the bride price had been paid. This study was thus 

inspired by such questions, as yet unanswered by published research, especially in South 

Africa. 

The custom that relates to marriage amongst Black Africans across the African 

continent and that is known as the practice of bride wealth or lobola, the value and the 

significance of the wedding ring in such marriages, as well as the influence of these customs 

if any, on marital and spiritual well-being of Batswana married women is the focus here. 

Marriage in an African culture is viewed as the focal point of existence and a point where 

community members meet the departed, the living and those yet to be born, thereby 

repeating, renewing and revitalising generational history. As a result, marriage is not only a 

physical relationship but has eternal consequences for Africans (Semenya, 2014). Turaki 

(1991) indicated that marriage for Africans establishes the essentials in life and in death, 
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while Boshego (2006) emphasised that the community needs to participate in the marriage 

ceremony since in African society marriage is a vital mechanism for social control and social 

stability (also see Matope, Maruzani, Chauraya & Bondani, 2013). 

As mentioned, lobola is a cultural conjugal practice in South Africa and probably Africa 

at large and is traditionally and contemporarily of cultural value in marriages among Black 

couples. The lobola cattle, money or whatever items are used as acceptable tender for 

marriage to occur, function as symbolic means of establishing and sealing the conjugal 

relationship between the couple, their respective lineages, both the living and the dead, i.e. 

the ancestors or the shades. Most writers have historically agreed that lobola is an age-old 

custom of which the origins is not easy to determine. Junod (1941) argued that lobola is not 

a historical curiosity peculiar to Africans, but that a similar custom existed among the ancient 

Greeks where Aristotle referred to the Grecian maiden of Homer's time as an alphesiboia or 

one who brings cattle to her parents. Rajuilli (1999) stated that in ancient Jewish culture the 

mohar was the price which custom decreed that the father of the bride received for his 

daughter. Rajuilli (1999) further highlighted the case of Abraham who sent his chief servant 

to obtain a wife for his son, Isaac, in Mesopotamia (Genesis, 24:67). 

Traditionally, after receiving this gift (his future wife), the boy made a song and danced 

or giya’d before returning to his home to hoist a white flag given to him by his lover for 

everyone to see that he has been qoma’d (accepted as a lover by the girl) (Rajuilli, 1999; 

Vilakazi, 1962). The ritual of hoisting a white flag or ukuhloma iduku elibhabhazayo was a 

momentous occasion for the young man. The importance of the qoma ceremony was 

indicated by Vilakazi (1962) in his observation that: 

"The formality and publicity given to the occasion have a social significance which has 

nothing to do with betrothal and marriage. To qoma, i.e. to take a lover for a girl and to 

be qonywa’d to be accepted as a lover for the boy, are happenings of momentous 

social and psychological importance"(p. 50). 

Other marital symbols such as wedding bands are parts of Western civilisation 

accepted in Black marriages. According to Dion and Dion (2003), a wedding ring is a symbol 

of a person’s love and commitment to his or her spouse and it is usually one of the most 

precious and important pieces of jewellery that an individual owns (Feeney, 2002). 

According to Fletcher (2004) it is a married person’s declaration to the world that one is in a 

committed relationship and is devoted to one’s partner. While Geron (2005) asserted that a 

wedding ring symbolises eternity, endlessness and something that cannot be broken, Glenn 

and Kramer (2004) stated that wedding rings are given as tokens of such unending love for 
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each other. Traditionally it was also used as a symbol of strength in the marital relationship 

or union. A ring is circular and the circle has always had significance from ancient cultures to 

the present as a symbol of wholeness and perfection. Its endlessness is the symbol of 

oneness and unity that has no beginning and no end (Dion & Dion, 2003). 

The fact that marital symbols like lobola and the marital band have valuable cultural 

and personal meaning in African society is undisputed. The question that presents itself is 

whether the value of such symbols is only customary, or do they play a role in the continuing 

marital relationship of the Batswana couple as perceived by the wife and do they have 

spiritual value to her? 

Literature Framework of this Study 

In this section literature pertaining to African marital symbols as well as about marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being will be presented. Theoretical frameworks, models and 

conceptualisations from African cosmology, social anthropology, ethnology, social and 

positive psychology, sociology and theology have been explored in order to understand the 

phenomena studied in this research. 

The practice of lobola 

African marriages are negotiated through the lobola process, which is a widely recognised 

marriage custom across the Southern African continent (Ansell, 2001; Mawere & Mawere, 

2010; Mbatha, 2011). The concept of lobola can be translated into English as bride wealth or 

bride price (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Hosegood, McGrath & Moultrie, 2006) 

and involves the payment of property from the groom’s family to the bride’s family. The 

payment of the bride price follows negotiations by the delegates from the two families 

(bride’s and groom’s families) through a messenger (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). While 

traditionally cattle were transferred from the groom’s family to the bride’s family, the bride 

wealth now frequently takes the form of both cash and live cattle (Heeren, Jemmott, Tyler, 

Tshabe & Ngwane, 2011; Kambarami, 2006). The number of cattle or the value of the bride 

wealth is dependent on the bride’s background, her education and the social position of her 

family (Heeren et al., 2011). 

It should be noted that although the lobola practice is common in Africa, there are 

procedural differences from one cultural group to the other. For example, in the Zulu culture 

and particularly in rural KwaZulu-Natal, the British colonial administration of 1869 set and 

fixed the lobola price at 11 head of cattle or their equivalent value (Burman & Van der Werff, 

1993; De Haas, 1987; Hunter, 2006; Preston-Whyte, 1993). In Kenya, Chief Kirera 

attempted to proclaim a bride wealth limit of six cows and a bull in order to make it affordable 
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and within the means of most young men. However, wealthy people ignored the limit and 

pushed the bride wealth into an upward spiral, thus edging some men out of the marriage 

market (Shadle, 2003). 

It is argued nowadays that the payment of lobola gives the man power over his wife 

and his children (Chambers, 2000; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Kambarami, 2006). The 

inequality that is promoted by the practice of lobola is seen as placing women in subordinate 

positions (Kambarami, 2006). However, despite reports that the practice of lobola results in 

inequality between men and women in society and between wives and husbands in marriage 

(Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010), the practice remains highly valued by its practitioners (Ansell, 

2001). 

The positive constructions around the practice of lobola include seeing it as a symbol 

that a wife is valued (Chambers, 2000), and that it plays a valuable part in African culture 

that needs to be preserved (Ansell, 2001; Burns & Grove, 2005), as a morally correct act 

and as a tradition and cultural heritage that needs to be valued (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & 

Chireshe, 2010). In addition, lobola is deemed as a guarantee of good faith on the part of 

both the husband’s and the wife’s families (Heeren et al., 2011; Thorpe, 1991); as a gift 

symbolising an earnest belief in the successful outcome of the marriage and as an act that 

both validates and shows the seriousness of the man in binding two families (Mupotsa, 

2008). Furthermore, lobola culturally legitimises the union of two people (Semenya, 2014); is 

a transaction between two families (May, 1983); accords a woman status in her family and 

society (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013) and aims at reducing the divorce rate of African couples 

(Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Lobola is understood as a token of appreciation and a way of 

thanking in-laws for bearing and rearing a wife for the husband (Ansell, 2001; Heeren et al., 

2011; Meekers, 1992), that is also a unifying force, binding and cementing the relationship 

between two families (Bourdillon, 1990; Mupotsa, 2008; Smith, 2003). Lobola declares that 

marriage is important and legalises the marriage (Bourdillon, 1997; Mangena & Ndlovu, 

2013) as acceptable to both the immediate families and the community. Lobola is viewed as 

having emotional and spiritual connotations (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013), since it cements ties 

between the couple’s children and their maternal ancestors. The husband can claim that the 

children are his offspring and the woman is his wife if lobola is paid in full (Semenya, 2014). 

The negative constructions around the practice of lobola reflected in some studies are 

centred on the view that the practice of lobola has become commercialised in society and 

that brides’ families often ask high prices that result in women then being ill-treated. In 

addition, critiques of lobola argue that it is a source of oppression for women and it 

perpetuates gender inequality and that fathers of the (future) brides use lobola as an escape 
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from poverty (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Kambarami (2006), and Matope et 

al. (2013) also indicated the negative connotations of lobola as exacerbating gender-based 

violence, being commercialised, having lost its real function and value and that men use it as 

a tool to exploit, oppress and dominate women. 

Billington, Strawbridge, Greensides and Fitzsimons (1991) argued that while cultural 

practices are intended to shape behaviour, people do not always adhere to the guidelines of 

their culture. It is therefore not uncommon to find that some individuals abuse the practice of 

lobola while others attempt to dilute or abolish the practice. Following from their research 

about the perceptions of lobola among university students, Chireshe and Chireshe (2010) 

concluded that, like all traditional customs, the practice of lobola is open to abuse and 

distortion in the modern world. 

Transformation of lobola 

Social change affects every social facet, culture, as well as people’s relations and their 

behaviours, and lobola has been no exception to the effects of socio-cultural change, since 

as early as 1995, Makisi recognised the gradual transformation, although insignificant at that 

time, of lobola. Acculturations due to Western-inspired behaviours by some Africans, and 

modernisation and urbanisation have affected the fundamental meaning of lobola.  

Matlala (2000) was of the opinion that lobola and its meaning, as well as the nature of 

African marriage have been influenced by the following: movement of people from rural to 

urban areas and the accompanying ecological changes (e.g. reduced access to resources 

like cattle); political changes that resulted in the movement of Africans from townships to 

suburbs; new race relations and the adoption of Western ways of life, such as that love and 

marriage are activities  between two people, with family only as guests and witnesses. 

These changes have also transformed the African way of dealing with marital problems, 

whether or not the marriage involved lobola (Matlala, 2000).  

Traditionally, when Africans were still concentrated mainly in the rural areas, lobola 

was paid in the form of cattle, but nowadays the form of payment has changed from cattle to 

money, mainly due to the advent of commercial labour and the socio-ecological changes 

such as the unavailability of cattle in the urban areas. Furthermore, in earlier times the 

payment of lobola, even in the form of money, was received by both the bride’s parents and 

their relatives. Actually, all the marriage negotiations and proceedings involved everyone 

from the parents, uncles, aunts, and grandparents of the marrying partners (Matlala, 2000). 

Nowadays, due to socio-cultural change, in many cases it is only the man who is responsible 

for the payment of lobola in the form of money, although such money is still taken to the 
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bride’s family by his parents or even friends. In contemporary society, it is often only the 

bride’s parents who receive the money and marriage negotiations involve mostly the 

immediate parents and close friends, while extended relatives are notified later. The lobola 

practice is individualised and participation of the larger kinship is either minimised or 

eliminated. This has often led to marriages becoming nuclear families that are distanced 

from the larger extended family (Matlala, 2000).     

To reiterate, the causes of the above-mentioned changes to African marital customs 

include the following. Firstly, the modern commercial way of life in which relatives are often 

no longer willing to part with their hard-earned cash in order to help a prospective husband 

pay lobola. Secondly, the alienation of people from their larger families which is related to, 

for example, people leaving their rural homes for urban townships or to move into urban 

suburbs, thus losing touch with their extended families and their cultural roots. One of the 

consequences of this has been the increased isolation of African young people, often 

without someone close to confide in, to seek advice from, or to identify with (Matlala, 2000). 

Thirdly, the bride’s parents calculate the costs they incurred while bringing up their daughter 

and to educate her, and this often results in the parents charging the future husband large 

amounts of money (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Matlala, 2000). In a sense, the 

lobola practice is now commercialised because the actual “price” is named and the woman is 

perceived as an object that is being purchased (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Mawere & 

Mawere, 2010). The aforementioned factors have led Mangena and Ndlovu (2013) to 

caution that although lobola is still of cultural importance, its deeper moral essence has 

mostly been lost.  

The non-involvement of the extended family members in the marriage negotiations 

does however not mean that the woman is not welcomed by her new family. After the 

payment of lobola and subsequent marriage, the woman discards her surname or maiden 

name (although recently that has also started to change) and adopts her husband’s surname 

and ceremonies and rituals are performed to welcome her to her new family. But it is this 

entering a new home after being “bought” that often signal the beginning of problems 

(Matlala, 2000), as will be shown in the following section. 

The consequences of changes in the lobola practice 

Due to the loss of the essential characteristics of lobola as mentioned above, a perception of 

a wife being bought or paid for could result and she may be seen as a commodity or an 

object that can, or in fact should, be used by her husband and his family.  
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The attitude of the husband may claim that “You must do what I say. I paid lobola for 

you” (Shope, 2006, p. 69). The same attitude is often held by the husband’s family including 

his sisters and other relatives, who could also think that the lobola money has bought them a 

domestic servant to do domestic chores and to bear nieces, nephews and grandchildren. 

This is mostly the case when the newlyweds do not have a place of their own to stay 

immediately after marriage and have to live with relatives – something which is quite likely to 

occur considering the amount of bride price to be paid and the costs involved in getting 

married (Matlala, 2000).  

Furthermore, the husband who has paid an exorbitant bride wealth may demand both 

sexual and domestic services from his wife and this may lead to cases of abuse, which might 

not be readily noticed by outsiders (Matlala, 2000). The husband could also assume a 

superior status over his wife and deem it inconceivable to be equal to his “property” (Ansell, 

2001). This attitude is however not completely new or strange and often links with the 

traditionally patriarchal view point.  

Despite all of the above, the woman is expected to be obedient and respect her 

marriage vows, her husband and her in-laws. Sometimes men, after failing to impregnate 

their wives, may blame the wife and her family for selling them an unproductive product. This 

could lead to either the woman being sent back and lobola being demanded back, or the 

husband entering into extra-marital affairs (Semenya, 2014). Matlala (2000) further found 

that there could be a notion among some women that the amount of lobola paid for one 

indicates how much they are worth and valued. That is, the more money paid for her, the 

more value she has and some woman may even boast to friends about their “price” and they 

are in turn envied, making them feel proud and important, while if the money paid is viewed 

as being little, the woman might devalue herself and feel cheap.  

To complicate the matters further, socio-political changes have affected the traditional 

ways in which women were perceived. The modern woman is often a working one who 

earns a salary and more women hold positions that are traditionally viewed as a man’s 

position in the corporate world. Socio-economic changes have also enabled women to own 

and manage their own businesses. Thus, women have various opportunities for 

economically supporting themselves, independently from their husbands (Matlala, 2000). In 

such cases, while the man and his family (such as his parents and sisters) still expect their 

bought object or servant to work for them, she may be pursuing her own goals and 

ambitions. Furthermore, the increase of feministic influences has somehow raised women’s 

awareness about the implied inequalities brought on them by seemingly good-natured 

cultural customs. Organisations such as POWA (People Opposing Women Abuse) urge 
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women to speak up against abuse or maltreatment (Matlala, 2000; Mawere & Mawere, 

2010) often flowing from social, economic and political changes described above. As a 

result, many women see divorce as the option out of an abusive or a sour marriage and 

often such women are financially independent and can support themselves outside of their 

marriage, or after divorce. In addition, the stigma traditionally attached to divorced or 

unmarried women in African society has subsided (Matlala, 2000). Women nowadays may 

also prefer to cohabitate rather than get married even when children are involved (Compton 

& Hoffman, 2013), despite the socio-cultural objections against such choices. 

Another unfortunate consequence of the changes in the lobola practice is caused by 

the fact that while the man is now solely responsible for the high lobola payment, many men 

cannot afford the once-off payment. This might lead to a postponement of marriage until 

enough money has been accumulated. (Matlala, 2000). When lobola is eventually fully paid 

the man is often in debt and left with no money to start establishing himself and the family. 

This might make him feel useless, worried and with lowered self-esteem, which are some of 

the symptoms of depression (Chireshe & Chireshe 2010, Matlala, 2000) and often also the 

cause of marital discord. 

Drawing from what has been discussed, it is clear that lobola has undergone changes 

and the transformation has apparently had negative consequences on the meaning of 

lobola, the way the practice is perceived and on marriage itself. In many cases, marital 

problems may result because modern or Westernised African couples no longer consult with 

their respective families for problem solving, as was the case in the past. The couple may 

opt for marital counselling or marital therapy and often the therapist or the counsellor studied 

Western Psychology and has little understanding of the original cultural principles and 

wisdoms on which African marital behaviour is based (Gertz, 1995; Mawere & Mawere, 

2010). Thus, the couple may either be without the social support and wisdom of the 

traditional structures or ill-advised by counsellors who do not share the cultural framework 

for solutions. This implies that one should not deal with marital problems in African couples 

while overlooking the importance, meaning and the role played by lobola in that marriage. 

For efficient services to clients, psychologists who render marital counselling or therapy, 

need to be well conversant with their client’s background, including their culture and cultural 

practices such as lobola (Ansell, 2001; Makisi 1995; Matlala, 2000; Mwamwenda & 

Monyooe, 1997; Shope, 2006). 

Nonetheless, despite the features of transformation, commercialisation and 

individualisation described before, lobola as a valued cultural practice for Africans mostly still 

holds and even the associated problems have failed to lead to its abandonment. In fact, as 
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Getz (1995) stated, the lobola practice is one of the African cultural elements that most likely 

will survive for decades to come.  

 In the above section, lobola or bride wealth as a cherished symbolic practice in 

African cultures, but also eroded by socio-cultural changes, was discussed. In the following 

part the wedding ring as a marital symbol adopted into African marital practices, will be 

explored. 

The wedding ring as a marital symbol 

In the ancient Egyptian culture, a man would weave a special cord and tie it around the waist 

of the woman he wanted to marry. The belief was that when he did this, her spirit entered his 

body and she was bound to him eternally. Initially, these ancient rings were made from 

vegetation, but later it required replacement by tougher materials and bone, ivory and leather 

were used (Anonymous, 2002). The ancient Egyptians also believed that the vein on the 

fourth finger of the left hand travelled directly to the heart and believed that a person who is 

married would be identified by a ring worn on the fourth finger of the left hand. Even though it 

is an ancient practice in marriage the wedding ring is still mostly worn on the specified finger 

in modern times (Anonymous, 2002). 

According to Anonymous (2002) in 332BC, after conquering Egypt, the armies of 

Alexander the Great continued the adoration of love or veno amoris and eventually passed it 

on to the Romans. Wedding rings have been found with inscriptions of marriage contracts 

and signed in the presence of the emperor’s image.  

Although the early Christians discarded most of the pagan customs in 200AD, they 

continued the Roman practice of the betrothal ring and Christian betrothal rings have been 

found in the catacombs outside Rome. The use of a wedding ring in a marriage ceremony 

was first recorded in the early part of the fourth century. Only one ring was used until the 

13th century, when Pope Innocent III declared that there was to be a certain amount of time 

between the engagement and the wedding, which eventually led to a ring to mark each 

passage and created the need for the engagement ring as a token of love (Anonymous, 

2002). 

During the Middle Ages, gold rings set with gem stones replaced iron as the most 

fashionable demonstration of eternal love. The plain wedding band supposedly became 

popular when Queen Mary I of England married King Phillip II of Spain in 1554. She insisted 

on a simple ring without any gem stones (Martex, 2007). In 1840, Queen Victoria and Prince 

Albert gave away six dozen rings, each engraved with the queen’s profile at their wedding 
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ceremony (Queen Victoria’s engagement ring was in the form of a serpent believed to be a 

symbol of good luck) (Anonymous, 2002). 

A ring is circular and therefore never-ending, which symbolises how long spouses love 

should endure. The circle has always had significance from ancient cultures to the present 

as a symbol of wholeness and perfection, while its endlessness portrays oneness and unity 

that has no beginning and no end. It is also the symbol of the sun, earth and universe and 

represents holiness, perfection and peace (Flecher, 2004; Geron, 2005). According to Dion 

and Dion (2003), and Glenn and Kramer (2004), a wedding ring is a symbol of a person’s 

love and commitment to his or her spouse. It is a married person’s declaration to the world 

that one is in a committed relationship and is devoted to one’s spouse or partner (Fletcher, 

2004).  

Wedding rings were also once used as part of a groom’s bride payments in arranged 

marriages and showed the groom’s noble intentions. During the days when marriage was 

more negotiable, which interestingly is still a practice in many African cultures, the act of 

giving a ring was a show of the groom’s way of protecting the future bride’s rights in the face 

of possible home wreckers (Fletcher, 2004). 

As was mentioned before, the wedding ring as a conjugal symbol of the couple’s 

commitment to one another and to their unity in marriage (Feeney, 2002) was adopted into 

the African marriage culture. The ring is used as a declaration to the world that the couple is 

betrothed with a commitment to caring, loyalty and unending love and support (Fletcher, 

2004; Geron, 2005). Whereas lobola has seemingly mostly communal and cultural depth 

and meaning, the wedding band seems to have value on a more individual and personal 

level for the couple. These marital symbols are thought to be independent from one another 

in their symbolic value and yet, this study would explore whether Batswana women perhaps 

link the two symbols into one personal meaning dimension. 

Next, the discussion will focus on the phenomena of symbolism, symbols and rituals 

as ways in African culture to interpret aspects of reality. 

Symbolism, symbols and rituals 

Symbolism in general refers to the practice of using symbols to convey a deeper meaning or 

message about an aspect of reality (Reber & Reber, 2001). 

Symbols according to Crotty (1998), are conceptualised as anything that could be 

indicated, like a doctrine, a principle, a language etc. Human beings use conversations as 

symbols to interpret their reality and the subjective meanings attached to these 

conversations are embedded in symbols. On a daily basis, symbols are constantly used as a 
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form of communication, interpretation and meaning, as fostered through social interactions 

(Van der Merwe, Van Eeden & Van Deventer, 2010). A symbol is also viewed as a fusion of 

the powers believed to be inherent in the objects, relationships, events and histories 

represented by symbols. A symbol could be an object that represents or suggests an idea, 

visual image, belief, an action or a material entity. Symbols depict the meaning of the 

phenomenon that is represented, as based on culture and often serve as a source of 

guidance amongst human beings (Crotty, 1998). From this statement, it can be assumed 

that lobola and the wedding band are such symbols as they serve as a source of guidance to 

the marrying partners and their families within their culture (Crotty, 1998). 

According to Turner (1973) the meaning of a symbol was based on an analogy and an 

association of three foundations, which are the nominal, substantial and the artifactual. The 

nominal basis denotes the name of the symbol which in the present study is lobola and the 

wedding band. The substantial basis denotes the symbol’s sensory, perceptual, physical or 

chemical properties as recognised by the culture. In this study, this entails the process of 

lobola negotiations, the payment of the bride wealth and the festivities that lead to the 

wedding celebrations. The ring has esthetical beauty, is round and made of valuable metal 

and is placed on the left hand’s fourth finger in a ceremony. The artefactual basis denotes 

the technical change of an object used in a ritual by purposive human activity and in this 

study, it refers to the rituals that unfold with the slaughtering of sheep, goats or cows, 

wherein the two families are symbolically connected to the ancestries of both families and 

the bride and the groom are united in a marital unit. The ring is intended to be worn 

permanently, signalling the permanence of the union. The totality of a symbol according to 

Turner (1973) entails the actions and the set of objects that are used to pursue such actions. 

African symbols and their meanings 

African cultures have their own symbols like the Ashanti of Ghana and the Giya men of Côte 

d’Ivoire in West Africa. The Ghanaians named their symbol Adrinka, which is a group of 

visual symbols (Blumer, 1986). These symbols represent aphorisms and are extensively 

used in fabrics, pottery, logos and for advertising. These symbols have a decorative function, 

but also represent objects that encapsulate evocative messages that convey traditional 

wisdom, aspects of life or the environment. It can be assumed that lobola and the wedding 

band as marital symbols can have similar meaning, as they are both used in African culture 

and convey certain messages about aspects of life (Kasambala, 2005) within the cultural 

environment. They are also objects that advertise the marriage and the cultural value 

attached to it. In an African context, symbols denote objects and decorations as cultural 
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manifestations that express a group identity. The group performs actions that are for specific 

cultural ceremonies. These ceremonies contain the belief that if people perform certain 

actions they will influence the course of events so that their group is made richer, more 

prosperous more successful, etc. (Kasambala, 2005). Common African symbols and their 

meanings are the following.  

Clay pot and fire. The clay pot and fire symbol represents food and warmth and the comfort 

of a home. These are shared equally by family members and the symbol is a reminder of 

emotions, mishaps and good times that must be shared in life (Turner, 1973). The upside-

down pot shows generosity in giving and sharing and implies that chores and unhappiness 

become easier when shared. Helping another bear misfortune is part of sharing and also 

shared joy, like the adage that love does not get depleted if it is shared, but rather 

expanded. Creating a safe and comfortable place in which to share happiness is seen as 

one of the reasons why people unite in marriage. What can be discerned from this is that 

marriage can only bring happiness to the partners and their family once they collectively 

share love, joy and positive emotions and when there is unity through warmth and comfort in 

the family (Turner, 1973). 

A drum. A drum is a symbol of communication, wherein there is a need to be understood by 

others, to understand what we mean or want and what others mean or want (Turner, 1973). 

Successful communication is seen as leading to greater understanding, which leads to 

decreased tension and less conflict in relationships. The sound of the drum is seen as hiding 

no secrets and fostering transparency. Successful communication means talking with 

sensitivity to others and listening to what is said by them. Sympathetic understanding of a 

partner’s ideas and emotions contributes to a good relationship, which means that when 

feelings and ideas are openly communicated between partners there is increased 

happiness, understanding and satisfaction and the well-being of the relationship is 

maintained (Turner, 1973). 

Odo nyera fie kwan (love does not get lost on its way home). The meaning of the symbol is 

that “Love lights its own path, it never gets lost on its way home”. According to Turner, 

(1973, p. 53),  it means that love in its broad sense is part of the fabric of positive human 

conduct. It is an extraordinary quality demonstrated by human beings to those that they have 

a close or intimate relationship with. These symbols mean love, devotion and faithfulness, 

implying that in any human connection where there is strong relatedness, love fosters 

devotion and faithfulness for the relationship to survive and grow. The relational quality is 

characterised by meaning, well-being and positive emotions which are essential elements of 

a loving union. 
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Boma and oxhorns. Turner (1973) stated that Shaka’s (the Zulu king and conqueror) battle 

formation included positioning his warriors in the form of ox horns. These horns moved 

inwards enclosing the enemy. This process according to Turner required planning, 

responsibility and trust. During this process, it is expected that all those involved have to play 

their part and also depend on others. The thorny boma represented protection and security. 

This means that as human beings our duty is to protect the vulnerable and it implies caring, 

trust, protection and security, that lead to successful living and commitment to others. 

Osram ne nsroma (The moon and the stars). The meaning of the symbol is that Kyekye, (the 

North Pole Star), has a deep love for marriage. She is always in the sky waiting for the return 

of the moon, her husband. This according to Turner (1973) is a symbol that strives for 

gender balance. The symbol focuses on qualities of love, harmony and fondness as 

important nurturing aspects of a relationship, which need to be shown by both partners. This 

symbol links well with marital closeness and loyalty in a relationship. 

Gye Nyame (Except God). Turner (1973) stated that the meaning of this symbol is “Creation 

dates back to time immemorial, no one lives who saw its beginning and no one will live to 

see its end – except for God” (p. 53). The use of the symbol is common in West Africa and is 

applied to all beliefs in which God in many different concepts is important. Human beings 

and nations seem to have a need for God and this symbol indicates that need. It also 

suggests infinity and was linked to love in close relationships. In the present study, it could 

mean the African marriage that is sealed by lobola, (which according to the belief was 

practiced from time immemorial, as no African knew who started the custom and it is still 

practiced, valued and cherished as giving meaning to the marriage) will continue indefinitely. 

The wedding band is equally an old tradition that has the meaning of endlessness to it. The 

belief in God, ancestors and the practice of rituals during the lobola and the marriage 

ceremony are African culture-based actions, which would likely be practiced by forthcoming 

generations, as it is believed that the lobola process is sacred and blesses the marriage 

while it also unites two eternal worlds. 

Shield and spear. This is a strong symbol relating to protection. The hide, shield and wooden 

shafted spear according to Turner (1973) are symbols of protection against forces that are 

harmful or dangerous. In the context of a relationship, it refers to protecting its unity, the 

family and the home. It denotes being prepared to fight and sacrifice for your partner and for 

the value of the relationship. 

Mealie. This symbol indicates nourishment and that anything growing needs to be nurtured. 

This according to Turner (1973) was obvious with crops or flowers but less obvious with 
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plans, ideals or ambitions, which also grow and develop. Such nurturance requires patience, 

attention and understanding. Aspects of life like good relationships and a good marriage 

require a considerable amount of sustained nurturing if they are to remain vital and 

satisfying. The mealie symbol represents a need for nurturance in any relationship especially 

an intimate one like a marriage, because if it is not adequately nurtured it will not thrive and 

tension and conflict will be present. 

From the above exposition of prominent African symbols relating to marriage and 

relational well-being in general, it is clear that the core meaning of all the symbols is the 

maintenance, nurturance, enhancement and protection of close relationships. Through 

healthy relatedness in couples, families and communities, health and well-being are fostered 

and spiritual relatedness to the ancestors, God and the cosmos is strengthened. Based on 

this viewpoint and in the current study constructs like marital/relational well-being and 

spiritual well-being were used, selected from the theoretical field of positive psychology and 

were linked to the symbols of lobola and the marital band, as objects of value and meaning 

to women from the Batswana culture. In other words, this study explored how African marital 

symbols (African symbolism) could relate to the experiences of marital wellness as well as to 

spiritual well-being (constructs of positive psychology) of these women. 

Rituals 

Crotty (1998) stated that symbols are not static, they are fostered by their purpose and 

interpretations in symbolic interactions. Such interactions are called rituals (Turner, 1973) 

and are forms or rites that have to do with a ceremony. Any ritual involves action and words 

and in this study the actions entail the various ceremonial activities like dancing and singing 

that ensues during the lobola and marriage ceremony. A ritual is usually performed in order 

to restore, enhance or maintain a relationship between persons or between persons and 

spiritual powers, for example: appeasing angry ancestors; initiating a baby into the 

community; farewell speech for a woman who leaves her parents for marriage; a send-off of 

the dead; praying that they should be accepted by the living dead or departed spirits; 

purifying individuals or groups after breaking a taboo (Turner, 1973). In this instance, the 

lobola ritual is performed in order to enhance and maintain a relationship between human 

beings, like the bride, the groom and their respective families, and their ancestors.  

According to Ngundu (2011), rituals are important to African indigenous religions and 

are cultural or religious ceremonies that celebrate or commemorate specific events that have 

deep religious significance. They serve to reinforce important religious beliefs through 
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meaningful activities that bring comfort or joy and thus strengthen the unity of followers of 

the religious tradition.  

African rituals are always associated with important human events like birth, marriage, 

death, sowing and harvesting (Mbiti, 1991). The rituals surrounding marriage clearly 

emphasise the continuity of life through procreation. Childlessness and barrenness are 

regarded as a curse from the ancestors and child bearing or procreation are blessings. The 

children in a marriage ensure the continuity of the parents’ life through ritual remembrance 

(slaughtering accompanied by the brewing of African beer, umqombothi). So, the more 

children one has the more people are there to remember one and the more chances there 

are to prosper in the world of the living dead. Physical death as a means of an end to life is 

unknown in African religion. Life with the ancestors as well as to be blessed with children 

promote one’s continued existence and many rituals exist in African culture around these 

beliefs (Turner, 1973). 

According to Turner (1973) African rituals have specific characteristics such as. 

• A ritual is a stereotyped sequence of activities involving gestures, words and objects, 

performed in a designated place and intended to influence preternatural entities or 

forces on behalf of the actors’ goals and interests.  

• Rituals are viewed to be seasonal, signalling a cultural moment of change in the 

climatic cycle or the necessity of an activity such as sowing (or planting), harvesting 

or the seasonal change from winter to summer. 

• Life changing or contingent rituals are subdivided into life crisis ceremonies which are 

performed at birth, puberty, marriage, and death and they indicate the passage from 

one phase to another in the individual’s life span. 

• Rituals of affliction are performed to appease preternatural beings or forces believed 

to have afflicted villages with illness, bad luck, individuals with gynaecological illness 

or physical injuries, etc. Such rituals are a response to an individual or collective 

crisis. 

• Divinatory rituals are ceremonies performed by spiritual leaders to: ensure the health 

and fertility of human beings, animals and crops in their territories; the initiation into 

priesthoods devoted to certain deities, or into religious associations or into secret 

societies. Such rituals entail the offering of food and libations to deities or ancestral 

spirits or both. 
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Relevant for the present study are contingent but especially divinatory rituals, as they 

are performed anytime for spiritual purposes to please the ancestors, like the lobola process 

and the African marriage ceremony in which food and beverages are ritualistically prepared 

and animals are slaughtered during the ceremony to strengthen the bond between the 

couple, their families and the ancestors. 

Prayers, taboos and sacrifices 

Prayers, taboos and sacrifices are essential ritualistic aspects of the African religious life and 

are viewed as typical of all known religions. Africans pray, offer sacrifices and have 

prohibitions or taboos. Prayer includes the spoken word (oral prayer), smoke from burnt 

medicine for healing, dancing and singing (Thorpe, 1991). The smoke from burnt medicine 

for healing becomes a prayer to the ancestors as well as an effective means of driving away 

evil powers. Prayers, like rituals maintain good relationships between humans and the 

supernatural powers like the ancestors. Sacrifices, where the blood of an animal is shed, are 

for appeasing or invoking blessings from the ancestors. Taboos prohibit people from 

performing certain functions deemed as harmful or distasteful, e.g. a menstruating wife 

should not cook for her husband, a woman who is still mourning the death of her husband 

should not move about after sunset (Thorpe, 1991). 

The significance of the ancestors as mediators 

In African culture, there is a strong bond or relationship between the living and the living 

dead (ancestors). The ancestors either bless or curse the living to ensure that the living live 

in peace and harmony. Blessing usually is in the form of good harvest, fertility in cattle, 

sheep and goats, or in other words, good fortune. If the ancestors are not happy, this is 

indicated through drought, disease and lack of procreation or bad fortune (Mbiti, 1991). The 

living has to remember the ancestors and appease them through sacrificial ritual if they are 

angry. Africans venerate or respect, rather than worship, ancestors. The Supreme Power is 

worshipped but addressed through the living dead, ancestors or shades and the reason is 

attributed to the African world-view in which a direct approach is discouraged because it is a 

sign of disrespect (Segami, 2008). 

Below, two theoretical approaches to social reality that are conceptually relevant to this 

study of African marital symbolism are described. The theories of symbolic interaction and 

social construction provide a conceptual framework for explaining and understanding the 

dynamics of social construction regarding meaningful practices, such as marital ceremonies 

and the rituals and symbols that they are embedded in. 
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Theoretical Frameworks about Social Reality 

Symbolic interaction family theory 

Colman (2001) referred to symbolic interactionism as a theoretical approach in social 

psychology and sociology in which people respond to elements of their environments in line 

with the meanings that they ascribe to those elements. Such meanings are created and 

upheld or changed through social interaction involving symbolic communication with other 

people. The symbolic meanings and value of marital symbols such as lobola and the 

wedding ring, are thus socially constructed and used to uphold and enhance socio-cultural 

events and institutions like marriage. 

Symbolism could be viewed from a symbolic interaction family theory perspective in 

which social interactions are viewed as the manner in which human beings act, use symbols 

and interpret them to understand their own reality and that of others. The symbolic 

interaction family theory was based on the symbolic interaction framework first presented by 

George Mead (1934 as cited in Crotty, 1998) regarding the symbolic nature of the world. The 

symbolic interaction framework is based on integrated realities (Kasambala, 2005). Each 

person constructs their own reality and the meaning thereof in collaboration with their 

environment. The closest social environment for most people is their family and in symbolic 

interaction family theory, the family was perceived as providing a rich context for 

construction and verification of meanings among its members, both children and adults. For 

instance, parents socialise their children into practicing their culture and traditions like for 

example, the lobola practice (White & Klein, 2008). Family members develop views, norms 

and beliefs specific to their family, community and culture, as well as some common symbols 

and meanings (meaningful words, movements, artefacts, places). According to White and 

Klein (2008), these shared meanings by families structure effective relationships. 

Within the symbolic interactionist theory, emphasis is placed on the behaviour of the 

individual, based on the meaning that people and objects have for him/her. The meaning 

that people assign to other people or things, are created during interaction (communication) 

using language and symbols, while these meanings are created and changed through the 

process of interpretation. This therefore means that an individual influenced by social 

messages transmitted through language, role taking and social interaction (Kasambala, 

2005), filters messages through cognitive processes to construct his/her own reality (White & 

Klein, 2008). The symbolic interaction theory can explain how meaning and well-being is 

attached to symbols (lobola and the wedding band) and how marital satisfaction and spiritual 
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well-being are formed through social interactions, lived experiences and shared meanings 

with others (Van der Merwe et al., 2010). 

Lobola is symbolic in an African marriage culture because no marriage should 

(according to cultural belief) take place without these processes unfolding (Chireshe & 

Chireshe, 2010). The lobola process is viewed as connecting two worlds, those of the living 

and of the dead in the form of spirits, shades and or ancestors (Kasambala, 2005). The 

lobola negotiations are symbolic because they foster communication between the families of 

both the bride and the groom and the rituals are symbolic of a connection that has been 

cemented by the cultural rites (Mawere & Mawere, 2010). Applied to marital symbols, marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being, symbolic interactionism presents the idea that such 

concepts are phenomena that can be defined only by those who are experiencing it (Van der 

Merwe et al., 2010), in relation to those with whom they are in relationships. Thus, constructs 

used in this study are seen as socially constructed features of the reality of individuals, 

societies and cultures in which they are practiced. 

Social constructionistic approach 

Social constructionism is conceptually similar to symbolic interaction theory. Social 

constructionism is based on the assumption that knowing is an active process during which 

information is not only imprinted in the mind but is socially processed, wherein knowledge is 

not only developed but is socially constructed (Van der Merwe, et al., 2010). According to 

this process, our reality represents a set of shared meanings that are constructed and 

reproduced through constant interaction, and that is embedded in language. Social 

constructionist approaches state that people’s thoughts, feelings and experiences are the 

products of systems of meaning that exist at a social rather than a personal level (Tallis, 

1989). 

A constructed system of significant symbols (traditions, rules, drawings, music) is 

defined as culture and has been developed by generations of people (as has been the case 

with the concept of lobola and the wedding ring, marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being). 

Therefore, as human beings we do not have to construct many of our meanings on a day-to-

day basis, but we are born into the world of meanings that are provided by and learned from 

a given culture (Van der Merwe et al., 2010). According to these authors, based on social 

constructionism, culture is a behavioural and interactional guide without which people could 

not function. It not only provides us with meaning (Kasambala, 2005) through understanding 

of shared symbols, it also captures a meaningful existence and a sense of self from the 

social milieu known as society (Parker, 1998). 
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In the preceding section symbolism, symbols, rituals and two theoretical frameworks 

linking symbols and rituals to the social reality in which they operate, were discussed. It 

seems clear that marital symbols may have personal meaning to the couple using them, but 

the symbols, their meaning and the realities they represent are deeply socially constructed. 

From the above it is concluded that marital symbols could have personal and even spiritual 

value and meaning to those who enter into a relational contract symbolically sealed by the 

lobola and wedding band. Furthermore, it is assumed that if these symbols had deep 

relational meaning, such meaning would be manifested in relational outcomes such as 

marital satisfaction and well-being. 

For the purpose of this study, marital satisfaction inclusive of marriage and relationship 

well-being will be explored next. 

Marriage and marital satisfaction  

The concept of marriage has become difficult to define due to the different variations of 

marriage in society and is also dependent on the ways in which a particular culture defines it 

(Crapo, 1990). As a result, there is no single definition of marriage, instead they are relative 

to individual beliefs or beliefs of a particular culture. Waller and McLanahan (2005) indicated 

that a marriage is conceptualised by two distinct views of “his” and “hers”. These authors 

argued that men and women have different subjective experiences of marriage because of 

gender differences within society. As a result, each partner brings a set of beliefs and 

characteristics that defines their marriage.  

The common theme in the definitions is that marriage is the formalisation of an 

intimate relationship with defined roles, a legal commitment and a permanent bond. 

Silberstein (1992) argued that marriage is a formal union of a man and a woman by which 

they become husband and wife, while Ingoldshy and Smith (1995) defined marriage as a 

socially legitimate sexual union, beginning with a public announcement and undertaken with 

some idea of permanence. They further argued that marriage is consummated with a more 

or less explicit marriage contract that spells out reciprocal rights and obligations between 

spouses and between the spouses and their future (or present) children. Crapo (1990) 

argued that marriage is a rite of passage that unites two or more individuals as spouses. It is 

a socially accepted sexual and economic union that gives parental rights to the couple and it 

involves a lasting commitment between the spouses. Rall (1984) defined marriage as a man 

and a woman living together in an intimate relationship, who are committed and responsible 

to each other, and liable to certain societal expectations. 
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The unification of individuals as spouses can take on various forms, such as 

monogamy, polygyny and polygamy (Crapo, 1990; Rall, 1984). Monogamy occurs when two 

persons are joined as spouses; polygamy occurs when a person is permitted to have more 

than one spouse at the same time; polygyny occurs when a man is permitted to marry and 

have more than one wife. The constructs of polygyny and polygamy are often used 

interchangeably to refer to a man having more than one spouse. This could be because 

instances of a wife having more than one husband are rare. The most common type of 

marriage in most societies is monogamy (Crapo, 1990), but other societies also practice and 

legalise polygyny. For example, in South Africa it is not uncommon for men from Black 

ethnic groups to have more than one wife at the same time. The practice of polygyny in 

South Africa is supported by customary marriage practices, which form the core practice of 

marriages amongst Black South Africans (Mbatha, 2011). However, the present study will 

only focus on monogamy and the customary processes followed to legalise it. 

Marriage in the Southern African context 

In South Africa, there are two legally accepted forms of marriage, namely civil marriage and 

customary marriage (Budlender, Chobokoane & Simelane, 2004). However, these authors 

argue that in addition to the two legally recognised types of marriage there are other social 

definitions of marriage that do not always match the legal definitions, for example 

cohabitation and parenting a child. It is argued that such variations are the result of the 

multiple ways in which people ascribe meaning to the institution of marriage. The different 

explanations relating to the concept or practice of marriage illustrate the changes that are 

occurring in society in relation to this institution. Civil and customary marriages, will be 

discussed below.  

Civil marriage. A civil marriage is defined by law as a marriage that must be conducted in a 

church or another building used for religious services, or in a public office or private house 

with open doors and in the presence of the parties to the marriage and at least two 

witnesses (however, in the case of serious illness or injuries, the marriage may take place in 

the hospital or facility concerned) (Department of Home Affairs). Although people register 

their marriages under the civil marriage act, the registration of a civil marriage amongst 

many Black South Africans is preceded by traditional marriage practices (Ansell, 2001; 

Matlala, 2000; Mbatha, 1998b; Meekers, 1992; Nhlapo, 1991; Semenya, 2014).  

Customary marriage. Customary marriage, which is documented under the Recognition of 

Customary Marriage Act 12 of 1998 (RMCA) (South Africa, 1998), refers to any marriage 

that has been conducted in accordance with the customs and practices that are traditionally 
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observed amongst African people of South Africa and which forms part of their culture 

(Ansell, 2001; Matlala, 2000; Mbatha, 1998b; Meekers, 1992; Nhlapo, 1991; Semenya, 

2014). Once the couple has adhered to the rules specified in their culture they can register 

the marriage under the RCMA. The act accords a wife equal legal status to that of her 

husband and grants the wife full capacity to enter into contracts, to acquire assets and to 

dispose of assets. The legislation further acknowledges that the wife or married woman is 

capable of making decisions that are sound and it therefore recognises the married woman 

as an independent individual (Mamashele, 2004).  

Although the legislation recognises wives in customary marriages as independent, this 

recognition contradicts the customary or traditional role expectations as set by many 

cultures. For example, traditional customs continue to dictate and construct women as 

inferior and secondary to their husbands (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Hoza, 2010). Shope 

(2006) argued that Black women’s subordination is constructed and maintained through 

traditional African marriage institutions (such as lobola). The equality status accorded to 

women by the laws surrounding customary marriage is therefore currently more of an illusion 

than a reality (Mamashele, 2004).  

Historically marriage is the institution through which men and women’s interactions 

and behaviour are channelled (Rall, 1984). 

Socio-cultural or traditional expectations of the roles of men and women in marriage 

dictate that the man provides for his family and he is given all authority to direct his 

household. The roles within the marital setup are socially constructed and defined in 

accordance with sex role stereotypes (Carlson & Sperry, 1991), with the men given the 

authority to make all major decisions in relation to the family including the nature of the 

family’s lifestyle (Makisi, 1995; Matlala, 2000; Mwamwenda & Monyooe, 1997; Rall, 1984; 

Semenya, 2014). In contrast, women are expected to take care of the emotional needs of 

their families, thus assuming a nurturing role (Greeff & Malherbe, 2001). In an African sense, 

marriage and procreation are inseparable because marriage without children is not complete 

and it is viewed as a curse from the ancestors (Mbiti, 1970). 

From the above, the conclusion seems obvious that marital roles, rights and practices 

in African cultures are prescribed by the dominant discourses of patriarchy and masculinity 

that reign in these cultures. These rules of the marriage game are inculcated in youth 

through initiation rites (boys) and family interactions (girls) and are symbolically contracted 

into new marriages by the lobola custom and ritual. One wonders about the relational quality 
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experienced within such marriages and in the discussion that follows, the most salient 

marital factors that lead to and maintain marriage satisfaction will be briefly discussed. 

Marital satisfaction 

Marital satisfaction is the degree of happiness or unhappiness that a spouse reports as 

experienced in the marriage (Feeney, 2008). In this study, marital satisfaction is represented 

by a score on the Locke Wallace Scale (Locke & Wallace, 1959) which assesses marital 

adjustment as the accommodation of a husband and wife for each other at a given time. 

Marital satisfaction is a complex process that is influenced by many factors, including 

education, culture, socio-economic status, love, commitment, marital communication, 

conflict, gender, length of marriage, presence of children, sexual relations and the divisions 

of labour. Quality of marriage refers to the background and contextual factors of the 

relationship, individual traits and behaviours of spouses and couples’ interactional processes 

and history. Each spouse brings into a newly created union a legacy from his or her 

background, including family of origin influences. Relationships are therefore carriers of 

complex socio-cultural factors (Reczek, Liu & Umberson, 2010). Individual traits and 

behaviours that affect spouses’ satisfaction with marriage include personality and the 

physical and mental health of the spouse like depression (Whisman, Uebelacker & 

Weinstock, 2004), neuroticism, chronic stress, low self-esteem and anger (Lavner & 

Bradbury, 2010). According to these authors, marital satisfaction refers to an individual’s 

subjective evaluation of the marital relationship and satisfaction may be interchangeable with 

concepts such as marital happiness or well-being, lack of distress and quality of marriage 

(Lavner & Bradbury, 2010). Marital satisfaction is also seen as an individual’s subjective 

evaluation of the overall nature of marriage that reflects the degree to which one’s 

expectations toward marriage are met (Hirschberger, Srivesta, Marsch, Cowan & Cowan, 

2009). The authors stated that marriage is viewed as an intimate relationship in which sexual 

intimacy and close friendship are the most valued dimensions.  

Marriage satisfaction and well-being. Research has found that subjective well-being is 

associated with marriage as self-reported happiness and life satisfaction and  that having 

shared meanings and honouring one another’s dreams or existential goals in the 

relationship, are primary components of happy, satisfied, stable marriages (Coleman & 

Ganong, 2001; Diener, 2000; Gottman, 1999; Gottman, Driver & Tabares, 2002; Myers, 

2008).These studies have further found that married people are consistently happier and 

more satisfied with life than single people across all ages, income levels, education levels 

and racial groups (Diener, 2000). 
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According to Fielding (2003), marriage is the only significant bottom-up predictor of life 

satisfaction for both men and women. It was however found that marriage as such does not 

tend to increase happiness and satisfaction, but those who were satisfied with their lives in 

general may reap greater benefits. Diener (2000) found that marriages with positive 

interactions, more emotional expressiveness and cooperating role-sharing are associated 

with greater life satisfaction. This was found with couples reporting the positive effects of 

marital relations that foster self-disclosure that had support, opportunities for emotional 

intimacy, trust and openness. 

Dew (2009) identified a variety of factors that influence marital satisfaction, marital 

stability and marital quality, the latter viewed by Dew (2009) as a characteristic of the 

relationship between spouses, despite the individual feelings of the two spouses. Quality of 

marriage refers to the relational interaction between background and contextual factors, 

individual traits and behaviours of spouses and couples ‘response processes.  

Couples’ interactional processes that have an impact on marital satisfaction are 

homogamy, including similarity in socio-economic backgrounds, religious affiliation values, 

as well as the interactional history of the couple (Dew, 2009). Lavner and Bradbury (2010) 

indicated that the interactional history of the couple is viewed as communication, conflict and 

consensus building, physical aggression, expression of interest, affection and humour. 

Irrespective of how marital satisfaction or marital quality was conceptualised, certain factors 

appeared to remain common to happy couples. These couples tended to spend more time in 

joint activities, use more humour, are involved in more affectionate touching, are not critical 

of or hostile towards each other and engage in few arguments (Steven, Kiger & Riley, 2001).  

Gottman, Drive and Tabares (2002) identified seven levels of what they called The 

Sound Marital House. These levels are:(1) creating positive affect through a strong marital 

friendship, forms the basis for effective resolution of differences; (2) the fondness and 

admiration system and the amount of respect and affection couples feel for and are willing to 

express toward each other; (3) turning towards versus turning away describes how well 

connected the couple is in the discrete interactions of everyday life. Gottman et al. (2002) 

described turning toward as the emotional connection between the couple and includes for 

example reciprocated interest, excitement, humour, affection and validation or support. 

Turning away describes the emotional disconnection between the couple and includes for 

example disinterest, affective deadness, and disengagement. By turning towards each other 

a couple would connect during conversations and would thus add to their emotional bank 

account which is vital for long-lasting commitment; (4) the existence of the first three levels 

result in positive sentiment override, evidenced by the presence of positive affect during 
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problem-solving discussions and the success of repair attempts during conflict resolution; (5) 

regulating conflict affect for problem solving discussions and creating repair attempts during 

conflict resolution. Conflict was seen by Booth and Amato, (2001) as one of the most 

discussed interactional processes in studies on marital satisfaction, while White and Klein 

(2008) indicated that conflict was necessary in the family in order to resolve issues and 

disagreements as well as to improve communication and interaction between family 

members. Birditt, Brown, Orbuch and Mcllevans (2010) viewed destructive conflict as yelling 

and criticising and constructive conflict as active listening; (6) making dreams and 

aspirations come true include honouring one another’s dreams. These life dreams or goals 

include, for example, travelling, exploring the physical side of one’s self, taking a spiritual 

journey or feeling competent. Focusing on dreams and goals can also help people find 

shared meaning within a conflict; (7) creating shared meaning include the all-important 

dreams, narratives, myths and metaphors about marriage and family. Informal and formal 

rituals of connection are the ways that couples share meaning in their lives and it stems from 

their individual and shared cultural backgrounds. The couples’ ability to create shared 

meaning and purpose fend back to expand the marital friendship, which is the first principle 

of a happy stable marriage. (Gottman et al., 2002). 

Rosen-Gradon, Myers and Hattie (2004) stated that love, loyalty and shared values 

were the most influential characteristics of relationships, together with, respect, forgiveness, 

romance, support, intimacy, open communication and agreement on expression of affection. 

Henry and Miller (2004) indicated that shared values, communication, commitment, decision 

making, emotional and sexual intimacy were factors with the strongest impact on marital 

satisfaction in midlife, while Norgren, Souza, Kaslow, Hammerschmidt and Sharlin (2004) 

found that closeness, problem solving, cohesion, good communication, satisfaction with 

economic status and religiousness were the most important predictors of marital satisfaction.                                                     

On the contrary, sex and alcohol were reported in several studies as having the 

strongest negative influence on marital satisfaction (Amato, 2005; Henry & Miller, 2004; 

Homis & Leonard, 2005; Johns, Newcomb, Johnson & Bradbury, 2007; Marshal, 2003). 

Researchers have noted that sexual dysfunction impacted negatively on the marital well-

being of couples (McCarthy, 2003), as it was observed to drain marital intimacy and good 

feelings, and in contrast that couples rated sexual satisfaction as one of the most important 

components of marital happiness (Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glass & Malarkey, 2003; Mathew et 

al., 2005; Nunes, 2008; Trudel,2002). Litzinger and Gordon (2005) found that the sexual 

satisfaction perception of spouses and the frequency of sexual intercourse are positively 

associated with marital satisfaction. 
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Complementary to marital satisfaction, another view of a relationship that 

encompasses love, its antecedents and outcomes follow below.  

Relational well-being 

Commonly, before a couple ties a knot which is known as marriage, a connection exists 

between them and that connection is usually known as love. Romantic love according to 

Fisher (2006) evolves by means of three different neurobiological systems which are sex 

drive, the processes of attraction and attachment or bonding. In the development and 

maintenance of mating relationships, Fisher (2006) indicated that hormonal testosterone 

levels are associated with sex drive in both men and women, while the hypothalamus and 

the amygdala are the two brain structures associated with elevated dopamine activity in the 

pleasure and reward pathways of the brain when experiencing attraction and close bonding. 

In modern times, the growth and development (evolution) of couple relationships occur 

mostly on bio-psychosocial levels. In positive psychology, relational well-being focuses on 

the healthy development, maintaining and enrichment or growth of relationships and 

especially on the strengths of partners that are invested in the healthy relationship. 

According to Du Toit, Wissing and Khumalo (2014) close relationships need to be nurtured 

through actions that build them. The actions to nourish such relationships are as follows. 

Building and minding a love map, which is a cognitive space or schema that one individual 

has for another in a love relationship. This in essence, entails awareness of, paying attention 

to and knowing the other with his or her unique aspects and experiences, likes, dislikes, 

needs, dreams, stresses and joys. Minding a love map entails actively participating in 

relationship-enhancing activities such as maintaining interest in the partner and observing 

regular rituals of connection (Du Toit et al., 2014). 

Maintaining fondness and admiration, which means affective and emotional caring. 

According to Du Toit et al. (2014) maintaining fondness and admiration over time is difficult 

due to irritations and disappointments that are experienced by lovers, while relational 

satisfaction stem from regular expression of such emotional caring. Relationship satisfaction 

is essential for nurturing reciprocal respect, while empathy and gratitude were found to be 

strong builders of relationship quality. 

Turning towards, means partners’ everyday interactions of turning towards and responding 

positively towards the other. According to Gottman and Silver (2000) this process is known 

as the bid and turn communication process in which one partner seeks the mate’s attention 

and in which the mate responds positively. As mentioned before, an emotional bank account 

for the relationship is established as partners seize the opportunity to listen to each other, 



2 7  

 

share laughter at something they notice, give each other attention and feedback. This helps 

partners to adjust or cope during stressful situations and conflicts (Du Toit et al., 2014). 

Play and humour mean playing together, sharing humour and having fun together. According 

to Du Toit et al. (2014) humour defuses stress by lowering cortisol levels, reducing conflict 

and the possibility of depression. 

Constructively managing conflicts, which Du Toit et al. (2014) viewed as being influenced by 

the relational affective set-point. They explained that happy couples with updated love maps 

and regular expression of fondness have a rich reservoir of positive affect, humour and 

appreciation. These strengths form a relational climate that helps partners to remember 

positive things, interpret negative aspects in context and that motivate them to solve their 

problems. The authors indicated seven ways to manage conflict in a constructive way. 

A softened start-up of the discussion means that partners should start their discussion of the 

conflict in a subtle, soft way and avoid harshness as this hampers good communication. 

Self-regulation relates to how partners regulate their tone of voice and actions not to show 

aggression during a discussion.  

Soothing of the self, wherein strategies are used to calm oneself and the situation down and 

to diffuse tension. According to the authors, humour can be very beneficial in a conflict 

situation as it helps to relieve the tension. 

Open mindedness is listening to and allowing for an understanding of the other’s 

perspective, even though one might not be in agreement with it. 

Negotiating compromises means that when there is an unsolvable conflict, couples need to 

learn to manage it like a chronic illness, by minimising situations that can cause eruptions. 

This is done by negotiating a compromise and by avoiding that the issue escalates to other 

relationship areas. A positive mood in the relationship helps the partners to be tolerant of 

differences, reducing aggressive tactics, facilitating openness and curiosity toward finding 

solutions; 

Emphatically tune into, entails the way the partners manage their own and each other’s 

feelings by understanding the hurt, anger, frustration, pain and sadness experienced. This 

should be done in an open, honest, non-aggressive and non-defensive way. 

Forgiveness and gratitude are based on how partners do the repair and restore positivity in 

the relationship after conflict had been experienced. The strengths of seeking and giving 

forgiveness is crucial in a relationship and helps to repair damage done and to rebuild trust. 
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Meaning and meaning making. Meaning is created when there is happiness, commitment 

and the relationship is a healthy one. Partners build mutual meaning through engagement in 

various activities that are important and pleasurable to both, or when partners agree upon 

roles, traditions or rituals they use to strengthen the bond between them. Rituals are 

activities of sharing like having meals together, sharing chores or observing religious rituals 

or family events together. These rituals are seen as symbols of creating meaning making 

activities that weave their lives together and bring joy, satisfaction and fulfilment to the 

relationship (Du Toit et al., 2014). In African couples, this could entail lobola-related stories, 

celebrations etc. shared by parents with their children. 

After the brief explication of relational wellness, following is a short discussion of 

theoretical views on the concept of love. 

Theoretical considerations about love in partner relationships 

According to Compton and Hoffman (2013), love has adaptive properties. Love is an 

emotion that changes the biochemistry of human beings and love is also seen as a 

phenomenon that forms intimate relationships amongst human beings that result in 

contentment, joy and life satisfaction (Fredrickson, 2013). Romantic love is defined as any 

intense attraction involving the idealisation of the other within an erotic context (Fielding, 

2003). 

Sternberg’s Theory of Love 

 Sternberg developed a duplex theory of love that explained romantic relationships and their 

development. The duplex theory incorporated the triangular theory and love as a story 

theory. In his theory of love as story (Sternberg & Weiss, 2006), Sternberg developed 26 

love stories. Love is a journey, a love relationship is like a garden that needs frequent care 

and attention, love is like democracy in which partners share power equally, and love is like 

history in which couples record or remember a series of important events (Sternberg, 2006). 

In the triangular theory, each type of love was viewed as characterised by different levels of 

passion, intimacy and commitment. Sternberg and Weiss (2006) proposed different types of 

love which are: romantic love, companionate love, fatuous love and consummate love. 

Romantic love involves high levels of intimacy, passion and commitment. Sternberg (2006) 

stated that passion entails physical arousal and sexual desire, intimacy is mutual feelings of 

sharing self with others, whilst commitment is the decision to maintain the relationship. Since 

a romantic relationship is called a pair bond, commitment enhances feelings of love and 

strengthens the attachment (Roulet, 2003). Brown and Booth (2002) investigated romantic 
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love as an attachment process and they argued that romantic love was a biological process 

designed by evolution to facilitate attachment between adult sexual partners, who at the time 

when love evolved were likely to procreate and care for the offspring. A romantic relationship 

is fundamentally a reciprocal emotional relationship between partners who, besides being 

lovers, are also best friends or are real friends who are emotionally close and intimate. 

 Spousal or partner attachment in the form of romantic love is a normal and healthy 

emotional state. In a literal and psychological sense, healthy romantic love is for matured 

adults who are able to form reciprocally supporting attachment bonds (Myers, 2008). Based 

on their emotions towards each other, each couple creates an easily identifiable emotional 

climate in their relationship which is evident in their interactions. Acquaintance could develop 

into friendship that become passionate love (Fisher, 2006; Myers, 2008; Sternberg, 2006). 

Such love stems from a combination of ecstasy and anxiety, elation and pain. The two-factor 

theory of emotion of Sternberg (2006) suggested that in a romantic context arousal from any 

source, even from painful experiences, could be steered into passion. According to Myers 

(2008) passionate love is the experience wherein there is proximity, attractiveness, similarity, 

being liked and other rewarding traits. Passionate love is viewed as emotional, exciting and 

intense. Myers further stated that passionate love was a “state of intense longing for union 

with another” (2008, p. 193). If this emotion was reciprocated an individual felt fulfilled and 

joyous, but if it was not reciprocated, an individual felt empty or despaired. Passionate love 

could involve elation and gloom, tingling exhilaration and dejected misery, all in a roller 

coaster experience. Passionate love is therefore what a person feels when they are in love 

with another. Based on his theories, Sternberg (2006) formed a scale called the Triangular 

Love Scale that assesses intimacy, passion and commitment and the Love Stories Scale 

that evaluates personal love narratives. In his research Sternberg (2006) found that scores 

on scales assessing intimacy, passion and commitment correlated with relationship 

satisfaction and that couples with similar scores on these three variables and with similar 

thematic love stories, were more satisfied with their relationships (Carr, 2011). 

Companionate love is love that binds friends and lovers. It is characterised by mutual trust, 

caring, respect, friendship and commitment, as well as self-disclosure and willingness to 

openness. Myers (2008) stated that in almost all relationships, the initial romantic high 

settles to a steadier, more affectionate relationship called companionate love. Companionate 

love according to Myers (2008) is the affection a person feels for those with whom his/her life 

is deeply intertwined. If a close relationship is to endure according to Fisher (2006), it will 

become steady but still with a warm underpinning of passion that is known as companionate 

love. Unlike passionate love, companionate love is of a lower key, but a deep, affectionate 
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attachment and it is just as real. Finally, fatuous love is made up of passion and 

commitment, while consummate love is made up of passion, commitment and intimacy.  

Furthermore, in his study of love, Sternberg (1997) asked respondents to report their 

satisfaction and what they regard as key in their romantic relationships, from which he 

identified three hierarchically structured meanings to love. The lowest level identified eight 

clusters that describe the qualities of love relationships which are trust, sincerity, mutual 

understanding, compatibility, fulfilment, sexuality, intimacy and mutual needs. The next level 

consisted of both compatibility (trust, sincerity and understanding) and passion (sexuality, 

intimacy and needs). The ‘warm factor’ was that of companion ability that implied 

commitment and companionate love, whereas the ‘hot factor’ referred to desire, romance 

and passionate love. The highest level called love stated that love is comprised of various 

components, of which the deepest could be gratitude and loving kindness. Loving kindness 

was viewed by authors as silence and cultivating feelings of warmth, tenderness, 

compassion, peace and strength (Fredrickson, 2011). 

Love styles 

Hendrick and Hendrick (1992) identified three love styles which are mania, pragma and 

agape. Mania is an intense preoccupation with the loved one, intense jealousy and 

possessiveness and a need for constant reassurance of the partner’s love. Pragma involves 

searching for a compatible partner. Agape refers to selflessness and caring without self-

interest. It is rather cumbersome for a relationship to be based on mania or pragma, but on 

agape it will endure the test of jealousy and possessiveness that is evident with mania and 

pragma. It is therefore necessary for a couple to feel satisfaction, caring and commitment 

(agape) in a relationship, for it to develop into a marriage commitment. 

Hendrick and Hendrick (1992) further developed primary love styles, which are eros, 

ludus and storge. Eros, which means love at first sight is based on physical attributes and is 

mostly physical arousal. Storge means loving affection that develops over time. It is primarily 

affection and commitment. Ludus means uncommitted game playing and it predicted low 

relationship satisfaction in research, whereas eros and storge predicted high relationship 

satisfaction (Levenson, Carstensen & Gottman, 1994). The meaning of the above suggested 

that for a couple to have a more satisfying relationship they should rather base their 

relationship on the storge perspective rather than on the eros perspective, which fosters lust, 

and ludus which fosters mind games with no real attachment or commitment. 
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Love as micro-moment positivity resonance 

Fredrickson (2011, 2013) presented a new perspective on love as the pinnacle emotion 

based on her broaden-and-build model of positive emotions. Love according to Fredrickson 

(2011, 2013), is micro-moment positivity resonance shared with another person. Close 

relationships are characterised by floods of such moments of connectivity in the sharing of 

positive emotional experiences. The micro-moments of positivity resonance are manifested 

in nonverbal, verbal, neurological and biochemical processes. Frederickson’s (2011, 2013) 

view is not a romantic perspective of love but is based on moments of loving encounters 

between people with mutual responsivity and connectivity. Mutual responsivity means 

behavioural synchrony and neural synchrony that brings about the experience of closeness 

and connectedness often experienced as love. Fredrickson (2011, 2013) contended that 

love is a nutrient that feeds health and well-being via biochemistry and the continuous 

perpetuation of micro-moments of love (Du Toit et al., 2014). 

Fredrickson (2011) further highlighted components of love as mirroring, which entails 

emotional responsiveness between two people in which they mirror facial expressions, body 

language and even brain patterns. People in such emotional closeness, release the 

hormone, oxytocin, the molecule of love (cuddle hormone), which is associated with social 

bonding, trust, feelings of closeness and intimacy and other prosocial emotions. 

Furthermore, people who regularly have the micro-moment shared positive experiences akin 

to love, have a high vagal tone. The vagal nerve connects the brain to the heart and allows 

for such micro-moment shared experiences. A high vagal tone also fosters control of 

emotions, behaviour and attention and enhances the social skills and interconnectedness of 

lovers in an intimate relationship (Fredrickson, 2011). 

Emotional climate of love 

When considering the emotional climate of a lasting and satisfying relationship, the remark 

of Ryff and Singer (2000) comes to mind, that “loving and being loved are fundamental 

ingredients of being well, offering perhaps the most powerful preventative medicine there is”. 

A positive emotional climate is the result of the couple behaving towards each other as 

valued partners. They show the behaviour not only of loving each other but also of trusting 

their partner’s love for them. It means trusting him or her to perceive them correctly, to know 

who they are, to know their flaws and deficiencies, but basically to perceive each other as 

worthy of respect and admiration (Coleman & Ganong, 2001). There are some specific 

emotions and thoughts that need to be communicated between partners if they are to 

become better acquainted with each other’s inner life and thus increase the trust, intimacy 



3 2  

 

and emotional climate between them. By knowing the specific emotions which need to be 

communicated, they can get to know each other’s needs and expectations. For example, 

each partner has to share their day-to-day thoughts and feelings and thoughts and feelings 

concerning how their life together is progressing (Berscheid, 2003).  

Furthermore, Gottman (1998, 2013) identified the feature of an emotional bank 

account between couples who had an emotion-regulation ability in their interactions with 

each other. Such emotional regulation enables them to show verbal bids for attention in 

which they reciprocally invite the other to respond with support or affection. Through 

emotional regulation they also repair negativity after conflict and restore closeness and 

affectional trust. Gottman and Levenson (2002) introduced the Two-Factor Model for 

predicting when a couple will divorce based on 14 years longitudinal research data, in which 

they found that unregulated positive and negative affect in marriage is a precursor of divorce 

and that together with a factor that they refer to as neutral affective style, are strong 

predictors of marriage duration or breakdown. 

Features of the emotional climate in a loving couple were also described before in the 

ways of nurturing and building a relationship according to Du Toit et al. (2014). Deep 

emotional attachment in couples means that the relationship becomes one of give and take. 

This includes not only communicating the positives, such as desires and plans for the future, 

but also concerns, fears and self-doubt. The issue here is on reciprocally expressing positive 

interest concerning anything the partners think, feel and do, to continuously emphasise with 

words and action the importance of the partner in one’s life and to express the joy of having 

each other and of sharing life together (Collins & Feeney, 2000). 

In the discussion of romantic love above, such a relationship was also referred to as a 

pair bond, with characteristics similar to secure attachment relatedness. Spousal or partner 

attachment is a powerful determining factor in any lasting relationship like marriage and will 

be discussed below. 

Spousal attachment 

The theory of attachment was developed by psychologist John Bowlby (1999). The core of 

the term attachment, according to Bowlby (1999), is the emotional attraction one individual 

has for another individual and Bowlby (1999) referred to attachment bonds as a specific type 

of a larger class of bonds that he and developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth (1989) 

described as affectional bonds. Ainsworth (1989), and later Sternberg (2006), viewed a 

relationship between romantic partners as attachment systems. 
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Attachment theory explains the development of affectionate bonds in infancy/childhood 

and how these are translated into terms appropriate to adult love. The quality of childhood 

attachment bonds forms a prototype or intrapersonal framework for all later relationships 

(Carr, 2011). Attachment theory has specified three attachment dimensions which are 

secure, anxious, and avoidant bonding (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). 

From the literature, it is clear that the ability towards secure attachment in individuals 

and couples have strong emotionally enabling outcomes in relatedness. Securely attached 

couples feel emotionally close and intimate with their partner and believe that this closeness 

and intimacy is reciprocated by their partners. According to Feeney (2008), couples who are 

characterised by a secure attachment style have reported positive early family relationships 

and trusting attitudes toward others. They have also shown higher levels of self-esteem, self-

acceptance, self-confidence and low subjective distress (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991), 

high agreeableness and extraversion (Shaver & Brennan, 1992) compared to couples with 

insecure attachment styles. With respect to past and present love relationships, Collins and 

Read (1994) have found that secure individuals described their relationships with happiness 

and trust and such individuals were comfortable getting close to and depending on others. 

Secure couples also view themselves as friendly and likeable and view their significant 

others as reliable and trustworthy and that is why they tend to disclose private information to 

intimate others (Keelan, Dion & Dion, 1998). 

 Furthermore, securely attached couples reported relationship satisfaction, trust, 

supportiveness and positive self-disclosure, trust in others, and value their ongoing 

relationships even through hardships (Ciechanowski , Katon, Russo & Walker, 2001), and 

they also reported low loneliness and higher social competence (Di Tommaso, Brannen-

McNulty, Ross & Burgess, 2003). Their communication was open, they utilised an integrating 

problem-solving strategy when dealing with conflicts and they have stable emotional and 

social lives (Ravitz, Maunder, Sthankiya & Lance, 2010). Securely attached individuals 

reported compromising more with their significant other and were concerned for both of their 

interests during conflicts, because they have high levels of social support, interpersonal well-

being and a balance of control in their friendships (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Ognibene 

& Collins 1998; Vogel & Wei, 2005).They tended to discuss conflicting goals openly and 

maintain constructive communication within the relationship (Kobak & Hazan, 1991) and 

they are likely to show compassion, helping and pro-social behaviours in general (Thompson 

& Gullone, 2008). Partners were less rejecting and more supportive, they rated their 

relationship as satisfying, enjoyed emotional support and responsiveness during interactions 

(Feeney, 2004). Securely attached couples are able to feel safe, secure and report longer 
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lasting romantic relationships with more satisfaction in the relationships (Banse, 2004; 

Davila, Bradbury, & Fincham, 1998; Ditemmler & Kobak, 1994). 

Sternberg (2006) stated that adult romantic relationships not only involve the 

attachment systems, but also sexual and care-giving motivational systems essential for 

reproduction and provision of empathetic support to partners. The attachment system is 

activated when people experience threats, mostly intra-personal, to their safety and security. 

The care-giving system is activated when the need for care in others is perceived and the 

sexual system bring partners together to engage in reproduction (Carr, 2011). Bowlby (1999) 

investigated adult attachment measures in relation to emotion regulation behaviours in 

marital interactions. Secure couples displayed higher levels of interactional synchrony, lower 

levels of dominance and higher levels of emotional behaviour toward their partner. Results 

also indicated that secure attachment correlated well with communication and perspective-

taking skills that foster regulation of negative effect. 

In contrast to secure attachment, the anxious attachment dimension develops from 

inconsistent responsiveness and the uncertainty that others can be trusted or relied on in a 

relationship. Avoidant attachment stems from emotional neglect or repeated unresponsive 

attachment figures. Such couples show no interest in the relationship and they have a high 

desire for self-reliance (Mikulincer, Shaver, Gilliath & Nitzberg, 2005). Couples with an 

anxious-ambivalent attachment view others in a relationship as unreliable and unable to 

commit themselves to. They also see their relationships as having less interdependence, 

trust, and satisfaction when compared to securely attached individuals (Tosone & Aiello, 

2000).  A study by Collins and Read (1994) found that greater anxiety in such relationships 

is related to the individual’s lower self-confidence and lack of assertiveness.  

Anxiously attached individuals choose emotional reactivity to regulate and bring 

awareness to their interpersonal problem and negative mood, because they feel isolated and 

without the support from their kinship. Ford, Collins and Feeney (2007) indicated that the 

anxiety dimension reflects the degree to which an individual is worried about being rejected, 

abandoned, or unloved. Feeney (1999) also found that when asked to engage in a problem-

solving task, anxious-ambivalently attached couples were more likely to oblige their spouse. 

Both husbands and wives who were considered to have high anxiety over the relationship 

said that their conflicts were distressing, coercive and lacking in mutual negotiations. Anxiety 

about relationships was found to be an important predictor of the behaviour during a conflict 

(Feeney, 2008) and there was a higher level of conflict, lack of compromise, and 

dissatisfaction with the relationships in anxious-ambivalent couples when compared to 

secure couples (Feeney, 2008). 
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Couples with an avoidant attachment style tend to view relationships as less satisfying 

and intimate compared to securely attached couples. They are less trusting of others and 

tend to avoid getting close to others (Feeney, 2008). Feeney found that avoidant attached 

couples were more likely to say that they have never experienced love as romantic, only love 

as friendship. They often view others as being overly eager for commitment in a relationship 

and when or if a relationship does end, couples with an avoidant attachment style 

experience the least amount of distress when compared to other styles (Brunnell, Pilkington 

& Webster, 2007; Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Mikulincer, Shaver, Gilliath & Nitzberg, 2005). 

Such couples were also experiencing lower relationship satisfaction because they are 

disengaged in their relationship and reject intimacy and closeness. Avoidant couples were 

further viewed as reluctant to commit to romantic relationships because they perceive risk in 

intimacy (Brunnell et al., 2007; Pilkington & Richardson, 1988) and usually expect failure in 

their relationship (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). Research has shown that higher avoidance was 

associated with less trust (Vicary & Fraley, 2007) and less intimacy with partners (Pistole, 

Clark & Tubbs, 1995). Attachment avoidance and anxiety were found to be negatively 

associated with marital satisfaction (Feeney, 1999). 

Couples characterised by the insecure attachment styles, whether the relationship be 

anxious-ambivalent, avoidant, or more commonly avoidant to anxious-ambivalent, have 

shown less satisfaction and shorter relationships, except when the relationship consists of 

an avoidant attached man and an anxiously-ambivalently attached woman. In this latter type 

of insecure relationship, the duration of the relationship seems to be equal to the duration of 

securely attached couples, however, these couples usually report less satisfaction with their 

relationship (Tosone & Aiello, 2000). 

From an African perspective, the marital attachment system is viewed as the outcome 

of the lobola process that fosters a link between the couple and their families, since the 

lobola negotiations are procedures that bind the two families together. The rituals and the 

festivities that follow the lobola process and the wedding ceremony are African ways of 

forming lifelong attachment systems of the bride, groom, their families and the community 

they reside in. This African custom of social or communal bonding is a way to legalise the 

union of the romantic partners and further a public declaration of their unity to their families 

and ancestors. According to Feeney (2008), attachment is the most elegant aspect of 

humans since it shows contentment to be sharing a sense of oneness with another human 

being, as is intended in the African sense of linking romantic partners together through the 

payment of lobola. Papalia and Olds (1996) define attachment as an active, affectionate 

reciprocal relationship between two people and in an African sense it goes further than this 
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as it includes their kinship, the community and their ancestors to strengthen the bond further. 

It is believed that the marital bond could be fostered by the togetherness displayed through 

relatedness processes wherein lobola was paid and the rituals and festivities were 

celebrated. This would also be evidenced in the African attachment-related system that 

expose the couple to the values of a set of elders and rituals that through the lobola process, 

link them to the help from their families and the community that is readily available during 

crisis situations in the marriage. 

In an African sense, lobola and the marital bonds (rings) symbolise affectional bonds 

for married couples, in which the two partners engage in emotional proximity to one another. 

Healthy spousal attachment is an integral part of a good marriage since it fosters the 

commitment and well-being of partners and seems to be the foundation of the emotional 

climate that nurtures a marriage. 

The above discussion considered marriage, marital satisfaction and relational well-

being of the partners’ in a relationship and, as well as the spousal attachment between them. 

Next, the discussion will focus on spiritual well-being. 

Spirituality 

For the purpose of this study spirituality and spiritual well-being is discussed within an 

African context to consider the relationship thereof with marital symbols and with marital 

satisfaction. The meaning of marital symbols as described before, may impact on spiritual 

wellness of individuals through the rituals performed for the well-being of relations with 

significant others, the community, the tribe and the forefathers (Mekoa, 2012). 

Spirituality and religion 

Spirituality has been defined as a relationship with a Transcendent Being that could foster a 

sense of meaning, purpose and mission in life. Such a relationship could produce salutary 

change in a person, like an increased sense of altruistic love, which then has a discernible 

effect upon one’s relationship to creation, self, others and the most high (Hodge, 2000). 

A common theme in the various ways that spirituality is conceptualised, is that 

spirituality represents a search for the sacred. Three models of spirituality are prominent in 

literature and are the following. 

• Piedmont’s model of spiritual transcendence – Piedmont (1999) believed that by 

means of three spiritual dimensions namely universality, prayer fulfilment and 

connectedness, one could experience the “capacity to stand outside of their 

immediate sense of time and place to view life from a larger, more objective 
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perspective” (p. 988, as cited by Du Toit et al., 2014), or spiritual transcendence. He 

contended that such transcendence gives a deep sense of meaningfulness and 

eternal connection. 

• Baker’s model of spirituality – Baker (2003) proposed a three-dimensional model of 

spirituality with transcendent, transpersonal and transmissional dimensions. The 

transcendental aspect is a childlike awe in attempts to make sense of the world and 

to find meaning; the transpersonal aspect relates to intra- and interpersonal features 

in all relationships and the transmissional aspect is about passing on of values, 

morals, knowledge and skills to future generations. 

• Emmon’s model of ultimate concerns – According to Emmons and Paloutzian (2003), 

such concerns refer to the goals or strivings that underpin questions of meaning and 

existence, purpose and value that guide what we are trying to do and to be. The 

concerns are deeply personally significant and are related to positive adjustment and 

meaning construction. Emmons and Paloutzian (2003, p. 36) stated that they are 

“personal goals that are concerned with ultimate purpose, ethics, commitment to 

higher power and seeking the divine in goal experience”. 

The definition of spirituality according to the SHALOM (Spiritual Health and Life 

Orientation Measure) perspective of Fisher (1998) includes personal, communal, 

environmental and transcendental domains. The personal domain emphasises intra-

personal aspects of oneself with regards to meaning, purpose and value in life. The 

communal domain entails the quality and depth of interpersonal relationships relating to 

morality, culture and religion. These aspects are fostered through love, forgiveness, trust, 

hope and faith in humanity. The environmental domain deals with bio-physical aspects and a 

sense of unity with the environment. The transcendental domain deals with the relationship 

of self with something or someone beyond the normal level (i.e. ultimate concern, cosmic 

force, transcendent reality or God). This involves faith in, as well as adoration and worship of 

the source of mystery and the universe (Fisher, 1998). The SHALOM will be used in this 

research. 

In African culture and cosmology, there is very little difference between the concepts 

religion and spirituality. Religious practices demonstrate how people express their spiritual 

beliefs in practical terms and are ways in which humans respond to spiritual beings believed 

to influence one’s life. Research has shown that religious practices and participation may 

increase the person’s self-esteem and has a positive effect on their perception of life, life 

satisfaction and well-being (Mahoney, Leroy, Kusher, Padgett & Grimes, 2013). Participation 
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in a spiritual/religious system may influence a person’s psychological well-being by affecting 

their perceptions of themselves and their environment. Researchers like Hazan and Shaver 

(1994) indicated that religious deities are potent attachment figures for Africans and the 

quality of the relationship with God is viewed as important in satisfying connection needs. 

Natural objects and places are set apart for religious purposes as focal points for African 

people to interact with the world of the spirits and deities. Religious objects and places 

constructed by human beings are also regarded as being holy and scared, for instance a 

kraal designed for the men who will be attending a ceremony. 

Spiritual well-being 

Ellison’s (1983) viewpoint of spiritual well-being comprised an existential, psychosocial and 

horizontal dimension and a vertical or religious-spiritual dimension. The vertical component 

refers to wellness in the relationship with God or the Spiritual Higher Other, while the 

horizontal component refers to an inner sense of purpose and life satisfaction. Ellison saw a 

bidirectional relationship between the spiritual and existential dimensions and stated that “if 

we are spiritually healthy we will feel generally alive, purposeful and fulfilled, but only to the 

extent that we are psychologically healthy as well” (1983, p. 332 as cited by Du Toit et al., 

2014). 

Koenig (2004) indicated that spiritual well-being fosters a positive world-view, gives 

meaning and purpose, psychological integration, hope, personal empowerment, a sense of 

control and guidance for decision making. Spirituality has been identified as part of an 

important coping framework that facilitate individuals to deal with unpleasant and inevitable 

life exigencies that often are the result of the ravages of social injustices (Pargament, 2011). 

For Africans, spirituality enhances a sense of rebuilding partnership among members of the 

community and fosters processes for dealing with adversity, protest, contestation and the 

pursuit of the democratic ideal. It enhances growth and development through the cultivation 

of a sense of belonging, membership, a shared sense of history, emotional connection, a 

role in society and the fulfilment of the need for psychological well-being. Spiritual well-being 

is essential for the maintenance of harmony within human beings, their community and the 

environment because it is an attitude resulting from a belief in the existence of an invisible 

world (Argyle, 1991; Bakker, Mokwena & Simons, 1999; Segami, 2008). Chapman (1987) 

indicated that spiritually well individuals show tendencies of trust, honesty, integrity, altruism, 

compassion and service in their interactions with others, whilst Frankl (1959) asserted that 

spiritual distress results when life is not given meaning and is characterised by feelings of 
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emptiness and despair. Parks (2004) further viewed spirituality beliefs and practices as 

providing strategies for finding solutions to life problems as well as offering peace of mind. 

According to Delgado (2005) and in line with the philosophy of Frankl (1959), 

spirituality fosters inner peace and well-being due to its involvement with a search for 

meaning and purpose in life, a sense of connection with others and a transcendence of the 

self. He further maintained that individuals who have found spiritual meaning are capable of 

integrating the biological, social and psychological aspects of life. Therefore, spirituality is 

seen as a powerful factor in shaping people’s decisions and behaviours in their quest for 

meaning in life (Parks, 2004). Leaches and Lark (2004) indicated that spirituality fosters 

forgiveness, as well as promoting a sense of hope (also see Amanelahi & Heydarian, 2015; 

Ellison, Bradshaw, Kuyel & Marcum, 2012). Spirituality was further viewed by various 

authors (Fabricatore, Handal, Rubio & Gilner, 2004; Perez, 2009, 2012) as promoting 

healthy inter-personal aspects such as interpretation, disclosure, adaptation and innovation 

and that spiritual well-being has a positive relationship with marriage quality, whilst Liu 

(2008) identified love, belonging and self-esteem as spiritual goods. 

As far as the role of spirituality in marital well-being is concerned, Perez (2012) 

identified six factors of spirituality in marriage such as (1) the relationship with God reflects 

the extent of an individuals’ understanding about a relationship with God and the value and 

importance they give to this relationship. This factor also reflects the individual’s 

understanding about the role of God in marital life and paying attention to it. A practice of 

spiritual activities in the marital relationship and the worshipping together of couples 

strengthen their relationship with God and each other. (2) Existential dimension is the belief 

in and pursuance of the goals for and meaning of their marriage. (3) Traditional/ritual 

dimension refers to rituals and religious ceremonies in which couples participate in religious 

places, prayer, reading the holy book, etc., gives a sense of community and purpose. (4) 

Intimacy means togetherness, sexual relationship, faith and understanding of personal 

growth in marital life, and gives a sense of worth, purpose and actualisation. (5) Partnership 

implies recognition and acceptance of one’s role in the marital relationship and cooperation 

and interaction in role fulfilling, promote social support and mutual care. (6) Forgiveness 

emphasises accepting spouses despite their mistakes and weaknesses and the ability to 

compromise, leads to coping and marital stability. 

African spirituality and cosmology 

Wheeler, Ampadu and Wangari (2002) claimed that one cannot consider African spirituality 

without the awareness that it is built on a sociocultural history of enslavement, both 
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psychological and physical and of racial discrimination. The authors thus see African 

spirituality as 

the vital life force that animates us and connects us to the rhythms of the universe, 

nature, the ancestors and the community. A full realisation and acceptance of the fact 

that our spiritual force is a primary drive that leads to bonding with community in ways 

that alleviate psychological suffering caused by centuries of oppression (p. 73).  

Thus, spirituality plays a role in healing issues of negative self-esteem as African 

people appeal to supernatural forces, God and gods to restore positive self-concepts. 

African spirituality therefore entails the role of ancestors in the African society whilst African 

cosmology entails African belief and healing as well as the African worldview (Bodibe, 1992; 

Melato, 2000; Van Dyk, 2000). In the African world-view sacrifices and offerings are intended 

to appease the God, spirits or the ancestors. Sacrifices are part of an important process of 

fostering the interconnectedness within an African culture in which Africans view ancestors 

as invisible members of society who live in the spirit world and who continue to take care of 

their living relatives (Semenya, 2014). In African culture, ancestral beliefs represent a 

powerful source of moral sanction, because they affirm the values upon which society is 

based (Opoku, 1978). For Africans to accept an ancestor for ancestorhood, the person 

should have been married, should have lived a morally worthy life and must have died a 

natural death. No consideration is given to those who have died an unnatural death such as 

suicide or unclean disease. 

Batswana people adhere to the world view of African religions which emphasise the 

belief in ancestors, spirits, and deities. These spirits can be divided into three categories, 

namely: ancestral spirits, nature spirits, and deities. The ancestral spirits play an important 

role as mediators between the living and the Supreme Being. They are a source of guidance 

in personal, family and community life (Magesa, 2004). The world of spirits and ancestors 

connects African spirituality to African cosmology. For the African person, life is 

inconceivable without ancestors since they are believed to support and safeguard life. They 

operate within the human environment especially within the family as guardians, protective 

spirits/powers/influences and as the conscience of the community (Awolalu, 1979; Thomas, 

2005). They are guardians of family affairs, traditions, ethics and activities (Mbiti, 1970) and 

are believed to be protective. 

An ancestor is powerful and exercises authority over human beings. Amongst 

ancestral spirits are also harmful spirits which are manipulated by witches in order to harm 
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the living people. These are evil spirits. The weakness of an ancestor cult is that it is 

restrictive, because it is an ethnocentric cultural phenomenon (Bakker et al., 1999).  

 Ancestors are furthermore a bridge between God and the living people and they 

intervene in human affairs to punish those who neglect them or commit some offence within 

the community (Mbiti, 1970; Stinton, 2004). Ancestral beliefs therefore serve as social 

control over the general behaviour of the living (Thomas, 2005) either as a blessing to 

members who follow the traditions or by punishing those who do not (Barretto, 2000). The 

spirituality of African people requires people to possess the ability to relate well to nature and 

other people because these good relationships indicate how one relates with an ancestor. 

Ancestral spirituality is important for the maintenance of harmony in the community and the 

environment and has been identified in research as a critical resource or protective function 

against a range of negative outcomes (Mbiti,  2004; Segami, 2008; Thorpe, 1991). 

To the African person, spirituality is an encounter with God in life and action 

(Skhakhane, 1995) and it provides a philosophical framework for understanding life and as 

such, it is a source of ego strength that protects the personality from fragmentation 

(Baumeister ,1995). It is an attitude resulting from a belief in the existence of an invisible 

world. The nature of the relationship an African has with himself/herself is an important 

outcome of spirituality. In the African worldview, everything works for the total welfare of the 

human being and for Africans identity is fostered in their communal life that shows their 

interconnectedness and relationships through which they become their true self. Their being 

is emphasised in communal participation wherein they are interconnected with one another 

(for example the lobola process, the wedding ceremony and marriage) and this is how their 

spiritual well-being is strengthened because the individual’s life is only meaningful as it is 

shared (Buhrmann, 1984; Stinton, 2004). Within African spirituality, individualism is not 

maintained and it is discouraged. Individuals are viewed as a part of a collective, like the 

extended family, a clan, tribe, ancestors, God and nature (Kalilombe, 1999; Nolan, 2006; 

O’Murchu, 2002; Pato, 1996; Segami, 2008; Thorpe, 1991). 

For Africans to experience and develop wholeness, peace and contentment, a sense 

of community enhancement is needed. They continuously strive for health, balance, 

harmony, order and continuity in their quest for meaning and purpose in life. Segami (2008) 

contended that worship within African spirituality includes submission to the spirits and this is 

fostered through supplication, adorations, petitions and resignation to the object of worship 

and such worship is expressed by actions and by words. In this study, the lobola custom and 

the wedding ceremony are examples of such rituals, as the processes entail an African 

traditional religious ceremony wherein animals are slaughtered as sacrifices to the 
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ancestors, and are used to unite the ancestors of both the groom and the bride and their 

respective families. This festivity represents a spiritual ritual, and Ngundu (2011) stated that 

an African customary marriage ceremony is a way of seeking God’s blessing on the 

marriage and society. This is also viewed as providing a practical recognition that marriage 

is a divine institution established by God. 

Pollner (1989) indicated that closeness in a relationship with the divine was associated 

with global happiness, life satisfaction and marital happiness. In an African sense the 

purpose of making matrimonial sacrifices and offerings, performing ceremonies and rituals 

are to restore and maintain balance in nature so that the ancestors would bless the marriage 

and the children who are to be born from this union. The ceremony is public as the groom 

and the bride declare their love to the community and their family respectively. The sacrifices 

that are done during this process are used to prevent and avert dangers or misfortunes that 

threaten the couple, their family or the whole community. Other sacrifices that follow the 

marriage ceremony are expiatory in nature, intended to remove guilt or offence and also 

when the woman was taken unprocedurally (Segami, 2008). 

The preceding literature overview aimed to give an understanding of marital symbols 

valued in the African culture and the lobola custom was mainly explored. It was clear that 

lobola is an old and valued cultural marriage rite, that was intended to foster marital well-

being not only in the couple but as a goal in society. Furthermore, lobola has a strong 

spiritual basis as portrayed by the valued ceremonial involvement of ancestors in all rituals 

and celebrations. This implies that spiritual growth and well-being is an intended outcome of 

the lobola procedures. Based on the assumption that marital and spiritual well-being could 

thus be outcomes of the marital symbolic rituals and procedures, marriage satisfaction and 

spiritual well-being as constructs for this study were described, while keeping the African 

perspectives thereof in mind. 

Conclusion 

Based on the above literature exposition, it can be argued that the lobola and wedding ring 

are conjugal matrimonial symbols that are imperative in African marriages. The preceding 

discussion indicated that the matrimonial symbols seem to have deep cultural and personal 

value and the lobola practice is so deeply imbued with spiritual rituals and practices that it 

could be assumed to have spiritual value to those who are involved. Furthermore, in the 

symbolism of marriage, procedures and ceremonies, a lot of emphasis is placed on and 

expectations created for marital and spiritual well-being as outcomes of such symbolic 

marital customs and procedures. However, as was mentioned before, no research could be 
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found investigating the relationships of marital symbols with marital and/or spiritual well-

being in those populations in which such cultural customs are valued and used. This brought 

about the question guiding this study namely, what are the relationships of marital symbols 

like the lobola practice and the wedding band, with relational outcomes such as marriage 

satisfaction, as well as with spiritual well-being? 

The research methodology which governed this study is discussed next. 

Research Methodology 

This study used a multi methods or mixed method approach to investigate the relationships 

between marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana married 

women. A multi method research is a process of collecting, analysing and “mixing” both 

quantitative and qualitative information at some stage of the research process to gather 

meaningful data with which to answer research questions (Creswell & Garrett, 2008). 

Research design 

A multi method research design was used wherein both quantitative (measuring instruments) 

and qualitative (structured interviews) data were gathered in sequence (one after the other), 

to be statistically and qualitatively (thematic analysis) analysed. The analysed manifestations 

of the variables mentioned above and participants’ shared experiences, were used to 

formulate guidelines and strategies for a marriage enrichment programme. The use of 

quantitative and qualitative data in the research process of a single study, like the current 

one, has a purpose of gaining thorough understanding of the investigated phenomenon 

(Cresswell, 2003) and the researcher was able to use the strengths of each method to obtain 

a more dynamic analysis (Teddie & Tashakkori,  2009). 

The first phase of the investigation employed quantitative research which according to 

Leedy and Ormond (2005:94), “separates social facts with single objective reality from 

feelings, beliefs and opinions of individuals”. This phase was conducted with n=366 

voluntarily willing and conveniently available participants sourced from a local community, 

churches, a university and government departments, who were married and of the Batswana 

cultural group. Psychometric instruments assessing perceptions regarding marital symbols, 

marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being were administered.  

The second phase was qualitative in nature and it explored and analysed the narrated 

experiences (through interviews) of women pertaining to the marital symbols and who were 

identified from scores on scales in the first phase of the study. These women participated in 

semi-structured interviews wherein they were able to tell about their experiences of marital 
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symbols in their lives, since such stories were viewed by Greeff (2000) as a microcosm of 

their consciousness. Greeff (2000, p. 292) also viewed an interview as “organized around 

areas of particular interest, while still allowing flexibility in scope and depth”. In this study, an 

interview was used to gain a detailed picture of a participant’s beliefs and experiences 

regarding the topic and it afforded some flexibility as the participants could explore 

interesting avenues that emerged. The researcher used a set of questions, or an interview 

schedule, based on literature to guide but not dictate the interview and the participants could 

introduce a topic the researcher had not thought of (Greeff, 2000). In this method, the 

participant was viewed as an expert on the subject and given the opportunity to tell her story 

(Smith, Harre & Van Langehoven, 1995). 

Research methods 

The research methods included sampling, data collection, data analysis and the role of the 

researcher. 

Sampling 

The population for the first quantitative phase was women who were married, for whom 

lobola had been paid and who consented to participate. They were sourced from a local 

university, churches, government departments and the local community of the Mafikeng, 

Lichtenburg and Zeerust areas and n=366 participants were conveniently selected. The 

participants for the second phase were identified from the first phase and were consenting 

women manifesting high, medium and low scores on marital symbols, marital satisfaction 

and spiritual well-being variables, thus n=12 participants were purposively selected. 

Participants had to meet the following criteria for the first phase: they had to be willing 

to participate voluntarily; be 30-60 years old; of female gender; had been married with lobola 

paid for; were wearing their wedding bands and were able to communicate in English. 

Participants in the second phase had to be willing to share their stories with the researcher 

in a semi-structured interview, be comfortable with recording of the interviews and with 

transcribing of data and for member-checking of findings for trustworthiness. Data saturation 

as described by Creswell (2009) was considered before including more participants than 

n=12. 

Data collection and operational context 

Quantitative data was collected by means of psychological instruments namely: the Locke 

Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale; and the Spiritual Health and Life Orientation Measure. 
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Researcher-constructed questionnaires to assess perceptions about lobola and the wedding 

ring were also used, as well as a biographical questionnaire. 

The Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale (LWMAS) is a standardised 

questionnaire developed by Locke and Wallace (1959), as a 15-item instrument designed to 

measure the quality of and satisfaction in the marital relationship. The scale measures 

involvement in joint activities, demonstration of affection, frequency of marital complaints, 

level of loneliness and well-being and partner agreement on significant issues. The 

respondents who participated in the development of this scale included single and married 

individuals, clinical and non-clinical populations, high school and college students and non-

students. The LWMAS was found to have a mean alpha of 0.96, indicating good internal 

consistency and had concurrent validity, correlating significantly with the Index of Marital 

Satisfaction of Fisher (1994) (Locke & Wallace, 1959). Two South African studies were done 

using the LWMA on a sample of fathers and on physically abused wives in 1987, by the 

University of the Witwatersrand (Adam, 1987). 

The Spiritual Health and Life-Orientation Measure (SHALOM) was developed by 

Fisher (1998). Spiritual health is a dynamic state of being, shown by the extent to which 

people live in harmony within relationships in the following domains of spiritual well-being: 

firstly, the personal domain wherein one intra-relates with oneself with regards to meaning, 

purpose and values in life. Self-awareness is the driving force or transcendence aspect of 

the human spirit in its search for identity and self-worth. Secondly, the communal domain 

that refers to the quality and depth of interpersonal relationships, relating to morality, culture 

and religion. This domain pertains to love, forgiveness, trust, hope and faith in humanity. 

Thirdly, the environment domain that explores beyond care for and nurture of the physical 

and biological, to a sense of awe and wonder, for some the notion of unity with the 

environment. Fourthly, the transcendental domain that assesses the relationship of self with 

something or someone beyond the human level. Studies with Protestant groups, schools, 

state departments and Catholic groups have reported reliability coefficients of 0.89-0.90 

(Fisher, 1998). South African studies were done by Van Rooyen (2007) and Moodley (2010) 

with English, Afrikaans and Xhosa youth. The results found the scale to be reliable and valid 

for assessing across languages, in a variety of settings and with different age groups. 

Permission was obtained for use of the SHALOM (Fisher, personal communication on 

3 October, 2011). The LWMAS is available for use in public domain.  

A biographical questionnaire was compiled by the researcher requiring information 

about participants’ age, marital status, qualifications, religious affiliation, language and 
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wearing of the wedding ring. A wedding ring questionnaire with 34 items was constructed by 

the researcher enquiring about participants’ perceptions regarding the status and 

meaning/value of the marital band. Examples of items are “a wedding ring serves as a sign 

that one is married” and “taking off your wedding ring brings bad luck to your marriage”. A 

further Lobola questionnaire of 35 items was self-constructed by the researcher and 

enquired about participants’ perceptions regarding the status and meaning/value of the 

lobola marital custom. Examples of items are “lobola is a cultural symbol of marriage” and 

“lobola has material, cultural and relational meaning to us”. Both these questionnaires were 

answered on a Likert-type response scale ranging from strongly agree (5) to strongly 

disagree (1). The psychometric properties of these measurements were determined as part 

of the statistical analyses of this study.  

A pilot study for this research was conducted prior to the formal research with about 

n=20 willing participants from the same sample targeted for the formal research. Written 

informed consent was obtained from them. The questionnaires were in English since 

participants were selected with adequate language proficiency to complete the 

questionnaires. After they completed the booklet of questionnaires they reported the scales 

to be user friendly and that it took 45-60 minutes to complete them, which Brink (2006) 

viewed as acceptable. Questionnaires, in booklet format were distributed to and collected 

from all participants by the researcher. Although 500 were distributed only 366 were 

received back and completed in full. 

The second phase entailed data being collected by means of semi-structured 

interviews. The researcher contacted 12 purposively selected (from the results of the 

questionnaires) participants, who were willing to participate. The interviews were held 

individually at the researcher’s office or other convenient, quiet and confidential setting. The 

interviews took 60-90 minutes and were recorded on a voice recorder. An interview schedule 

was used to guide data collection in the interviews. All the participants were asked the 

questions below and their responses to these questions were used to build a thematic 

description of marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of these women. 

The following questions were posed. 

• Tell me what the custom of lobola has meant to you personally and also in your 

marriage, in the relationship with your husband. 

• Tell me about the value or meaning that you attach to the wedding band (ring). 

• Please describe your marital satisfaction or lack thereof, and tell me whether lobola 

had any influence in this. 
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• How would you describe your spiritual well-being and discuss whether the lobola 

rituals played a role in your spirituality? 

Data analysis 

Data of the first phase entailed the researcher electronically capturing raw data from the 

questionnaires and captured data was then checked and ‘cleaned’ by the research promoter. 

Descriptive statistics were computed using the IBM-Statistical Product and Service Solutions 

(SPSS Version 19) software package. By means of confirmatory factor analysis, 

measurement and structural statistical models were identified and tested for the best 

statistical fit, using the Mplus software (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2014). This was done to 

analyse relationships between variables in this study. Scale reliability and correlations were 

also obtained through such analysis. The statistical analyses were done with the assistance 

of the statistical consultancy services of the North-West University, Vaal Triangle Campus. 

The analysis of the data in the second phase involved the examination of 

transcriptions of the interviews, with the researcher being immersed in the data. Finding 

meaning in data involves its analysis, which is a process that requires the skill to depict the 

understanding of the data in writing (Henning, Van Rensburg & Smit, 2005). In other words, 

the raw data was converted into meaningful patterns and in further refining and interpreting 

the themes. This is, according to Henning (2004), where the researcher’s quality of thinking 

will be perceptible.  

Themes or patterns within data can be identified in one of two primary ways in 

thematic analysis. In an inductive or bottom-up way or in a theoretical deductive or top-down 

way. According to Braun and Clark (2004), an inductive approach as used in this study, 

means the themes identified are strongly linked to the data itself and as such thematic 

analysis bears some similarity to grounded theory. The aim of thematic analysis is to explore 

in depth how participants are making sense of their personal and social world (Smith, 2002), 

thus it attempts to explore personal experience and is concerned with an individual’s 

personal perception or account of an object or event, as opposed to an attempt to produce 

an objective statement of the object or event itself. The researcher is trying to get close to 

the participant’s personal world, to take an insider’s perspective.  

The phases of thematic analysis are as follows. 

Familiarising yourself with your data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; 

reviewing themes; defining and naming themes and producing the report (Braun & Clark, 

2004). 
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On completion of the data collection and data analysis in the second phase, the 

research findings were compared to the existing literature about marital symbols, marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being. According to Streubert and Carpenter (1999), in a 

qualitative study literature control is necessary (investigation, interpretation and integration of 

literature) to make it possible for the findings to be discussed in the context of what is 

already known. The literature is used to explain and support the findings of the study (Burns 

& Grove, 2005) and new findings that may occur. The purpose of a literature control is to 

gain a broader understanding of the phenomenon under study and to compare and match 

existing studies with current and contemporary research (Creswell, 2002). The aim is also to 

gauge complementary results from other studies conducted under similar conditions 

(Holloway & Wheeler, 2002). Therefore, the findings of this study were reported in line with 

existing relevant literature to identify diverging and similar views, discrepancies or distinctive 

contributions. It has to be noted that this study was exploratory in nature and the first of its 

kind in South Africa, so literature on previous studies done with these constructs, is very 

limited and/or lacking. 

The role of the researcher 

For the first phase of the research, the researcher obtained permission from gate keepers 

where necessary to conduct the research and written informed consent from all the 

participants. The questionnaires were in a book form and hand delivered and collected by 

the researcher after completion. The necessary information about the research was also 

given in person and in a covering letter to participants to inform them and to obtain their 

consent to be involved. 

Being the main research instrument during the second phase of the research, implied 

that the researcher should have the necessary skills with which to conduct a meaningful 

qualitative research process (Cresswell, 2009). The researcher is a registered clinical 

psychologist and was thoroughly trained in observation and interviewing skills and these 

skills have become refined through years of clinical practice. Furthermore, the researcher’s 

world view is that of a Christian African woman but also of a registered psychologist and she 

firmly believes that people’s experiences are socially constructed and that meaning is 

derived from such constructions, in line with symbolic interaction family theory and the social 

constructivist theory discussed before. Her interpretation and understanding of the research 

findings was guided by this epistemology. 
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Rigor 

Rigorous research was ensured through the data collection utilised in both phases of the 

study, by means of psychological measuring instruments and the questions posed in the 

qualitative interviews. Henwood and Pigeon’s (1992) guidelines for good practice were 

utilised to ensure rigor. The guidelines used were: 

• The importance of fit: generated categories of data should best fit the research aims; 

• Integration of theory: the process should be rational and coherent; 

• Reflexivity: the role of the researcher needs to be acknowledged in the 

documentation; 

• Documentation: the researcher should provide a comprehensive account of the 

research process; 

• Member-checking: the researcher should be aware of differences between his or her 

interpretation and participants ‘reflections; 

• Credibility: sensitivity to negotiated realities and those of the participants; and 

• Transferability: the study should be applicable to other contexts. 

Ethical aspects 

Regarding the ethical aspects involved in this research, the following was considered (Leedy 

& Ormond, 2005; Hinkley, 2007). 

The prescribed application procedure of the North-West University’s Ethical Committee 

for approval, was followed and ethical clearance was given FH-SB-2012-0016. 

In the first phase, a cover letter was given to the participants/respondents informing 

them about the nature of the research and of their involvement in it, with assurance that their 

participation is voluntary and that they have the right to withdraw from participating without 

consequences, as well as indicating the confidentiality in analysing and reporting of data 

obtained from them. The researcher in the next stage communicated the importance of the 

qualitative exploration to the participants without deceiving them, as suggested by Silverman 

(1993). They were informed about the aims of the investigation, that they were not bound to 

participate and were free to terminate their participation at any stage during the process. 

Confidentiality in dissemination of the results was emphasised and confidentiality, respect for 

the dignity of persons, non-maleficence and participant anonymity (Brink, 2006; Terre 

Blanche, Durrheim, & Painter, 2002) were protected throughout the research process.  
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Outline of the Manuscript 

The thesis is presented in article format, as described by the General Regulation A 14.4.2 of 

the North-West University and it includes the following. 

• Section 1:  Overview of the study 

• Section 2 : Manuscripts for later publication: 

− Marital symbols and the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana 

married women. 

− A qualitative understanding of two African marital symbols, marital satisfaction 

and spiritual well-being amongst married Batswana women.  

− Guidelines for a proposed programme for marriage enrichment of Batswana 

married couples. 

• Section 3:  The conclusions and limitations of the study, and recommendations for 

future research. 
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Abstract 

This study aimed at quantitatively investigating the relationships of the African marital 

symbols of lobola and the wedding band, with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of 

n=366 married Batswana women. It also aimed at determining whether perceptions about 

African marital symbols could predict the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being reported 

by the participants. A literature study was done to describe and conceptualise the variables, 

and thereafter data was empirically gathered by means of two self-constructed 

questionnaires about views and values pertaining to lobola and the wedding ring, as well as 

by validated questionnaires about marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of the 

participating women. 

Data was analysed with the Mplus 7.31 statistical program and a measurement model 

and structural model were identified, which met all the best fit statistical requirements. These 

statistical models indicated the relationships between the variables and the direction of such 

relationships. Correlations between factors representing the variables were found and direct 

statistical pathways between the variables showed that both lobola and the wedding ring 

were precursors or antecedents for personal, communal and transcendental spirituality and 

for aspects of marital satisfaction. The findings were discussed and limitations of and 

recommendations from the study were indicated. 
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In this study, the age-old customs of lobola and wedding bands as conjugal symbols in 

Batswana married women’s marriage culture, their marriage satisfaction, as well as their 

spiritual well-being were investigated. The statistical relationships between these variables 

were analysed. 

Marital Symbols 

Both the wedding ring and lobola are valued symbols among Batswana women. The focus of 

this study was the custom that relates to marriage amongst Black Africans across the African 

continent and that is known as the practice of bride wealth, or lobola, the value and 

significance of the wedding ring in such marriages, as well as the influence of these customs 

if any, on marital and spiritual well-being of Batswana married women. Marriage in an African 

culture is viewed as the focal point of existence and an event where it is believed that 

community members meet the departed, the living, and those yet to be born thereby 

repeating, renewing and revitalising generational history. Thus, marriage is not only a 

physical relationship but has spiritual and even eternal meaning for Africans (Semenya, 

2014). Turaki (1991) stated that marriage for Africans establishes the essentials in life and 

death, while Boshego (2006) emphasised that the community needs to participate in the 

marriage ceremony, since in African society, marriage is a vital mechanism for social control 

and social stability (Matope, Maruzani, Chauraya & Bondani, 2013).  

Lobola 

Lobola is a cultural conjugal practice in South Africa and probably Africa at large, and is 

traditionally and contemporarily of cultural value in marriage among Black couples. The 

lobola cattle, money or whatever items are used as cultural tender for marriage to occur, 

function as symbolic means of establishing and sealing the conjugal relationship between 

the couple and their respective lineages, both the living and the dead, i.e., the ancestors or 

the shades (Matope et al., 2013). 

Most authors have historically agreed that lobola is an age-old custom of which the 

origins are not easy to determine, while Junod (1941) argued that lobola is not a historical 

curiosity peculiar to Africans, but that a similar custom existed among the ancient Greeks, 

where Aristotle referred to the Grecian maid of Homer’s time as an alphesiboia or one who 

brings cattle to her parents. Rajuili (1999) stated that in ancient Jewish culture, custom 

decreed that the mohar was the price that the father of the bride received for his daughter. 

Rajuili (1999) further highlighted the case of Abraham who sent his chief servant to obtain a 

wife for his son Isaac, in Mesopotamia (Genesis, 24:67). Traditionally, after receiving this gift 

(from his future wife), the young man would sing a song and dance, or giya, before returning 
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to his home to hoist a white flag given by his lover for everyone to see that he has been 

qoma’d (accepted as a lover by the girl) (Rajuili, 1999; Vilakazi, 1962). Vilakazi stated that:  

The formality and publicity given to the occasion have a social significance which has 

nothing to do with betrothal and marriage. To qoma, i.e. to take a lover for a girl and to be 

qonywa’d, i.e. to be accepted as a lover for the boy, are happenings of momentous social 

and psychological importance (Vilakazi, 1962, p. 50). 

Culturally, the cattle that were paid for her lobola showed the woman that 

acknowledgement of and gratitude for her upbringing was shown and that the material well-

being of her family was enhanced. It was also a symbol of ubumnumzane (manhood) of the 

umkhwenyna’s (bridegroom’s) father, that they are not poor. Lobola was a token to the 

amathongo (ancestors) that the isibaya (lineage) is growing and as it grows it will create a 

strong umuzi (family). In this way, lobola attached the bride to both the bridegroom and his 

family, including the ancestral members of the family (Vilakazi, 1962). Even today, though 

mainly paid in monetary form, lobola still represents the same values in African cultures. 

There are however negative constructions around the practice of lobola as reflected in 

some studies and these are centred on the view that the practice of lobola has become 

commercialised in society and that brides’ families often ask high prices. In addition, 

critiques of lobola argue that it is a source of oppression for women, that it perpetuates 

gender inequality and that fathers of the (future) brides use lobola as an escape from poverty 

(Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Kambarami, (2006) and Matope et al. (2013) 

agreed with the negative connotations of lobola as exacerbating gender-based violence, 

being commercialised, having lost its real function and value and that men use it as a tool to 

exploit, oppress and dominate women, in other words to maintain the masculine-dominated 

and patriarchal discourses in society. Furthermore, Billington, Strawbridge, Greensides and 

Fitzsimons (1991) argued that while cultural practices are intended to shape behaviour, 

people do not always adhere to the guidelines of their culture. It is therefore not uncommon 

to find that some individuals abuse the practice of lobola while others attempt to dilute and 

trivialise or abolish the practice. Following from their research about the perceptions of 

lobola among university students, Chireshe and Chireshe (2010) concluded that, like all 

traditional customs, the practice of lobola is open to misuse and distortion in the modern 

world. 

However, in the Batswana culture, lobola is still a much-cherished custom, without 

which marriage is deemed invalid and subject to doom and misfortune for life. One could 
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thus hypothesise that lobola and the values it represents could play a role in both the marital 

and spiritual well-being of Batswana women. 

The wedding ring 

In the ancient Egyptian culture, a man would weave a special cord and tie it around the waist 

of the mate he wanted to marry. The belief was that when he did this, her spirit entered his 

body and she was bound to him eternally. Initially, such ancient rings were made from 

vegetation, but later it required replacement by more lasting materials, such as bone, ivory or 

leather (Anonymous, 2002). The ancient Egyptians also believed that a vein in the fourth 

finger of the left hand travelled directly to the heart and thus that a person who was married 

should be identified by a ring worn on the fourth finger of the left hand. Despite the fact that it 

is in an ancient practice in marriage, the wedding ring is still mostly worn on the specific 

finger in modern times (Anonymous, 2002). 

According to Anonymous (2002) in 332 BC, after conquering Egypt, the armies of 

Alexander the Great continued the adoration of love or veno amoris and eventually passed it 

on to the Romans. Wedding rings have been found with inscriptions of marriage contracts 

and signed in the presence of the emperor’s image. Although the Christians discarded most 

of the pagan customs in 200 AD, they continued the Roman practice of the betrothal ring 

and Christian betrothal rings have been found in catacombs outside Rome. The use of the 

wedding ring in a marriage ceremony was first recorded in the early part of the fourth 

century. Only one ring was used until the 13th century, when Pope Innocent III declared that 

there was to be a certain amount of time between the engagement and the wedding, which 

eventually led to a ring to mark each passage and created the need for the engagement ring 

as a token of love and the wedding ring as a token of eternal commitment (Anonymous, 

2002). 

A ring is circular and therefore never-ending, which symbolises how long spouses’ love 

should endure. The circle has always had significance from ancient cultures to the present 

as a symbol of wholeness and perfection, while its endlessness portrays a unity that has no 

beginning and no end. It is also the symbol of the sun, earth and universe and represents 

holiness, perfection and peace (Fletcher, 2004; Geron, 2005). According to Dion and Dion 

(2003) and Glenn and Kramer (2004), a wedding ring is a symbol of a person’s love and 

commitment to their spouse. It is a married person’s declaration to the world that one is in a 

committed relationship and is devoted to one’s spouse or partner (Fletcher, 2004).  

Wedding rings were also once used as part of a groom’s bride payment in arranged 

marriages and showed the groom’s noble intentions. During the days when marriage was 
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more arranged, which interestingly is still a practice in many African cultures, the act of 

giving a ring was a sign of the groom’s way of protecting the future bride’s rights in the face 

of possible home wreckers (Fletcher, 2004). 

As was mentioned before, the wedding ring as a conjugal symbol of the couple’s 

commitment to one another and to their unity in marriage (Feeney, 2008), was adopted into 

the African marriage culture. The ring is still used as a declaration to the world that the 

couple is betrothed, with a commitment to care, loyalty and unending love and support 

(Fletcher, 2004; Geron, 2004). It would seem that whereas lobola has mostly communal and 

cultural depth and meaning, the wedding band has value on a more individual and personal 

level for the couple. These marital symbols are expected to be independent from one 

another in their symbolic value and yet, it may be possible that individuals or couples link the 

two symbols into one personal meaning dimension that relates to their experience of 

satisfaction with their marriage. No research could be found that indicates the value or 

meaning attached to these symbols by individuals or couples in their marital well-being. 

Furthermore, it is assumed that if these symbols had deep relational and spiritual meaning, 

such meaning would be manifested in relational outcomes such as marital satisfaction and in 

aspects of spiritual well-being, but research in this regard is lacking in psychosocial 

literature. For the purpose of this research two questionnaires measuring perceptions about 

lobola and the wedding band respectively, were constructed by the researcher. 

Symbolism, symbols and rituals 

Symbolism in general refers to the practice of using symbols to convey a deeper meaning or 

message about an aspect of reality (Reber & Reber, 2001). Symbols according to Croty 

(1998), refer to anything of value that could be indicated, like a doctrine, a principle, a 

language, etc. Human beings use conversations as symbols to interpret their reality and the 

subjective meanings attached to these conversations are embedded in symbols. Symbols 

are constantly used on a daily basis as a form of communication, interpretation and 

meaning, as fostered through social interactions (Van der Merwe, Van Eeden & Van 

Deventer, 2010). A symbol is also viewed as a fusion of the powers believed to be inherent 

in the objects, relationships, events and histories represented by symbols. A symbol could 

be an object that represents or suggests an idea, visual image, belief, an action, or a 

material entity. Symbols depict the meaning of the phenomenon that is represented, they are 

based on culture and often serve as a source of guidance amongst human beings (Croty, 

1998). From this statement, it can be assumed that lobola and the wedding band are such 

symbols since they serve as a source of guidance to the marrying partners and families 
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within a culture and represent the power believed to be embedded in marriage as a societal 

institution. 

According to Turner (1973), the meaning of a symbol was based on an analogy and an 

association of three foundations, which are the nominal, substantial and the artifactual. The 

nominal basis denotes the name of the symbol which in the present study would be lobola 

and the wedding band. The substantial basis denotes the symbol’s sensory, perceptual, 

physical or chemical properties as recognised by the culture. In this study, this entails the 

process of lobola negotiations, the payment of the bride wealth and the festivities that lead to 

the wedding celebrations, as well as the placing of a ring made of valuable metal, on the 

fourth finger of the left hand in a ceremony. The artefactual basis denotes the technical 

change of an object used in a ritual by purposive human activity. In this study, it refers to the 

lobola rituals that unfold with the slaughtering of sheep, goats or cows, wherein the two 

families are symbolically connected to the ancestries of both families and the bride and the 

groom are united in a marital unit, as well as to the ring that is worn permanently and 

becomes part of the person’s image. The totality of a symbol according to Turner (1973), 

entails the actions and the set of objects that are used to pursue such actions. 

Croty (1998) further stated that symbols are not static, because they are fostered by 

their purpose and interpretations in symbolic interactions. Such interactions are called rituals 

(Turner, 1973) and are forms or rites that have to do with a ceremony. Any ritual involves 

actions and words and in this study the actions entail the various ceremonial activities like 

dancing and singing that ensues during the lobola and marriage ceremony. A ritual is usually 

performed in order to restore, enhance or maintain a relationship between persons or 

between persons and spiritual powers, for example: appeasing angry ancestors; initiating a 

baby into the community; farewell speech for a woman who leaves her parents for marriage; 

a send-off of the dead and praying that they should be accepted by the living dead or 

departed spirits; purifying individuals or groups after breaking a taboo (Turner, 1973). In this 

instance, the lobola ritual is performed in order to enhance and maintain a relationship 

between human beings, like the bride, the groom and their respective families, but also with 

their respective ancestral spirits. Rituals are important to African indigenous religions and 

are cultural or religious ceremonies that celebrate or commemorate specific events that are 

of religious significance. They serve to reinforce important religious beliefs through 

meaningful activities that bring comfort or joy and thus strengthen the unity of followers of 

the religious tradition (Ngundu, 2011).  

The above discussion was aimed at contextualising this research in the African cultural 

milieu in which the marital symbols are embedded and from which it can be assumed that 
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the meaning of such symbols may influence and even be manifested in the marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being of African Batswana women. The constructs of marital 

satisfaction, marriage satisfaction, and well-being will briefly be described below. 

Marital Satisfaction 

Marital satisfaction is the degree of happiness or unhappiness that a spouse reports as 

experienced in marriage (Feeney, 2008). In this study, marital satisfaction is represented by 

a score on the Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale (LWMAS) (Locke-Wallace, 1959), 

which assesses marital adjustment as the relational accommodation of a husband and wife 

for each other. According to Lavner and Bradbury (2010), marital satisfaction refers to an 

individual’s subjective evaluation of the marital relationship and may be interchangeable with 

concepts such as marital happiness or well-being and quality of marriage. Marital 

satisfaction also reflects the degree to which an individual’s marital expectations toward 

marriage are met in their marriage, and according to Hirschberger (2009), marriage is 

viewed as an intimate relationship in which sexuality and close friendship are the most 

valued dimensions. 

Feeney (2008) indicates that marital satisfaction is a complex process that is 

influenced by many factors including education, culture, socio-economic status, love, 

commitment, marital communication, conflict, gender, length of marriage, presence of 

children, sexual relations, and the divisions of labour. Quality of marriage refers to the 

background and contextual factors of the relationship, individual traits and behaviours of 

spouses and couples’ interactional processes and history. Each spouse brings into a newly-

created union, a legacy from their background, including family of origin influences. 

Relationships are thus carriers of complex socio-cultural factors (Reczek, Liu & Umberson, 

2010). 

Marriage satisfaction and well-being 

Researchers have found that subjective well-being as self-reported happiness and life 

satisfaction is associated with marriage and that having shared meanings and honouring one 

another’s dreams or existential goals in the relationship, are primary components of happy, 

satisfied, stable marriages (Coleman & Ganong, 2001; Diener, 2000; Gottman, 1999; 

Gottman, Driver & Tabares, 2002; Myers, 2008). Diener (2000) has further found that 

married people are consistently happier and more satisfied with life than single people 

across all ages, income levels, educational levels and cultural groups. 
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According to Fielding (2003), marriage is the only significant bottom-up predictor of life 

satisfaction for both men and women. It was however found that marriage as such does not 

increase happiness and satisfaction, but those who were satisfied with their lives in general 

may reap greater benefits. Diener (2000) found that marriages with positive interactions, 

emotional expressiveness and cooperating rolesharing are associated with well-being. This 

was found with couples reporting the positive effects of marital relations that had support, 

opportunities for emotional intimacy, and trust and openness in a variety of life areas. 

Dew (2009) identified a variety of factors that influences marital satisfaction, marital 

stability and marital quality. The latter was viewed by Dew (2009) as a characteristic of the 

relationship between spouses, despite their individual feelings (Bradbury, Fincham & Beach, 

2000). Quality of marriage was regarded by Dew (2009) as the relational interaction between 

background and contextual factors, individual traits and behaviours of spouses, and couples’ 

response interactional processes. Couples’ interactional processes that have an impact on 

marital satisfaction are homogamy, including similarity in socio-economic backgrounds, 

religious affiliation values, as well as the interactional history of the couple (Dew, 2009). 

Lavner and Bradbury (2010) indicated that the interactional history of the couple consists of 

their communication, conflict and consensus building, physical aggression, expression of 

interest, affection and humour. Irrespective of how marital satisfaction or marital quality was 

conceptualised, certain factors appeared to remain common to happy couples. These 

couples tend to spend time in joint activities, use humour, are involved in affectionate 

touching, are not critical of and hostile towards each other, and engage in few arguments 

(Steven, Kiger & Riley, 2001).  

Myers (2000) was of the opinion that marriage confers a range of benefits on people 

who foster their well-being. Marriage provides emotional and physical intimacy, a context 

within which to build a family, it gives social roles and skills and offers a context for identity 

affirmation and personal growth. Married individuals are also physically and emotionally 

healthier and it would seem that marriage buffers a person against certain risks leading to 

poor health (Peterson, 2006). A good marital relationship also seems to have direct effects 

on the efficiency of the immune functioning of married couples (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton,  

2005). 

In an African sense, lobola and the marital bands (rings) symbolise affectional bonds 

for married couples, in which the two partners engage in emotional proximity to one another. 

Healthy spousal attachment is an integral part of a good marriage since it fosters the 

commitment and well-being of partners and seems to be the foundation of the emotional 

climate that nurtures a marriage (Feeney, 2008; Gottman et al., 2002). 
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From an African perspective, the marital attachment system is viewed as the outcome 

of the lobola process that fosters a link between the couple and their families, since the 

lobola negotiations are procedures that bind the two families together. The rituals and the 

festivities that follow the lobola process and the wedding ceremony are African ways of 

forming lifelong attachment systems of the bride, groom, their families and the community 

they reside in. This African custom of social or communal bonding is a cultural way to 

legalise the union of the romantic partners, and also a public declaration of their unity to their 

families and ancestors (Matope et al., 2013; Semenya, 2014). According to Feeney (2008), 

attachment is the most elegant aspect of humans since it shows contentment to be sharing a 

sense of oneness with another human being, as is intended in the African sense of linking 

romantic partners together through the payment of lobola. Papalia and Olds (1996) defined 

spousal attachment as an active, affectionate reciprocal relationship between two people 

and in an African sense it goes further than this as it includes their kinship, the community 

and their ancestors to strengthen the bond. According to Chirese and Chirese (2010), it is 

believed that the marital bond could be strengthened by the togetherness displayed through 

bonding processes wherein lobola was paid and rituals and festivities were celebrated. This 

could also be evidenced in the African attachment-related practice that exposes the couple 

to the values of a set of elders and in rituals through the lobola process, that links the couple 

to the support of their families and the community, which is readily available during crisis 

situations in the marriage.  

The above discussion considered marital satisfaction and relational well-being of 

partners. The following section will focus on spiritual well-being. 

Spirituality 

Spirituality has been defined as a relationship with a Transcendent Being that could foster a 

sense of meaning, purpose, and mission in life. Such a relationship could produce salutary 

change in a person like an increased sense of altruistic love, which then has a discernible 

effect upon one’s relationships to creation, life, self, others and the most high (Hodge, 2000). 

A common theme in the various ways that spirituality is conceptualised is that it 

represents a search for the sacred. Three models of spirituality that are prominent in 

literature are briefly discussed. Firstly, Baker’s model of spirituality: Baker (2003) proposed a 

three-dimensional model of spirituality with transcendent, transpersonal and transmissional 

dimensions. The transcendental aspect is a childlike awe and attempts to make sense of the 

world and to find meaning; the transpersonal aspect relates to intra- and interpersonal 

features in all relationships and the transmissional aspect is about the passing on of values, 
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morals, knowledge and skills to future generations. Secondly, Piedmont’s model of spiritual 

transcendence: Piedmont (1999) believed that by means of three spiritual dimensions 

namely universality, prayer fulfilment and connectedness, one could experience the 

“capacity to stand outside of their immediate sense of time and place to view life from a 

larger, more objective perspective” (1999, p.988, as cited by Du Toit, Wissing & Khumalo, 

2014), or spiritual transcendence. He contended that such transcendence gives a deep 

sense of meaningfulness and eternal connection. Lastly, the model of ultimate concerns: 

Emmons and Paloutzian’s (2003) model of ultimate concerns refers to the goals or strivings 

that underpin questions of meaning and existence and the purpose and values that guide 

what we are trying to do and be. Such concerns are deeply personally significant and are 

related to positive adjustment and meaning construction. 

The description of spirituality according to the SHALOM (Spiritual Health and Life 

Orientation Measure) of Fisher (1998), includes personal, communal, environmental and 

transcendental domains. The personal domain emphasises intra-personal aspects of oneself 

with regard to meaning, purpose and value in life. The communal domain entails the quality 

and depth of interpersonal relationships relating to morality, culture and religion. These 

aspects are fostered through love, forgiveness, trust, hope, and faith in humanity. The 

environmental domain deals with bio-physical aspects and a sense of unity with the 

environment. The transcendental domain deals with the relationship of self with something or 

someone beyond the normal level (i.e. ultimate concern, cosmic force, transcendent reality 

or God). This involves faith in, as well as adoration and worship of the source of mystery and 

the universe (Fisher, 1998). The SHALOM perspective will be used in this research. 

Religious practices demonstrate how people express their spiritual beliefs in practical 

terms and are ways in which humans respond to spiritual beings believed to influence one’s 

life. Research has showed that religious practices and participation may increase the 

person’s self-esteem and has a positive effect on their perception of life, life satisfaction and 

well-being (Mahoney, Leroy, Kusher, Padgett & Grimes, 2013). Participation in a 

spiritual/religious system may influence individuals’ psychological well-being by affecting 

their perceptions of themselves and their environment. Researchers like Hazan and Shaver 

(1994) indicated that religious deities are potent attachment figures and the quality of the 

relationship with God is viewed as important in satisfying connection needs. Natural objects 

and places are often set apart for religious purposes as focal points for people to interact 

with the world of the spirits and deities.  
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Spiritual well-being 

Ellison’s (1983) view of spiritual well-being comprised an existential, psychosocial and 

horizontal dimension and a vertical or religious-spiritual dimension. The vertical component 

refers to wellness in the relationship with God or the Spiritual Higher Other, while the 

horizontal component refers to an inner sense of purpose and life satisfaction. Ellison saw a 

bi-directional relationship between the spiritual and existential dimensions and stated that “if 

we are spiritually healthy we will feel generally alive, purposeful and fulfilled, but only to the 

extent that we are psychologically healthy as well” (1983, p.332 as cited by Du Toit et al., 

2014). 

Koenig (2004) indicated that spiritual well-being fosters a positive world-view, gives 

meaning and purpose, psychological integration, hope, personal empowerment, a sense of 

control, and guidance for decision making. Spirituality has been identified as part of an 

important coping framework that facilitates individuals to deal with unpleasant and inevitable 

life exigencies that often are the result of the ravages of social injustices (Pargament, 2011). 

For Africans, spiritual well-being enhances a sense of rebuilding partnership among 

members of the community and fosters processes for dealing with adversity, protest, 

contestation and the pursuit of the democratic ideal. It enhances growth and development 

through the cultivation of a sense of belonging, membership, a shared sense of history, 

emotional connection, a role in society and the fulfilment of the need for psychological well-

being (Wheeler, Ampadu & Wangari, 2002). Spiritual well-being is essential for the 

maintenance of harmony within human beings, their community and the environment 

because it is an attitude resulting from a belief in the existence of an invisible world (Argyle, 

1991; Segami, 2008). Chapman (1987) indicated that spiritually well individuals show 

tendencies of trust, honesty, integrity, altruism, compassion and service in their interactions 

with others, whilst Frankl (1959) asserted that spiritual distress results when life has no 

meaning and is characterised by feelings of emptiness and despair.  

According to Delgado (2005), and in line with the philosophy of Frankl, spirituality 

fosters inner peace and well-being due to its involvement with a search for meaning and 

purpose in life, a sense of connection with others and a transcendence of the self. Delgado 

(2005) further maintained that individuals who have found spiritual meaning are capable of 

integrating the biological, social and psychological aspects of life. This is why spirituality is 

seen as a powerful factor in shaping people’s decisions and behaviours in their quest for 

meaning in life (Parks, 2004). Leach and Lark (2004) indicated that spirituality fosters 

forgiveness, as well as promoting a sense of hope (Amanelahi & Heydarian, 2015; Ellison, 

Bradshaw, Kuyel, & Marcum, 2012). Spirituality was further viewed by various authors 
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(Fabricator, Handal, Rubio & Gilner, 2004; Fiorito & Ryan, 2007; Perez, 2009; 2012) as 

promoting healthy inter-personal aspects such as interpretation, disclosure, adaptation and 

innovation and that spiritual well-being has a positive relationship with marriage quality. Liu 

(2008) further identified love, belonging and self-esteem as spiritual goods.  

African spirituality and cosmology 

Wheeler et al. (2002) emphasised that one cannot consider African spirituality without the 

awareness that it is built on a sociocultural history of enslavement, both psychological and 

physical and of racial discrimination. The authors thus see African spirituality as: 

the vital life force that animates us and connects us to the rhythms of the universe, 

nature, the ancestors and the community. A full realisation and acceptance of the fact 

that our spiritual force is a primary drive that leads to bonding with community in ways 

that alleviate psychological suffering caused by centuries of oppression (p.73).  

Thus, spirituality plays a role in the healing of negative self-esteem, as African people 

appeal to supernatural forces, God, and spirits to restore positive self-concepts. 

To the African person, spirituality is an encounter with God in life and action 

(Skhakhane, 1995). It provides a philosophical framework for understanding life and as such, 

it is a source of ego strength that protects the personality from fragmentation (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1991). The nature of the relationship an African has with himself/herself is an 

important outcome of spirituality. In the African worldview, everything works for the total 

welfare of the human being and for Africans, identity is fostered in their communal life that 

shows their interconnectedness and relationships through which they become their true self. 

Their being is emphasised in communal participation wherein they are interconnected with 

one another (for example the lobola process, the wedding ceremony, and marriage), and this 

is how their spiritual well-being is strengthened because the individual’s life is only 

meaningful if it is shared (Stinton, 2004). Within African spirituality, individualism is not 

maintained and it is discouraged. Individuals are viewed as a part of a collective, like the 

extended family, a clan, tribe, ancestors, God and nature (Kalilombe, 1999; Nolan, 2006; 

O’Murchu, 2002; Pato, 1996; Schutte, 1999; Segami, 2008; Thorpe, 1992). For Africans to 

experience and develop wholeness, peace and contentment, a sense of community 

enhancement is needed in which they continuously strive for health, balance, harmony, 

order and continuity in their quest for meaning and purpose in life.  

African spirituality entails the role of ancestors in the African society, whilst African 

cosmology entails African beliefs and healing as well as the African worldview (Bodibe, 

1992; Melato, 2000; Van Dyk, 2000). In African spirituality, sacrifices and offerings are 
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intended to appease God, spirits or the ancestors. Sacrifices are part of an important 

process of fostering the interconnectedness within an African culture in which Africans view 

ancestors as invisible members of society who live in the spirit world and who continue to 

take care of their living relatives (Semenya, 2014). In African culture, ancestral beliefs 

represent a powerful source of moral sanction, because they affirm the values upon which 

society is based (Opoku, 1978). 

The preceding literature overview aimed to provide an understanding of marital 

symbols valued in the African culture, and the lobola custom was mainly explored. It is clear 

that lobola is an old and valued cultural marriage rite that was, and still is intended to foster 

marital well-being not only in the couple but as a goal in society. Furthermore, lobola has a 

strong spiritual basis as portrayed by the valued ceremonial involvement of ancestors in all 

rituals and celebrations (Mekoa, 2012). This implies that together with marital well-being, 

spiritual well-being seems to be an intended outcome of the lobola procedures. Based on the 

assumption that marital and spiritual well-being could thus be outcomes of the marital 

symbolic rituals and procedures, marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being as constructs 

for this study were described, while keeping the African perspectives thereof in mind. 

Conclusion 

Based on the above discussed literature, it can be argued that lobola and wedding rings are 

conjugal matrimonial symbols that are imperative in African marriages. Matlala (2000) 

indicated how the practice of lobola, has changed over years, but it is still practiced and 

valued in South Africa and Africa at large (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Mawere & Mawere, 

2010), since it provides a system of matrimonial morality that upholds right from wrong, good 

and appropriate from destructive and inappropriate in marriage. Women seem to be the 

ones that foster such systems of values, attitudes, beliefs and mechanisms to understand 

the world in which they live and the everyday events and occurrences (Kushner, 2013). 

Therefore, although some studies have been done on perceptions about lobola, especially 

amongst university students and high school students, in this research the marital symbols 

and their relationship with Batswana women’s marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being, 

was studied.  

The study is embedded in the theoretical framework of positive psychology in which human 

strengths in all contexts of life are valued and in which the meaning that people seek, create 

and find, is seen as contributing to their happiness and well-being. In the scientific 

framework of positive psychology, human endeavours such as those mentioned above are 

valued, but rigorously studied and researched in order to understand and explain the 
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mechanisms, patterns and processes that these behavioural practices establish and employ, 

as well as the outcomes thereof on the overall well-being of individuals and couples.  

On the basis of the above literature-based explication of marital symbols and the possible 

relational and spiritual effects thereof, the following broad research question was formulated: 

• Are amalobolo and wedding bands as conjugal symbols associated with relational and 

spiritual well-being among Batswana married women in South Africa?  

In this following section, the methodology used in this research, will be explained. 

Research Methodology 

Research methodology entails a process of solving a research problem systematically 

(Kothari, 2004).In this section the research design, aims, participants involved, procedures 

and ethical considerations, data collection and results and discussion thereof, will be given. 

Aim of the study  

The aim of the research was to determine the relationships of lobola and the wedding ring as 

conjugal symbols, with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana married 

women in South Africa. This research also aimed to investigate whether the wedding band 

and lobola as conjugal (matrimonial) symbols would predict marital satisfaction, as well as 

spiritual well-being among a group of married Batswana women. 

This aim was sub-divided into the following objectives: 

• To investigate the relationship between marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being of Batswana married women, using self-constructed and validated 

questionnaires. 

• To determine whether marital symbols would predict marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being of Batswana married women. 

Research design 

This investigation employed a quantitative research design which guides one towards the 

establishment of a set of procedures and steps. Quantitative research separates social facts 

with single objective reality from feelings, beliefs and opinions of individuals. It is a context-

free generalisation (Leedy & Ormond, 2005). 

Participants 

A convenience sample of n=366 married women was selected from a local university, 

churches, government departments and the community within the North-West Province of 
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South Africa, where the researcher resides. The selected population was married women for 

whom lobola had been paid and who were in the age range of 30-60 years. 

A pilot study for this research was conducted prior to the formal research with about 

n=20 willing participants from the same sample targeted for the formal research, to 

determine the face validity of questionnaires and to make the necessary adaptations where 

necessary. They completed a booklet of questionnaires and reported the scales to be user-

friendly and that it took 45-60 minutes to complete them, which Brink (2006) viewed as 

acceptable. 

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. The questionnaires were 

in English since participants with adequate language proficiency were selected to complete 

the questionnaires. Questionnaires in booklet format were distributed to all participants by 

the researcher and although 500 were distributed, only 366 were completed in full. 

Research procedure and ethical considerations 

Married women from the local institutions were approached with formal letters and asked to 

participate in the investigation into marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual well-

being. After receiving their written consent, the questionnaires in booklet form were given to 

them to complete at their respective residences. Participants were fully informed about the 

nature of the research, especially the personal topics explored by the questions. They were 

advised about their rights to withdraw at any time and about the voluntary and anonymous 

principles for their participation. Confidentiality of obtained data was ensured. The 

participants were further advised that they could enlist the services of Life-Line or the 

Ipelegeng child and family centre in the event that they experienced emotional discomfort 

due to the nature of the questions posed. The research was approved by the North-West 

University Research Ethics Committee (FH-SB-2012-0016).  

Data collection 

Data was collected by means of validated psychosocial instruments, namely: the Locke-

Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale (LWMAS) and the Spiritual Health and Life Orientation 

Measure (SHALOM). Two self-constructed questionnaires measuring perceived aspects 

about lobola and the wedding ring respectively were employed, as well as a biographical 

questionnaire for socio-demographic information pertaining to the participants’ age, years 

married, religion, home, language, marital status, wearing of wedding band. 

The validated measuring instruments used were the following. 
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The Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale (LWMAS) is a questionnaire 

developed by Locke and Wallace (1959) as a 15-item instrument designed to measure the 

quality of and satisfaction in marital relationships. The scale measures involvement in joint 

activities, demonstration of affection, frequency of marital complaints, level of loneliness and 

well-being and partner agreement on significant issues. A six-point Likert-type response 

scale was used ranging from always agree to always disagree. LWMAS scores were 

summed and a higher score indicated good marriage adjustment and satisfaction. The 

respondents who participated in the validation of this scale included single and married 

individuals, clinical and non-clinical populations, high school and college students and non-

students. The LWMAS has a mean Cronbach alpha of 0.96, indicating high internal 

consistency and has good concurrent validity, correlating significantly with the IMS (Index of 

Marital Satisfaction, Fisher, 1994) (Locke & Wallace, 1959). Two South African studies using 

the LWMAS were done with a sample of fathers and with physically abused women at the 

University of the Witwatersrand (Adam, 1987). The LWMAS is available for use in the public 

domain. 

The Spiritual Health and Life-Orientation Measure (SHAL OM) of Fisher (1998) 

measures spiritual health as a dynamic state of being, shown by the extent to which people 

live in harmony within relationships in the following domains of spiritual well-being. The 

personal domain, wherein one intra-relates with oneself with regard to meaning, purpose 

and values. Self-awareness is the driving force or transcendence aspect of the human spirit 

in its search for identity and self-worth. The communal domain, as shown in the quality and 

depth of interpersonal relationships between self and others, regarding morality, culture and 

religion and expressed in love, forgiveness, trust, hope, and faith in humanity. The 

environment domain, which means beyond care and nurture for the physical and biological 

to a sense of awe and wonder, and for some the notion of unity with nature. The 

transcendental domain, meaning the relationship of self with something or someone beyond 

the human level. SHALOM scores are indicated on a Likert-type response scale with five 

points ranging from very low to very high. Scores are summed and a high score shows high 

spiritual wellness. Studies with Christian groups, schools, state departments and Catholic 

groups have been reported to have reliability coefficients of 0.89-0.90 (Fisher, 1998). South 

African studies done by Moodley (2010) and Van Rooyen (2007) used the SHALOM on 

adolescent populations and found the scale to be reliable and valid for assessing spiritual 

well-being across languages and in a variety of settings with different age groups. 

Permission was obtained for use of the SHALOM from the author.  
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The self-constructed questionnaires were the Lobola Scale and the Wedding Ring 

Scale. 

The Lobola Scale (LS)  is a questionnaire of 35 items to assess perceived aspects of 

and values attached to lobola as an African cultural marital custom. Answers are given on a 

five-point Likert response scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. Scoring 

was done by calculating a total score and the higher the score, the stronger the value 

attached to lobola by the person. Psychometric properties were determined. 

The Wedding Ring Scale (WRS)  is a questionnaire of 34 items to assess perceptions 

about, and values attached to the wedding ring within African cultural marital traditions. 

Answers are given on a five-point Likert response scale ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree. Scoring was done by calculating a total score and the higher the score, 

the stronger the wedding ring’s value to the person. Psychometric properties were 

determined. 

Data analysis 

Raw data was electronically captured by a research assistant and verified for correctness by 

the study supervisor. Descriptive statistics of scales were calculated by means of SPSS 23, 

with data obtained from the questionnaires of n=366 participants. Structural equation 

modelling by means of Mplus 7.31 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2014) was employed to identify 

measurement and structural models and these were tested for statistical model fit. Fit indices 

were: the AIC or Akaike Information Criterion, the BIC or Bayer Information Criterion, the 

Chi-square, the WRMR or Weighted Root Mean Residual, the RMSE or Root Mean Square 

Error approximation, the TLI or Tucker Lewis Index and the CFI or Comparative Fit Index. 

The Mplus 7.31 was also used to determine reliability of and correlations between factors as 

well as prediction values between latent variables. 

Results of the Study 

An aim of this study was to investigate the relationships of marital symbols such as the 

lobola practice and the wedding band, with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of a 

group of Batswana married women. The results of the research conducted towards reaching 

this aim, are discussed below. 

Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 depicts the maximum and minimum scores, means, standard deviations and type of 

distribution of scores of the completed LS, WRS, LWMAS and the SHALOM measures used 

in this study.  
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For the self-constructed LS and WRS no comparable results exist in literature, but for 

the LWMAS and the SHALOM, mean scores and standard deviations that are comparable 

with those found in literature on these scales, were found (Freeston & Plechaty, 1997; 

Fisher, Francis & Johnson, 2000). The skewness and kurtosis values (the asymmetry and 

deviations from a normal distribution) are within an acceptable range for the LS, WRS, and 

the SHALOM, considering <1 for skewness and <3 for kurtosis as acceptable indices given 

(Graphpad Statistics, 2015). For the LWMAS, the skewness value is slightly outside the 

parameters given, indicating a probability of extreme values. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for measurements used with n = 366 participants 

Scales Min Max Mean  
Std 

Dev 
Skewness Kurtosis  

Wedding ring scale (WRS) 48 140 90 16 0.24 0.29 

Lobola scale (LS) 25 110 58 11.6 0.34 0.90 

Locke-Wallace marital 

adjustment scale (LWMAS) 
20 63 34 6.5 1.08 2.92 

Spiritual health and life 

orientation measure (SHALOM) 
41 100 79 11.4 -0.56 0.23 

 

Identified factors for further analysis 

By means of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), using the Mplus version 7.31 of Muthen and 

Muthen (1998-2014), the distinctness of the assessed variables for lobola, the wedding ring, 

marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being, was determined. This brought about a reduction 

of items in the scales so that for the LS: 12 out of 35 items, for the WRS: 15 out of 34 items, 

for the LWMAS: 10 out of 15 items and for the SHALOM: 15 out of 20 items were used, 

which loaded significantly on the identified factors. 

Such a reduction of items is due to the fact that the refined nature of the Mplus 

program brings about a gradual exclusion of items that do not significantly contribute to the 

final statistic outcomes, in this case measurement and structural models. Thus, results 
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further reported were obtained with analyses using the reduced item measurements. The 

following factors were identified by means of CFA. 

For lobola views and values as measured by the LS, two factors were identified 

namely, cultural attachment and meaning with six items and symbol of relational status, with 

six items. These factors represent the most salient views and values that Batswana women 

hold about the lobola practice. 

For perceptions and values attached to the wedding ring as measured with the WRS, 

two factors emerged, namely: relational meaning and connectedness and symbol of marital 

status, with ten and five items respectively. These factors indicate the strongest perceptions 

and values that Batswana women have regarding the marital band. 

The marriage adjustment and satisfaction construct as measured by the LWMAS, 

yielded two factors with seven and three items respectively namely, satisfaction with the 

marriage and satisfaction with the partnership. These factors may show that for Batswana 

women their marital well-being lies in relational and personal dimensions of satisfaction. 

For spiritual well-being the theoretically expected 4 factors that constitute the SHALOM 

were identified namely, Personal, Communal, Environmental and Transcendental spirituality 

with three items, four items, three items and five items each respectively. These factors 

indicate the spiritual health and life orientation features of the Batswana women’s spiritual 

well-being. 

Reliability of and Correlation Between Factors 

Table 2 shows reliability indices of the factors identified from the WRS, LS, LWMAS and 

SHALOM, using the approach of Raykov and Marcoulides (2004) and proposed by Wang 

and Wang (2012), as being more suitable when using structured equation modelling. The 

calculation is done by utilising the standardised factor loadings (Ҳ) and standardised 

variance (β),while including the correlation of errors (Erasmus, Rothman & Van Eeden, 

2015). The factor reliabilities found by applying the described method, are expressed as a ρ 

(rho)-value and range between 0.65 and 0.84. Considering the classic criteria of Nunnally 

and Bernstein (1994), these reliability indices could be interpreted as moderately reliable to 

good reliability. The factors reported in here are all first-order factors, except the LWMAS 

factor which is a second-order factor and for which reliability could not be calculated using 

the Raykov method. 
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Table 2: Reliabilities and correlations for identified factors 

Factors ρ Ring 
A 

Ring 
B Lob A Lob B ADJ Pers Comm  Env Trans 

Ring A: Relational meaning and connectedness  0.84          

Ring B: Symbol of marital status 0.65 0.60**         

Lobola A: Cultural attachment and meaning 0.78 0.43** 0.23**        

Lobola B: Symbol of relational status 0.75 0.18** 0.61** 0.27**       

ADJ: Marital satisfaction  0.41**  0.26*       

Pers: Personal spiritual wellness 0.70 0.17**  0.30**       

Comm: Communal spiritual wellness 0.75 0.29**  0.32**   0.92**    

Env: Environmental spiritual wellness 0.69      0.81** 0.69**   

Trans: Transcendental spiritual wellness 0.84 0.23**  0.33** -0.21**  0.81** 0.78** 0.53**  

Note: 
* p<0.05; ** p<0.01 
Values with p>0.05 are omitted 
Medium practical significance > 0.30 
Large practical significance > 0.50 
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In Table 2 the correlations between identified factors relating to the WRS, LS, LWMAS 

and SHALOM measurements, are indicated. Investigation of correlations show significant 

positive correlations between both factors of the WRS and both factors of the LS, while the 

relational meaning and connectedness factor of the WRS also has significant positive 

correlations with marital satisfaction and with personal, communal and transcendental 

factors of spiritual well-being. The cultural attachment and meaning factor of the LS has 

significant positive correlations with marital satisfaction and with personal, communal and 

transcendental spiritual well-being, while the LS factor of being a symbol of relational status 

correlates significantly negative with transcendental spiritual well-being. The lack of 

correlations of the factors identified with environmental spiritual well-being, but especially of 

marital adjustment/satisfaction with spiritual well-being factors is surprising, since the latter 

correlations would be theoretically expected. 

The measurement model 

Further, in line with an aim of this research, the relationships between latent variables of the 

WRS, LS, LWMAS and SHALOM were analysed by means of Mplus 7.31 (Muthen & 

Muthen, 1998-2014). The confirmatory factor analyses done with the measurements were 

used to specify an initial measurement model (Model 1) which was tested for statistical fit. In 

order to test whether this model was statistically the best fitting model, three alternative 

models (Models 2, 3 and 4) were similarly specified and tested. The four models were 

specified as follows. 

Model 1 consisted of the following: two first-order latent variables, namely: RING A 

with 10 items and RING B with 5 items; Lobola as two first-order latent variables namely 

LOB A with 6 items and LOB B with 6 items; Marriage Adjustment as a second-order latent 

variable made up of two first-order latent variables, namely ADJ-MARR with 7 items, and 

ADJ-PART with 3 items; Spiritual well-being as four first-order latent variables, namely 

PERS with 3 items, COMM with 4 items, ENV with 3 items, and TRANS with 5 items.  

Model 2 was similar to Model 1 described above, except that all latent variables were 

second order, while Marriage Adjustment remained the same. Model 3 was similar to Model 

1 except that all latent variables were of first order. Model 4 consisted of all first-order single 

factor latent variables, namely: RING with 5 items, LOB with 12 items, Marital Adjustment 

with 10 items, and SHALOM with 15 items. 

Table 3 displays the fit values of the four models. 
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Table 3: Fit statistics of competing measurement models 

Model Χ² df AIC BIC CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 

Model 1 1719 1231 51640 52417 0.91 0.90 0.03 0.05 

Model 2 Non-positive definite latent variable covariance matrix - Unreliable fit statistics 

Model 3 1709 1224 51644 52449 0.90 0.90 0.03 0.05 

Model 4 2459 1263 52413 53065 0.76 0.76 0.05 0.07 

Note: 

χ² = chi-square; df = degrees of freedom; AIC = Akaike Information Criteria; BIC = Bayesian 
Information Criteria; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA = Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR = Standardised Root Mean Square Residual 

 

In Table 3 it is evident that Model 1 has the best statistical fit of the four models. The 

RMSEA model fit was acceptable (lower than 0.05), as were the fit indices for the CFI 

(above 0.90). The ALC and BIC values, used for comparison of different measurement 

models were also used. The lowest AIC is the best fitting model. The BIC gives an indication 

of model parsimony (Kline, 2013). The AIC and BIC results show that Model 1 has the best 

statistical fit of the data used. Changes of Chi-square values for competing models could not 

be determined in the regular way and the DIFFTEST option of Mplus was used for this 

purpose (Satorra & Bentler, 1998). The changes are shown in Table 4. 

Table 4: Difference testing for changes in X2 of competing measurement models 

Model ∆χ2 ∆df p-value 

Model 3 -10.2 -7 0.18 

Model 4 701.5 32 0.00** 

** p<0.01 

Structural model  

The best fitting measurement model described above, served as the base for a structural 

model (Model 5) to be specified and tested for statistical fit. Model 5 was analysed and the fit 
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results compared with three competing models (Hancock & Mueller, 2011) are provided in 

Table 5.  

Table 5: Fit statistics of competing structural models 

Model Χ2 df AIC BIC CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 

Model 5 1719 1231 51640 52417 0.91 0.90 0.03 0.05 

Model 6 Non-positive definite latent variable covariance matrix - Unreliable fit statistics 

Model 7 1771 1247 51664 52380 0.90 0.89 0.03 0.06 

Note: 

χ² = chi-square; df= degrees of freedom; AIC = Akaike Information Criteria; BIC = Bayesian 
Information Criteria; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA = Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR = Standardised Root Mean Square Residual 

When using the WLSMV estimator, the Chi-square value cannot reliably be 

determined in the regular way (Satorra & Bentler, 1998; also see www.statmodel.com) and is 

done by using the DIFFTEST option shown in Table 6. 

Table 6: Difference testing for changes in chi-square of in competing structural models 

Model Dc 2 Ddf p-value  

Model 7 56.16 16 0.00** 

** p>0.01 

Table 5 above shows that Model 5 is the best fitting of the four models, as evidenced 

by the RMSEA fit values and the CFI, TLI and AIC indices, as well as the Chi-square and 

difference testing values (Table 6).  

Figure 1 indicates the standard path coefficients estimated by Mplus version 7.31 for 

Model 5. 
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Figure 1:  Standard path coefficients for Structural Model 5 

Note:  RING A: Factor of Wedding Ring Scale; RING B: Factor of Wedding Ring Scale; LOB A: Factor of Lobola Scale; LOB B: Factor of Lobola 

Scale; Adjmarr: Factor of Lock Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale; Adjpart: Factor of Lock Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale; Pers: Factor of 

SHALOM (Spiritual Health and Life Orientation Measure); Comm: Factor of SHALOM; Env: Factor of SHALOM; Trans: Factor of SHALOM. 
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Another aim of this study was to determine whether marital symbols would predict 

marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of the woman in this study. Table 7 depicts the 

significant direct and indirect pathways of latent variables to marital adjustment and to 

spiritual well-being. Significant indices are of direct positive pathways from LOB A to 

personal spiritual well-being, LOB A to communal spiritual well-being, RING A to 

transcendental well-being, RING A to marital adjustment and RING B to marital adjustment 

(with a negative coefficient). These values were found with Model 5. With Model 7, 

significant positive direct pathways were found from marital adjustment to personal, 

communal and transcendental spiritual well-being, as well as from RING A and LOB A to 

marital adjustment/satisfaction (RING B has significant negative path coefficients). The direct 

pathways of latent variables of RING A and of LOB A to marital adjustment/satisfaction, of 

LOB A to personal and communal spirituality, of RING A to transcendental spirituality and of 

marital adjustment to personal, communal and transcendental spiritual well-being, may be 

interpreted as preceding variables or antecedents. 
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Table 7: Framework of fit indices and standardised path coefficients 

Measures 
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Direct pathways to 
personal spiritual well-
being 

Ring A 0.10 - 

Ring B -0.10 - 

 Lobola A 0.29** - 

 Lobola B -0.07 - 

  Marital adjustment 0.05 0.33** 

Direct pathways to 
communal spiritual well-
being 

Ring A 0.20 - 

Ring B -0.01 - 

 Lobola A 0.28** - 

 Lobola B -0.18 - 

  Marital adjustment 0.01 0.41** 

Direct pathways to 
environmental spiritual 
well-being 

Ring A 0.07 - 

Ring B -0.07 - 

 Lobola A 0.08 - 

 Lobola B 0.11 - 

  Marital adjustment -0.03 0.06 

Direct pathways to 
transcendental spiritual 
well-being 

Ring A 0.32* - 

Ring B -0.24 - 

 Lobola A 0.33 - 

 Lobola B -0.22 - 

 Marital adjustment -0.11 0.46** 

Direct pathways to 
marital adjustment Ring A 0.70** 0.83** 

 Ring B -0.54* -0.57* 

 Lobola A 0.04 0.42* 

  Lobola B 0.15 -0.20 

* p<0.05; ** p<0.0 
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The preceding section reported the statistical results of this study. In the following section, 

the findings will be discussed. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships between African marital 

symbols of lobola and the wedding ring, marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of n=366 

married Batswana women. Four scales, namely the LS, WRS, LWMAS and SHALOM were 

used to measure the variables. The main findings were that statistically significant 

relationships exist between marital symbols, marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of 

the participants. Further latent variables of marital symbols could be seen as precursors or 

antecedents of marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being. These and other findings will be 

discussed below. 

Descriptive statistics showed that the means and standard deviations found, were 

similar to those given in literature for the LWMAS and the SHALOM scales. The LS and 

WRS were self-constructed measurements for this study. The standard deviation for the 

WRS was large, indicating a wide distribution of scores around the mean for this scale. The 

skewness and kurtosis indices for the measurements were mostly within the statistically 

acceptable range, except that the LWMAS’s skewness value was slightly outside of 

parameters given, pointing to a probability of extreme scores by participants. 

Correlational findings revealed that factors representing the WRS and the LS 

correlated significantly positively, meaning that the symbols of African matrimony are related 

and seem to be of equal value to Batswana married women. The high positive correlation 

between factors RING B and LOB B (0.61) representing the ring as a symbol of marital 

status and lobola as a symbol of relational status, may indicate that both the wedding ring 

and lobola are important cultural signifiers to Batswana women of their status and position in 

society, as was asserted by Mangena and Ndlovu (2013). The other significant correlations 

are between factors of WRS and LS representing relational meaning and connectedness 

(RING A) and cultural attachment and meaning (LOB A) respectively (0.43). This may mean 

that both the wedding band and lobola convey to Batswana married women an intrapersonal 

sense of security and of value in their marriages and also of attachment to the broad cultural 

context to which they belong. Such personal awareness seem to be sources of meaning and 

purpose to the women (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). 

Both the wedding ring (RING A) and lobola (LOB A) correlate significantly positive with 

marital satisfaction and adjustment (LWMAS).The factors of the wedding ring and lobola 

mentioned, represent perceptions of relational meaning and connectedness, as well as of 

cultural attachment and meaning to these women and the findings suggest that there could 
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be an interdependent relationship of such beliefs with their marital well-being. It was 

speculated before that if the marital symbols had the personal and relational values intended 

by their practices, such value or influence would be reflected in the experience of marital 

satisfaction. The current finding seems to suggest that marital symbolic practices play a role 

in the marital satisfaction and adjustment of Batswana women. However, marital satisfaction 

of these women could also strengthen their beliefs in and values given to the marital 

symbols that they cherish. Further research in this regard is recommended. 

The RING A and LOB A factors representing relational meaning and connectedness, 

and cultural attachment and meaning respectively, correlate significantly positive with the 

SHALOM factors of personal-spiritual, communal-spiritual and transcendental-spiritual well-

being. All these factors indicate relatedness or connectedness on various levels and in 

different contexts. This finding may imply that the marital symbols are of spiritual significance 

to Batswana women, which was suggested by authors such as Semenya (2014), who 

indicated the existential value of lobola due to the linkage thereof with ancestral sages of 

both families (Turaki, 1991; Vilakazi, 1962). However, it may also be that spiritual-relational 

well-being of women could deepen the meaning that they attach to relational symbols and 

rituals such as lobola and the marital band. The relational and connectedness features of 

human experiences shared by the factors involved in the analysis, may indicate that marital 

symbols can only attain spiritual value if the relational practices that they preceded (namely 

marriage and cultural embeddedness) are characterised by well-being and healthy 

experiences (Khumalo et al., 2014). 

In the light of the above correlations found, it is surprising that no correlations occurred 

between LWMAS and SHALOM factors. Theoretically one would have expected positive 

correlations between marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being, especially due to the 

relational-spiritual nature of the SHALOM. Furthermore, no correlations were found with 

transcendental spirituality and this makes one wonder whether it could be due to the very 

practical and almost concrete nature of the relationships of African people with their 

ancestors. Mkhize (2004) stated in this regard that the essentials of African traditional 

religion are reflected in every aspect of daily living. Finally, the negative correlation of the 

LOB B factor representing lobola as a symbol of relational status with the transcendence-

spirituality factor (SHALOM), could mean that for these women, the more they perceive 

lobola as a social (horizontal) value affording them social position, the less they would 

perceive transcendental-spiritual (vertical) value therein (Ellison, 1983). Further research 

could shed light on this matter. 

A statistical measurement model was identified from factor analyses of the data 

obtained from the measurements performed and was compared with competing models to 
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find the best statistical fit. The proposed model had the best fit and became the basis of a 

structural model tested in the same way for best statistical fit. The measurement model 

indicated the relationships between latent variables of this study, while the structural model 

indicated the directions of the relationships found. 

These findings together with the correlational results discussed above, met the first 

aim of the study namely, to determine the relationships between variables of the wedding 

ring and lobola as African marital symbols, marriage satisfaction of the participating 

Batswana women and their spiritual well-being. 

The next aim of this study was to establish whether aspects of the marital symbols, 

lobola and the wedding ring, could predict aspects of marital adjustment and satisfaction and 

of spiritual well-being in married Batswana women. Direct statistical pathways between 

latent variables identified by means of the structural model, indicated that beliefs about the 

lobola practice as a source of cultural attachment and meaning and beliefs about the 

wedding band as a source of relational meaning and connectedness, lead significantly 

positively to aspects of spiritual well-being of a personal, communal and transcendental 

nature, respectively. No existing research could be found with which these findings could be 

compared. However, theorists like Semenya (2014), Turaki (1991), and Vilakazi (1962) 

argued the existential value and meaning of lobola, with regard to a healthy African societal 

(communal) fabric, to personal (self-related) health, to other-relatedness and also to 

transcendental meaning and a sense of oneness with the divine through the mediation of 

valued forebearers. Lobola could thus be seen as a precursor or antecedent to spiritual 

health and well-being of African married women. 

Furthermore, direct positive pathways were found from the wedding band as 

representing relational meaning and connectedness, and lobola a source of cultural 

attachment and meaning, to marriage satisfaction and adjustment. Thus, there seems to be 

significant ties between aspects of African marital symbolism and the experience of marital 

well-being in Batswana married women. This is in line with the arguments of authors 

explaining that to have bridal wealth paid for her, build’s a woman’s self-esteem and general 

sense of self-image within the African culture, it gives her an established role, position and 

status in African society and it secures her own, her family’s and her children’s linkage to 

valued ancestral spirits (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Moputsa, 2008; 

Semenya, 2014). Lobola according to African marriage beliefs, also serves as a bedrock for 

spousal commitment to the marriage, for marital attachment and for securing the trusting, 

caring nature of marriage as a bond sanctioned by culture and society (Matlala, 2000; 

Matope et al., 2013). 
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It was interesting that negative path coefficients were found of the wedding ring as a 

symbol of marital status to marriage satisfaction, which could mean that marriage seen as a 

status symbol only, would negatively relate to the experience of being satisfied in the 

marriage relationship. The work of Gottman (1999) and Fitzpatrick (1998) on the relational 

styles and characteristics of avoidant and disengaged couples, who often stay in the 

marriage for status and security reasons, could shed light on this finding. Further research 

on such relationships are recommended. 

Finally, despite the fact that no correlational values could be found in this study 

between marital adjustment (LWMAS) and spiritual health and well-being (SHALOM), 

significant direct pathways structurally emerged from marriage satisfaction and adjustment 

and personal, communal and transcendental-spiritual well-being. It would seem as if 

marriage satisfaction could be an antecedent for the experience of personal, communal and 

transcendental well-being and this may resonate with the view of Ellison (1983), who 

equated spiritual well-being with existential well-being and showed the bi-directional 

relationship in the words “if we are spiritually healthy we will feel generally alive, purposeful 

and fulfilled, but only to the extent that we are psychologically healthy as well” (p.332). In the 

literature of relational well-being, the inter-relatedness of all human relationships from self-

related to other-related to divine-related, are extensively argued (Mberengwa & Johnson, 

2003; Ryff & Singer, 2008; Wong, 2012a, 2012b). 

Both the correlational findings of this research and the statistically significant direct 

pathways between the variables investigated, show that the essentials of symbolic 

interaction family theory and of social constructivist theories, are embedded in African 

cultural life and reflected in the symbolism and practical life customs that structure and give 

meaning to African reality. Colman and Ganong (2001) stated that each person constructs 

their reality and the meaning thereof in collaboration with their environment, in which a 

symbolic interaction framework exists that provide a rich context for construction and 

verification of meaning and the understanding of reality. Similarly, the social constructivist 

approach pose that the individual’s reality presents a set of socially shared meanings that 

are constructed and reproduced through constant interaction and is conveyed in language, 

also symbolic language (Parker, 1998). 

From the above discussion, one can conclude that the aims of this study namely, to 

investigate the relationships between African marital symbols, marital satisfaction and 

spiritual well-being of Batswana married women, as well as to determine whether African 

marital symbols could predict marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being, were both 

significantly met. 
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There were various limitations to this study. First, the LS and the WRS were self-

constructed and their psychometric properties were not established prior to using them in 

this study. The findings of this study may be seen as a preliminary validation of these scales, 

but research in this regard is recommended. Second, the questionnaires used were self-

administered and the fact that of 500 questionnaires distributed and received, only n=366 

were usable, points to the errors made by respondents in completing the scales. 

Administration of the test battery by the researcher herself, who is well versed in 

administering measures, could perhaps have yielded responses of higher quality. Third, 

although participants had the language proficiency to respond to the questions posed, it is 

recommended that scales that seek to elicit fairly emotional responses, should rather be in 

the mother tongue of the respondent. 

This study affords various research possibilities such as amongst others, further 

validation of the scales used for application in the other African cultures of South Africa; an 

investigation of the correlational relationships between the LWMAS and the SHALOM; 

further research of the effects of lobola and/or the wedding band on various aspects of 

African individuals’ and couples’ psychosocial well-being. 

In conclusion, it could be reflected that this study was successful in answering the 

research question and in meeting the aims of the research and could contribute to 

knowledge about the variables researched, since a study with these constructs combined 

has not been done. 
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Abstract 

This study aimed at qualitatively exploring the views about and meaning ascribed by n=12 

married Batswana women, to African marital symbols like lobola and the wedding band, as 

well as the role (if any) of these symbolic practices on their marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being. A literature study was done to describe and conceptualise the constructs and 

thereafter semi-structured interviews were held (guided by a pre-formulated interview 

protocol) with the women, to gather data for qualitative thematic analyses. Themes that 

emerged from thematic analysis were about lobola (two themes with five sub-themes), the 

wedding ring (three themes), marital satisfaction (four themes) and spiritual well-being (four 

themes). The main thematic findings were that lobola is viewed as a source of communal 

and personal value with much meaning and purpose, but that lobola could also have 

adverse outcomes. The wedding ring was reported to give relational commitment and 

meaning, personal status and esteem. Marital satisfaction was experienced through 

marriage as a caring environment, as a source of happiness, as a valued and culturally 

required context for raising children, but marriage was also seen as a source of discontent. 

Spiritual well-being was reported as being together in spiritual activities, in valuing the role of 

ancestors in all aspects of their lives, in coping through spiritual guidance and in believing 

that African rituals build existential connectedness. In direct and indirect ways, the role of 

African marital symbols in the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of participants 

could be discerned. The findings were discussed and limitations of, and recommendations 

from the study, were indicated. 
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In this paper, valued marital symbols of African cultures and the role thereof in the 

experience of marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of a group of married Batswana 

women, were qualitatively explored. 

Lobola as a Marital Symbol 

The custom that relates to marriage amongst Black Africans across the African continent 

and that is known as the practice of bride wealth or lobola, is the focus of this manuscript. 

Marriage in an African culture is viewed as the focal point of existence and a point where a 

couple, the families and community members symbolically meet the departed, the living and 

those yet to be born, thereby repeating, renewing and revitalising generational history 

(Turaki, 1999). Semenya (2014) indicated that marriage for Africans establishes the 

essentials in life and in death, while Boshego (2006) emphasised the role of the community 

in the marriage ceremony, since in African society, marriage is a vital mechanism for social 

control and social stability (Matope, Maruzani, Chauraya & Bondani, 2013). The lobola 

cultural conjugal practice in South Africa and probably Africa at large, is traditionally and 

contemporarily of cultural value in marriages among Black couples. The lobola cattle, money 

or whatever items are used for marriage to occur, function as symbolic means of 

establishing and sealing the conjugal relationship between the couple, their respective 

lineages, both the living and the dead, i.e. the ancestors or the shades (Semenya, 2014, 

Turaki, 1999). Lobola has deeply cherished meanings which will be discussed in the 

following section. 

The cultural-communal meaning 

Ansell (2001), and Chireshe and Chireshe (2010) described that traditionally, the cattle 

which were used as payment for their lobola, satisfied young women that they economically 

enhanced the material well-being of their families. The cattle were a way for both the 

bridegroom’s and bride’s families to maintain communication with their ancestral spirits 

about the union to be formed by the married couple. The cattle were also a sign of pride and 

a way for the bridegrooms’ family to show to the brides’ family that their daughter will never 

starve when they join the bridegrooms’ family, thus it was a symbol of the ubumnumzane 

(manhood) of the umkhwenyana's (bridegroom’s) father, that they are not poor. Furthermore, 

the lobola cattle were a token to the Amathongo (ancestors) that isibaya (the lineage) is 

growing and as it grows it will create strong umuzi (family) for them (amathongo). In this way, 

lobola attached the bride to the bridegroom and his family, including the ancestral members 

of the family. Even today, lobola, though mainly paid in monetary form, still represent the 

same values. The cultural importance of lobola in African society is well established (Ansell, 

2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Mekoa, 2012) and is viewed as having personal, socio-
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cultural and spiritual connotations (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). The lobola ritual is performed 

in order to restore, enhance or maintain a relationship between persons and spiritual powers 

and therefore no marriage should (according to cultural belief) take place without this 

process unfolding (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010).  

The familial meaning 

Lobola symbolises a guarantee of good faith and commitment on the part of both the 

husband’s and the wife’s families (Heeren, Jemmot, Tyler, Tshabe, & Ngwane, 2011; 

Thorpe, 1991). It is seen as a gift conveying an earnest belief in the successful outcome of 

the marriage and as an act that both validates and shows the seriousness of uniting the two 

families. In essence, lobola culturally legitimises the union of two people (Semenya, 2014), is 

a transaction between two families (May, 1983), accords a woman status in her family and 

society (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013), is a token of appreciation and a way of thanking the 

bridal parents for bearing and rearing a wife for their son (Ansell, 2001; Heeren et al., 2011; 

Meekers, 1992), and serves as a unifying force, binding and cementing the relationship 

between two families (Bourdillon, 1990; Smith, 2002). Lobola also intends to reduce the 

divorce rate amongst African couples (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Through the involvement 

of both families in the marital well-being of the couple and by providing support and advice 

on life issues, marital success was ensured and divorce prevented, a practice that had been 

a part of African families for generations (Mawere & Mawere, 2010). 

The personal meaning 

On an individual note, lobola has meaning to both the husband and wife. According to 

Semenya (2014), the husband can claim that the children are his offspring and that the 

woman is his wife, if lobola is paid in full. Lobola gives the husband status in his community 

as an adult man who has adhered to all cultural rites and who is mature enough to take 

responsibility for a family of his own. It accords the woman status in her family and society 

and makes her responsible to herself and her husband, their relatives and the community. 

By virtue of having been paid lobola for, she is regarded as being customarily married, she 

can take part in family negotiations and decisions and lobola often serves as a source of 

security and comfort (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). Lobola shows appreciation towards her 

parents for the way she was raised and defines her role as wife and mother in an African 

context (Ansell, 2001; Heeren et al., 2011). For the couple, lobola gives cultural sanction to 

their union and is a symbolic means of establishing and sealing their conjugal relationship 

(Semenya, 2014). Lobola is understood as a token that indicates reciprocal emotional 

connectedness and a source of value and strength for the marital relationship. Furthermore, 

lobola ideally symbolises eternal and unbroken satisfaction with each other as spouses and 



1 1 7  

 

is seen as a passport to a healthy marriage and family life (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013).  

Spiritual-ancestral meaning of lobola 

Africans believe that lobola has a deep personal and spiritual meaning to those involved. 

The African Christian customary marriage ceremony that entails the payment of lobola, is 

one of seeking God’s blessings on a marriage and proclaims that marriage is a divine 

institution (Ngundu, 2011). The rituals around such a marriage also emphasize the continuity 

of life through procreation and the payment of lobola serves as a key to procreation in 

African marriages. Many children for an African means that there will be someone to 

remember him after death and this creates an opportunity him to prosper in the world of the 

living and the dead. A marriage with children ensures continued existence for the ancestors 

who will in turn bless the marriage and strengthen commitment between partners (Ansell, 

2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Mbiti, 1991). Physical death as an end to life, is unknown 

in African religion. To be blessed with children and an afterlife with the ancestors, ensures 

one’s continued existence. Many rituals, such as lobola, exist in African culture around these 

beliefs (Turner, 1973). These include activities that bring comfort or joy, and strengthen the 

linkage of all involved with eternal ancestral guidance. The lobola rituals are also performed 

in order to create and maintain a relationship between human beings and divine spirits and 

are associated with important human events like birth, marriage, death, sowing and harvest, 

during which the blessings of God and the ancestors are celebrated (Mbiti, 1991). 

Critical views of lobola 

Despite the cherished custom of what lobola is to Africans, some critical views about its 

consequences exist. Social change affects every social facet, culture, as well as people’s 

relations and their behaviours, and lobola has been no exception to the effects of socio-

cultural change. As early as 1998, Makisi recognised the gradual transformation, although 

insignificant at that time, of lobola and ascribed it to acculturation due to Western inspired 

behaviours of some Africans. Modernisation and urbanisation have affected the fundamental 

meaning of lobola (Makisi, 1995). Matlala (2000) was of the opinion that lobola and its 

meaning, as well as the nature of African marriage have been influenced by the following: 

movement of people from rural to urban areas and the accompanying ecological changes 

(e.g. reduced access to resources like cattle); political changes that resulted in the 

movement of Africans from townships to suburbs; new race relations and the adoption of 

Western ways of life such as that love and marriage is an activity between two people, with 

family only as guests and witnesses. Such changes have also transformed the African way 

of dealing with marital problems, whether the marriage involved lobola or not (Matlala, 2000).  
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Traditionally, when Africans were still concentrated mainly in the rural areas, lobola 

was paid in the form of cattle, but nowadays the form of payment has changed from cattle to 

money, mainly due to the advent of commercial labour and socio-ecological changes such 

as the unavailability of cattle in urban areas. Furthermore, in earlier times the payment of 

lobola even in the form of money, was received by both the bride’s parents and their 

relatives. Actually, all the marriage negotiations and proceedings involved everyone from the 

parents, uncles, aunts and grandparents of the marrying partners (Matlala, 2000). Nowadays 

in many cases it is the man who is solely responsible for the payment of lobola in the form of 

money, although such money is still taken to the bride’s family by his parents or even 

friends. Only the bride’s parents receive the money and marriage negotiations involve mostly 

the immediate family and close friends, while extended relatives are notified later. The lobola 

practice is individualised and participation of the larger kinship is either minimised or 

eliminated. This has led to marriages often becoming nuclear families that are distanced 

from the larger extended family (Matlala, 2000).  

To reiterate, the causes of changes to African marital customs include: firstly, the 

modern commercial way of life in which relatives are often no longer willing to part with their 

hard-earned cash in order to help a prospective husband pay lobola. Secondly, the 

alienation of people from their larger families as a result of, for example, people leaving their 

rural homes for urban townships or to move into urban suburbs, thus losing touch with their 

extended families and their cultural roots. One of the consequences of this has been the 

increased isolation of young African couples, often without someone close by to confide in, 

to seek advice from, or to identify with (Matlala, 2000). Thirdly, the bride’s parents calculate 

the costs they incurred while bringing up their daughter and to educate her and this often 

results in the parents charging the future husband large amounts of money (Ansell, 2001). In 

a sense, the lobola practice is now commercialised because the actual “price” is named and 

the woman is perceived as an object that is being purchased (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; 

Mawere & Mawere, 2010). The abovementioned factors have lead Mangena and Ndlovu 

(2013), to caution that although lobola is still of cultural importance, its deeper moral 

essence has mostly been lost.  

The non-involvement of the extended family members in the marriage negotiations 

does however not mean that the woman is not welcomed by her new family. After the 

payment of lobola and the subsequent marriage, the woman discards her surname or 

maiden name (although recently that has also started to change) and adopts her husband’s 

surname, and ceremonies and rituals are performed to welcome her to her new family. But it 
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is this entering a new family and home after having been “bought” that often signal the 

beginning of problems (Matlala, 2000), as will be discussed in the following section. 

The consequences of changes in the lobola practice 

Due to the loss of some essential characteristics of lobola as mentioned above, a perception 

of a wife as being bought or paid for could result that she is seen as a commodity or an 

object that can or in fact should be used by her husband and his family. The husband may 

have an attitude of: You must do what I say, I paid lobola for you (Shope, 2006). The same 

attitude is often held by the husband’s family members, who may think that the lobola money 

has bought them a domestic servant to do chores and to bear nieces, nephews and 

grandchildren. This is mostly the case when the newlyweds begin their marriage by living 

with the husband’s relatives, something that often occurs considering the amount of bride 

price to be paid and the costs involved in getting married (Matlala, 2000). Furthermore, 

according to Matlala, the husband who has paid an exorbitant bride-wealth may demand 

both sexual and domestic services from his wife and this could lead to cases of abuse, which 

may not be readily noticed by outsiders. The husband could assume a superior status over 

his wife and deem it inconceivable to be equal to his “property” (Ansell, 2001). Such an 

attitude is however not completely new or strange and often links with the traditionally 

patriarchal view point. Furthermore, men after failing to impregnate their wives, may blame 

the wife and her family for selling them an unproductive product. This could lead to either the 

woman being sent back and lobola payback demanded, or to the husband entering into 

extra-marital affairs (Semenya, 2014). 

Matlala (2000) also observed a notion among some women that the amount of lobola 

paid for them indicates how much they are worth and valued. Such ideas could impact on 

their self-esteem and self-concept for example, the more money paid for her, the more value 

she feels she has and some woman may even boast to friends about her “price”. They are 

then envied, making them feel proud and important, whereas if the money paid is viewed as 

being little, the woman might devalued and cheap herself.  

To complicate the matters further, socio-political changes have affected the traditional 

ways in which women were perceived. The modern woman is often a professional or is 

working, earns a salary and more women hold traditionally male-reserved positions in the 

political and corporate world. Socio-economic changes have also enabled women to own 

and manage their own businesses. Thus, women have various opportunities for 

economically supporting themselves, independently from their husbands (Matlala, 2000). In 

such cases, a woman who is pursuing her own goals and ambitions during the day, may 



1 2 0  

 

come home to a man and his family (such as his parents and sisters), still expecting their 

bought object to work for them. 

The increase of feminist influences has also raised women’s awareness about the 

implied inequalities brought on them by seemingly sound cultural customs. Organisations 

such as POWA (People Opposing Women Abuse) urge women to speak up against abuse 

or ill treatment often flowing from lobola-inspired attitudes and other social, economic and 

political changes described above (Mawere & Mawere, 2010; Matlala, 2000). As a result, 

many women see divorce as the option out of an abusive or a lobola-restricted marriage and 

often such women are financially independent and can support themselves outside 

marriage. In addition, the stigma traditionally attached to divorced or unmarried women in 

African society has subsided (Matlala, 2000). Women nowadays may also prefer to 

cohabitate rather than marry even when children are involved, despite the socio-cultural 

objections against such choices (Compton & Hoffman, 2013). 

Another consequence of the changes in the lobola practice, is the fact that while the 

man is now solely responsible for the high lobola payment, many men cannot afford the 

once-off payment. This may lead to a postponement of marriage until enough money has 

been accumulated (Matlala, 2000) and when lobola is eventually fully paid the man is often 

in debt, with no money to establish himself and the family. This may make him feel useless, 

worried and with lowered self-esteem, which are some of the symptoms of depression 

(Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Matlala, 2000) and often also the cause of marital discord.  

When marital problems arise, many African couples no longer consult with their 

respective families for problem solving, as was the case in the past. The couple may opt for 

marital counselling or marital therapy and often the therapist or the counsellor is someone 

who studied Western Psychology and has little understanding of the original cultural 

principles and wisdoms on which African marital behaviour is based (Gertz, 1995; Mawere & 

Mawere, 2010). Thus, the couple may either be without the social support and wisdom of the 

traditional structures or ill-advised by counsellors who do not share the cultural framework 

for solutions.  

Nonetheless, despite the features of transformation, commercialisation and 

individualisation described above, lobola as a valued cultural practice for Africans mostly still 

holds and even the associated problems have failed to lead to its abandonment. In fact, as 

Getz (1995) stated, the lobola practice is one of the African cultural elements that most likely 

will survive for decades to come. 
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 In the above section, Lobola or bride wealth as a cherished symbolic practice in 

African cultures, but also eroded by socio-cultural changes, was discussed. In the following 

section, the wedding ring as a marital symbol adopted into African marital practices, will be 

explored. 

The Wedding Band as a Marital Symbol 

Wedding rings are given as a token of unending commitment and love for each other and 

traditionally, wedding rings were regarded as a symbol of strength in the marriage. The 

wedding ring is a marital symbol and a part of western civilisation accepted into and given 

meaning in African marriages (Anonymous, 2002). 

The wedding ring dates back several millennia, but rings given as tokens of love were 

first documented by the comic Roman poet Plautus in the second century BC. The belief 

was held that the wearing of the wedding ring on the fourth finger of the left hand was (based 

upon a Grecian fable) because the vein from that finger flowed directly to the heart 

(Hawkins, 1999), which symbolises marital love. Despite the fact that it is an ancient practice 

in marriage, the wedding ring is still mostly worn on that specific finger in modern times 

(Anonymous, 2002). The use of the wedding ring in a marriage ceremony was first recorded 

in the early part of the fourth century. Up to the 13th century, only one ring was used, until 

Pope Innocent III declared that there was to be a certain amount of time between the 

engagement and the wedding, which eventually led to a ring to mark each passage and 

created the need for the engagement ring as a token of love and the wedding ring as a token 

of eternal commitment (Anonymous, 2002). 

A ring is circular and therefore never-ending, which symbolises how long spouses’ love 

should endure. The circle has always had significance from ancient cultures to the present 

as a symbol of wholeness and perfection, while its endlessness portrays oneness and unity 

that has no beginning and no end. It is also the symbol of the sun, earth and universe and 

represents holiness, perfection and peace (Flecher, 2004; Geron, 2005). According to Dion 

and Dion (2003), and Glenn and Kramer (2004), a wedding ring is a symbol of a person’s 

love and commitment to their spouse. Wedding rings were also once used as part of a 

groom’s bride payment in arranged marriages and showed the groom’s noble intentions. 

During the days when marriages were arranged, which interestingly is still a practice in many 

African cultures, the act of giving a ring was the groom’s way of showing that he will protect 

the future bride’s rights in the face of possible home wreckers (Fletcher, 2004). 

 As was mentioned above, the wedding ring as a conjugal symbol of the couple’s 

commitment to one another and to their unity in marriage (Feeney, 2002) has been adopted 

into the African marriage culture. The ring is viewed as a declaration to the world that the 
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couple is betrothed with a mutual commitment to caring, loyalty and unending love and 

support during the marriage (Fletcher, 2004; Geron, 2004). Where lobola has mostly 

communal and cultural depth and meaning, the wedding band’s value seems to be on a 

more individual and personal level for the couple. 

From the above brief exposition of marital symbols relating to marriage and marital 

well-being in general, it is clear that the core meaning of such symbols lies in the 

maintenance, nurturance, enhancement and protection of marital relationships. From an 

African view point, through healthy relatedness in couples, families and communities, health 

and well-being is fostered, and spiritual connections to the ancestors, God and the cosmos 

are strengthened. Based on this viewpoint and in the current study, constructs like marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being, selected from the theoretical field of positive psychology 

were included and linked to the symbols of lobola and the marital band. This was done in 

order to explore the value and meaning that women from the Batswana culture attach to 

marital symbols, and to the symbols in relation to their marital satisfaction and spiritual well-

being. The latter constructs will be briefly discussed below. 

Marriage Satisfaction 

Research on marital satisfaction has identified numerous factors that contribute to a 

satisfactory marital union characterised by caring among partners, such as experiencing 

love, trust, respect and fidelity (Kaslow & Robison, 1996; Rosen-Gradon, Myers & Hattie, 

1998), social support, commitment, equity of tasks, and gender roles and sexual interaction 

(Bradbury et al., 2000; Kaslow & Robison, 1996). Wilcox and Dew (2009) also identified 

factors that influence marital satisfaction, marital stability and marital quality, the latter 

viewed by Wilcox and Dew (2009) as a characteristic of the relationship between spouses, 

despite the individual feelings of the partners. Quality of marriage was described by Wilcox 

and Dew (2009) as the relational interaction between background and contextual factors, 

individual traits and behaviours of spouses as well as couples’ response processes. 

Couples’ interactional processes that have an impact on marital satisfaction are 

amongst others, similarity in socio-economic backgrounds and religious affiliation values, as 

well as the interactional history of the couple (Wilcox & Dew, 2009). Lavner and Bradbury 

(2010) indicated that the interactional history of the couple is constituted by their patterns of 

communication, conflict and consensus building, physical aggression, expression of interest, 

affection and humour. Irrespective of how marital satisfaction or marital quality was 

conceptualised, certain factors appeared to remain common to happy couples. These 

couples tend to spend time in joint activities, often use humour, engage in affectionate 
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touching, are less critical of and hostile towards each other and seldom engage in 

arguments (Steven, Kiger & Riley, 2001). 

Factors that negatively impact on the couple’s relationships and that may lead to 

serious marital discord and even breakdown are: a loss of closeness and attachment, lack of 

love and appreciation, basic unhappiness in the relationship, incompatible differences in life 

style and values, emotional problems, needs not satisfied by the spouse, financial conflict 

and problems of the spouse, severe and intense conflict, conflict regarding roles, sexual 

dissatisfaction, infidelity, alcohol and drug abuse, emotional and physical abuse, and 

problems with family and relational stagnation (Louw & Louw, 2009). Research findings have 

interestingly indicated that psychological reasons such as a lack of communication, lack of 

emotional trust and closeness, incompatibility and basic unhappiness are more frequently 

reported as causes for divorce (Cavanaugh & Blanchard-Fields, 2006) and that marital 

dissatisfaction is not a strong predictor of divorce (Peterson, 2006). 

Marriage satisfaction from an African perspective is closely related to extending the 

marital bond through children. In an African sense, marriage and procreation are inseparable 

because marriage without children is not complete and is viewed as a curse from the 

ancestors. Marriage is connected with the continuity of life since it is believed that a man 

lives on in his children after death. Marriage and children assure one of the regaining of lost 

immortality (Mbiti, 1991), and therefore a single life is unacceptable in African culture 

because it curtails the continuation of life. Africans believe that the living dead re-live, or are 

re-incarnated in their children and this is evident in the personality traits or physical 

appearance of the deceased’s descendants (Mbiti, 1973). 

Marriage and well-being 

Research has found that subjective well-being as self-reported happiness and life 

satisfaction, is often associated with marriage and that having shared meanings and 

honouring one another’s dreams or existential goals in the relationship, are primary 

components of experiencing marital well-being (Coleman & Ganong, 2001; Diener, 2000; 

Gottman, 1999; Gottman, Driver & Tabares, 2002; Myers, 2000). Diener (2000) has further 

observed that married people are consistently happier and more satisfied with life than single 

people across all ages, income levels, education levels and racial groups. 

According to Fielding (2003), marriage is the only significant bottom-up predictor of life 

satisfaction for both men and women. However, it was found that marriage as such does not 

increase happiness and satisfaction, but those who were satisfied with their lives in general 

may reap greater benefits from marriage. Diener (2000) reported that marriages with positive 

interactions, emotional expressiveness and cooperating role sharing are associated with 
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greater life satisfaction. This was found with couples reporting positive effects in a variety of 

life areas, due to marital relations that foster self-disclosure, support, and opportunities for 

emotional intimacy, trust, and openness. 

Gottman et al. (2002) identified seven levels of what they called The Sound Marital 

House. These are: (1) creating positive affect through a strong marital friendship forms the 

basis for effective resolution of differences; (2) the fondness and admiration system and the 

amount of respect and affection couples feel for and are willing to express to each other; (3) 

turning towards versus turning away describes how well connected the couple is in the 

discrete interactions of everyday life. Gottman et al. (2002) described turning toward as the 

emotional connection between the couple that includes, for example, reciprocated interest, 

excitement, humour, affection and validation or support; (4) the existence of the first three 

levels results in positive sentiment override, evidenced by the presence of positive affect 

during problem-solving discussions and the success of repair attempts during conflict 

resolution; (5) regulating conflict affect for problem-solving discussions and creating repair 

attempts during conflict resolution. White and Klein (2008) indicated that conflict was 

necessary in order to resolve issues and disagreements, as well as to improve 

communication and interaction; (6) making dreams and aspirations come true by honouring 

one another’s goals. Focusing on such goals and aspirations can also help people find 

shared meaning within a conflict; (7) creating shared meaning include the all-important 

goals, narratives, myths and metaphors about marriage and family. Informal and formal 

rituals of connection are the ways that couples share meaning in their lives and it stems from 

their individual and shared cultural backgrounds. The couples’ ability to create shared 

meaning and purpose fend back to expand the marital friendship, which is the first principle 

of a happy stable marriage (Gottman et al., 2002). 

In an African sense, lobola and the marital band (ring) symbolise affectional bonds for 

married couples, in which the two partners engage in emotional proximity to one another. 

Healthy spousal attachment is an integral part of a good marriage since it fosters the 

commitment and well-being of partners and seems to be the foundation of the emotional 

climate that nurtures a marriage (Feeney, 2008; Gottman et al., 2002). 

From an African perspective, the marital attachment system is viewed as the outcome 

of the lobola process that fosters a link between the couple and their families, since the 

lobola negotiations are procedures that bind the two families together. The rituals and the 

festivities that follow the lobola process and the wedding ceremony are African ways of 

forming lifelong attachment systems of the bride, groom, their families and the community 

they reside in. This African custom of social or communal bonding is a way to legalise the 

union of the romantic partners and further a public declaration of their unity to their families 
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and ancestors (Matope et al., 2013; Semenya, 2014). According to Feeney (2008), 

attachment is the most elegant aspect of humans since it shows contentment to be sharing a 

sense of oneness with another human being, as is intended in the African sense of linking 

romantic partners together through the payment of lobola. Papalia and Olds (1996) defined 

spousal attachment as an active, affectionate reciprocal relationship between two people 

and in an African sense it goes further than this as it includes their kinship, the community 

and their ancestors to strengthen the bond. According to Chirese and Chirese (2010), it is 

believed that the marital bond could be fostered by the togetherness displayed through 

relatedness processes wherein lobola was paid and the rituals and festivities were 

celebrated. Furthermore, this African attachment-related practice that expose the couple to 

the values of a set of elders and to rituals, through the lobola process link them to the 

support from their families and the community, that is readily available during crisis situations 

in the marriage. 

Lastly, Myers (2000) was of the opinion that marriage confers a range of benefits on 

people that fosters their well-being. Marriage provides emotional and physical intimacy, a 

context within which to build a family, it gives social roles and skills and offers a context for 

identity affirmation and personal growth. Married individuals are also physically and 

emotionally healthier and it would seem that marriage buffers a person against certain risks 

leading to poor health (Peterson, 2006). A good marital relationship even seems to have 

direct effects on the efficiency of the immune functioning of married couples (Kiecolt-Glaser, 

Bane, Glaser & Malarkey, 2003). 

In this study, the role played by marital symbols in marriage satisfaction, was explored. 

Marital symbols seem to foster aspects of emotional relatedness in couples, but may also 

tap into shared spiritual and cultural values. Emotional trust and fulfilment (Louw & Louw, 

2009), as well as shared socio-cultural and religious viewpoints (Fincham & Beach, 2010), 

have been found as factors maintaining marital satisfaction. Spiritual well-being will be 

discussed below. 

Spiritual Well-being 

Spirituality has been defined as a relationship with a transcendent being that could foster a 

sense of meaning, purpose and mission in life. Such a relationship could produce salutary 

change in a person like an increased sense of altruistic love, and has a discernible effect 

upon one’s relationships to creation, self, others and the most-high (Hodge, 2000). A 

common theme in the various ways that spirituality is conceptualised is that spirituality 

represents a search for the sacred. Four models of spirituality are prominent in literature. 
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Baker’s (2002) model of spirituality: Baker proposed a three-dimensional model of 

spirituality with transcendent, transpersonal and transmissional dimensions. The 

transcendental aspect is a childlike awe in attempts to make sense of the world and to find 

meaning; the transpersonal aspect relates to intra- and interpersonal features in all 

relationships and the transmissional aspect is about the passing on of values, morals, 

knowledge and skills to future generations. 

Piedmont’s (1999) model of spiritual transcendence: Piedmont believed that by means 

of three spiritual dimensions namely universality, prayer fulfilment, and connectedness, one 

could experience the “capacity to stand outside of their immediate sense of time and place to 

view life from a larger, more objective perspective or spiritual transcendence”. He contended 

that such transcendence, gives a deep sense of meaningfulness and existential connection 

(p.988, as cited by Du Toit, Wissing & Khumalo, 2014). 

Emmons (2003) model of ultimate concerns: Such concerns refer to the goals or 

strivings that underpin questions of meaning, existence, purpose and value and that guide 

what one is trying to do and to be. The concerns are deeply personally significant and are 

related to positive adjustment and meaning construction. Emmons and Paloutzian (2003, 

p.36) stated that these are “personal goals that are concerned with ultimate purpose, ethics, 

commitment to higher power and seeking the divine in goal experience”. 

Ellison’s (1983) viewpoint of spiritual well-being comprised of an existential, 

psychosocial or horizontal dimension and a vertical or religious-spiritual dimension. The 

vertical component refers to wellness in the relationship with God or the spiritual higher 

other, while the horizontal component refers to an inner sense of purpose and life 

satisfaction. Ellison (1983) saw a bi-directional relationship between the spiritual and 

existential dimensions and stated that “if we are spiritually healthy we will feel generally 

alive, purposeful and fulfilled, but only to the extent that we are psychologically healthy as 

well” (p.332 as cited by Du Toit et al., 2014). 

In African culture and cosmology, there is very little difference between the concepts 

religion and spirituality. Religious practices demonstrate how people express their spiritual 

beliefs in practical terms and are ways in which humans respond to spiritual beings believed 

to influence one’s life. Hazan and Shaver (1994) indicated that religious deities are potent 

attachment figures for Africans and the quality of the relationship with God is viewed as 

important in satisfying connection or relational needs. Research has further shown that 

religious practices and participations may increase the person’s self-esteem and have a 

positive effect on one’s perception of life, life satisfaction and well-being. Participation in a 

spiritual/religious system may influence a person’s psychosocial well-being by affecting their 
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perceptions of themselves and their environment (Mahoney, Leroy, Kusher, Padgett & 

Grimes, 2013). 

As far as the role of spirituality in marital well-being is concerned, Perez (2012) 

identified factors of spirituality in marriage, such as the shared relationship with God. This 

reflects the couple’s understanding of a relationship with God and the value and importance 

they give to this relationship in their marriage. Delgado (2005) further maintained that 

individuals who have found spiritual meaning are capable of integrating the biological, social 

and psychological aspects of life and therefore, spirituality is seen as a powerful factor in 

shaping people’s decisions and behaviours in their quest for meaning in life and even within 

their marital relationships. 

Chapman (1987) indicated that spiritually well individuals show tendencies of trust, 

honesty, integrity, altruism, compassion and service in their interactions with others and such 

characteristics in couples will contribute to them being happy and content in their marriage. 

In the same regard, Koenig and Larson (2004) reported that spiritual well-being fosters intra-

personal health with a positive world-view, a sense of meaning and purpose, psychological 

integration, hope, personal empowerment, and a sense of control and guidance for decision 

making. Spirituality was further viewed by various authors (Fabricatore, Handal, Rubio & 

Gilner, 2004; Fiorito & Ryan, 2007; Perez, 2009, 2012) as promoting healthy inter-personal 

aspects such as interpretation, disclosure, adaptation and innovation and that spiritual well-

being has a positive relationship with marriage quality. Liu (2008) identified love, belonging 

and self-esteem as spiritual goods, while Leaches and Lark (2004) stated that spirituality 

fosters forgiveness, as well as promoting a sense of hope and has bearing on both marital 

and spiritual well-being.  

In African culture, the lobola-based marriage has deep spiritual and cultural meaning. 

In an African sense, the purpose of making matrimonial sacrifices and offerings, and 

performing ceremonies and rituals, are to restore and maintain balance in nature so that the 

ancestors would bless the marriage and the children who are to be born from this union. The 

ceremony is public as the groom and the bride must declare their union to the community, 

their family and the ancestors. The sacrifices that are done, are used to prevent and avert 

dangers or misfortunes that threaten the couple, their families or the whole community. 

Other sacrifices that follow the marriage ceremony are expiatory in nature, intended to 

remove guilt or offence and also when the woman was taken unprocedurally (Mawere & 

Mawere, 2010; Segami, 2008). 

In the preceding section, the African marital symbols of lobola and the wedding ring 

were described and considered in association with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-
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being. No research could be found about such an association and therefore, a research 

question emerged as to what role is played, if any, by lobola and the wedding band as 

marital symbols of the African culture, in the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being 

experienced by Batswana married women? The research methods conducted in order to 

explore the research question, is described below. 

Research Method 

Research aim 

The aim was to qualitatively explore the meaning attached by Batswana married women to 

the marital symbols and whether lobola and the wedding ring had any perceived role in their 

experienced marital satisfaction and their spiritual well-being. Despite the apparent spiritual 

meaning of the lobola practice in African marriage culture, no research could be found that 

indicate the effects (if any) of lobola in the long term spiritual well-being of the couple or even 

of the women for whom the bride price had been paid. Neither could research be found that 

reported on the influence of marital symbols on marriage satisfaction, although cultural 

claims of such influence exist (Segami, 2008). 

Research design 

Literature review 

A thorough literature study was conducted by means of internet sources and assisted by the 

librarian of the North-West University, who used various data search engines for the 

purpose. The aim of the literature review was to gain conceptual understanding of the 

phenomena researched and to be able to pose relevant questions (Merriam, 2009). 

Empirical research 

An exploratory and descriptive qualitative research design was conducted in this study. It 

explored and analysed the narrated experiences (through interviews) of women who had 

experience of the marital symbols and who were identified in the first phase of the broader 

study by means of their scores on scales measuring marital and spiritual well-being. The 

women participated in semi-structured interviews wherein they were able to tell about their 

experiences of marital symbols in their lives, since such stories were viewed by Greeff 

(2005) as a microcosm of their consciousness. Greeff (2005) also viewed an interview as 

“organized around areas of particular interest, while still allowing flexibility in scope and 

depth” (Greeff, 2005, p.292). In this study, interviews were used to gain an understanding of 

a participant’s beliefs and experiences regarding the topic and it afforded some flexibility as 

the participants could explore interesting avenues that emerged. The researcher used a set 
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of questions or an interview schedule based on the research aims. The interview was guided 

by the schedule and not dictated by it and the participant could introduce related aspects the 

researcher had not thought of (Greeff, 2005). With this method, the participant was viewed 

as an “expert” on the subject and given the opportunity to tell her story (Smith, Harre & Van 

Langehoven, 1995). 

Participants and procedure 

Purposive sampling was used in which identified participants (n=12) were those who scored 

in the high, medium and low ranges of scales used in a previous phase of this study and 

who consented to participation. (Babbie, 2007; Berg, 2003; Creswell, 2007; Denscombe, 

2003; De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2005). Maree (2007) indicated that purposive 

sampling enables the researcher to select participants according to a list of criteria and for 

the purpose of a study, as was described above. 

The n=12 identified participants were married women from the Batswana cultural 

group, in the age range of 30-60 years. The qualitative research activities took place at 

offices and residences or any convenient, quiet and confidential setting and the researcher 

made appointments with each of them in order to conduct the interviews. Prior to the set 

date, they were telephonically reminded of their appointments. 

Participants had to be willing to share their stories with the researcher in a semi-

structured interview, be comfortable with the recording of the interviews and with transcribed 

data to be member-checked for trustworthiness. The participants were expected to provide 

information with which to answer the research question (Friedman, 2003). For the purpose of 

this study the ‘sampling frames’ that served as criteria, were as follows: Married women who 

were selected based on scores in a previous study; were wearing their wedding rings; 

staying with their spouses; were married for more than five years; were willing to be included 

in the study; were members of any religious group and were from the Batswana cultural 

group. 

All respondents met the criteria. On average, respondents got married at about the 

age of 22 years. They were Tswana speaking and their qualifications ranged from grade 11, 

to a Master’s degree. Of the sample, four were from Roman Catholic, six from Methodist, 

Anglican, Zion Christian Church, Jehovah’s Witness and two from the Old Apostolic religious 

denominations. Their years in marriage ranged from eight years to 45 years. 

Data collection 

Data were recollected by means of semi-structured interviews that were recorded (audio 

recordings). The interviews took 60-90 minutes and were later transcribed by the researcher. 
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An interview schedule was used to guide data collection in the interviews (please see the 

results section). 

The researcher as an instrument 

Being the main research instrument during this phase of the research implied that the 

researcher should have the necessary skills with which to conduct a meaningful qualitative 

research process (Cresswell, 2007). The current researcher is a registered clinical 

psychologist and was thoroughly trained in observation and interviewing skills and these 

skills have become refined through years of clinical practice. Furthermore, the researcher’s 

world view is that of a Christian African woman but also of a psychologist and she firmly 

believes that people’s experiences are socially constructed and that meaning is derived from 

such constructions. Her interpretation and understanding of the research findings were 

guided by this epistemology. 

Data analysis 

The normal convention is to transcribe the recorded interviews including the interviewer’s 

questions. The researcher further needs to observe all the words spoken including false 

starts, significant pauses, laughs and other features. In the present study, each respondent’s 

verbatim contributions were recorded and transcribed and other observations made by the 

researcher were recorded in a field journal (Greeff, 2005). 

Making meaning of transcribed data involved its analysis, which is a process that 

requires the skill to depict the understanding of the data in writing, in other words, the raw 

data are converted into meaningful patterns (Henning, 2004). This process, according to 

Henning (2004), is the heartbeat of the research because this is where the researcher’s 

quality of thinking will be perceptible.  

In this qualitative research, after the transcription of the interviews and an in-depth 

reading and re-reading of the transcripts, analysis started with the coding of the data 

(Babbie, 2007). Creswell, Plano and Clark (2007) argued that coding involves the process of 

grouping together evidence and labelling ideas that are similar, so that they eventually 

provide the researcher with wider perspectives. According to Creswell (2007), as the 

researcher analyses the data by means of coding, a story emerges. Creswell and Tesch 

(2004) suggested that during the data analysis process, data are de-contextualised and re-

contextualized, when the text is reduced to generate themes and categories for 

understanding. In order to reduce and organise the content to become manageable and 

meaningful, thematic analysis as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used. 

The phases of thematic analysis are as follows: 

1. Familiarising yourself with your data 
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2. Generating initial codes 

3. Searching for themes 

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and naming themes 

6. Producing the report 

 

An inductive approach was used by the researcher which meant that the identified 

themes were strongly based on the data itself as obtained from the participants’ descriptions 

of their marital and spiritual reality (Braun & Clarke, 2006). There was no attempt to explore, 

or confirm pre-determined ideas or theoretical expectations of the researcher, but rather to 

explore flexibly and in detail the meanings constructed by the women of their personal and 

social worlds (in line with the views of symbolic interactions). Although data saturation 

occurred with the ninth transcription, it was decided to analyse all twelve transcriptions, in 

respect for the participants who contributed. 

Co-coding of data  

A coding consultant, or co-coder in the person of the research promoter was employed as an 

independent qualitative coder of the data. This was done in order to establish verification of 

themes and categories that emerged. During consensus meetings, the researcher and the 

co-coder discussed and reached consensus regarding the emergent categories. 

Member checking 

Data generated by qualitative design is sometimes questioned for its lack of validity and 

reliability (Miles & Huberman, 2004). Suggestions offered to address questions about the 

accuracy of information derived from qualitative research, were among others the use of 

member checking. Member checking is defined as the process of asking research 

participants to confirm whether or not the researcher accurately described their experience 

or perception (Creswell, 2007). In this study, the advantage of seeking participants’ feedback 

was that it helped the researcher to recognise and/or emphasise something that was initially 

missed and served as feedback to the informants about the outcome of the study. In 

general, participants agreed with the researcher’s conclusions and some expanded on the 

initial responses, thus enriching the insights derived from initial interviews. It was in fact 

during the feedback discussions that some participants became more open and expressed 

interest to participate in any further programme intended to enrich their relationships. 
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Literature control 

The purpose of literature control was to gain a broader understanding of the phenomenon 

under study by comparing and matching results with current and contemporary research 

(Creswell, 2007). Therefore, the findings discussed were compared to existing relevant 

literature to determine diverging and similar views, discrepancies or distinctive contributions. 

It has to be noted that this study was exploratory in nature and the first of its kind in South 

Africa, so literature of previous studies done on the topic concerned was very limited and or 

lacking. 

Trustworthiness of the study 

Trustworthiness refers to the quality of qualitative data (Anastas, 2004) and in order to 

ensure that the findings of a study can be taken note of and are trustworthy, Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) proposed a model of four criteria for evaluating qualitative research work, which 

entails credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

Credibility  is defined as the “adequate representation of the constructions of the 

social world under study” (Bradley, 1993, p.436) and according to Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

specific activities would improve the credibility of research results. Credibility is fostered by 

engagement in the field, persistent observation, triangulation, negative case analysis, 

checking interpretations against raw data, peer debriefing and member checking. Most of 

these activities were performed by the researcher as carefully as possible. 

Transferability  is described as the extent to which the researcher’s working 

hypothesis can be applied to another context. The researcher is responsible for providing an 

index of data sets and descriptions that are rich enough so that other researchers are able to 

make judgments about the findings’ transferability to different settings or contexts (Bradley, 

1993). In the present study, the researcher and her study promoter co-analysed all data and 

jointly made judgments of all themes that emerged, in order to enhance transferability. 

Dependability  was described by Bradley (1993) as the coherence of the internal 

process and the way the researcher accounts for changing conditions in the phenomena. 

Dependability is fostered through checking the consistency of the study processes. In this 

study the researcher was assisted by her promoter who is an experienced researcher and 

who guided the researcher to perform the research process scientifically and ethically 

correct. 

Confirmability  is a process that entails checking the internal coherence of the 

research product, namely the data, the findings, the interpretations, and the 

recommendations (Bradley, 1993). All the raw data, coding manuals, process notes and 
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memos were sent to the study promoter for confirmation and feedback was given regularly, 

both electronically and during study consultations. Based on qualitative analyses, findings 

are presented. An attempt was made to consider the complexity of the phenomenon under 

investigation and the multifaceted nature of human interaction, as well as the significance of 

other processes that may have influenced the construction. The researcher explicitly 

recognised herself as an influence in the research, but not a cause of biased and one-sided 

reporting.  

In conclusion and in line with the suggestions of Denscombe (2003) regarding 

trustworthiness of research, it can be stated that the instances selected for this research 

were chosen on explicit and reasonable grounds pertaining to the research question and 

aim. Also, that findings and conclusions as far as possible fit with existing knowledge on the 

topic and provide new insights, that all possible explanations have been explored and that 

conclusions do justice to the complexity of marital and spiritual phenomena studied and 

avoid over simplifications. 

Ethical Considerations of this Study 

The following ethical fundamentals for qualitative research were observed throughout the 

study. 

The researcher communicated the importance of the exploration to the participants 

without deceiving them. As suggested by Silverman (2000), the participants were informed 

about the aim of the investigation, they were informed that they were not bound to participate 

and that they were free to terminate their participation at any stage during the exploration 

process without any consequences. Confidentiality in the dissemination of the results were 

discussed with participants. By means of these ethical measures, written informed consent 

was obtained from each participant. Confidentiality, respect for the dignity of persons, non-

maleficence and participant anonymity (Brink, 2006; Terre Blanche, Durrheim & Painter, 

2006) were protected throughout the research process. In addition to the guidelines stated 

above, this research was conducted under supervision of a qualified promotor and was 

approved by the Ethics Committee of the North-West University (FH-SB-2012-0016). The 

participants were furthermore advised about the potential risk of emotional discomfort that 

could result from their expressions of their marital experiences. In this regard, counselling 

services from LifeLine would be arranged for them, free of charge, if they desired it.  

After describing the research method and all it entails, the following section will present 

the results of this research. 
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Findings and Discussion 

The findings of this qualitative study about marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being of Batswana married women are presented below by means of themes that 

emerged from the analysis of the interviews held with participating women. All the 

participants were asked the questions below and their responses to these questions were 

used to build a thematic description or narrative about the marital symbols valued and the 

marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being experienced by these women. 

The following questions were posed in semi-structured interviews. 

• Tell me about what the custom of lobola has meant to you personally, and also in your 

marriage, and in the relationship with your husband?  

• Tell me about the value or meaning that you attach to the wedding band? 

• Please describe your marital satisfaction or lack thereof? 

• Has lobola or your wedding ring played any part in your marriage relationship? 

• How would you describe your spiritual well-being? 

• Has lobola or the wedding ring played any role in your spiritual wellness? 

Thematic narrative 

As recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006), first the emergent themes were identified and  

listed, whereafter connections between them were sought, while a more analytical stage of 

ordering followed, as the researcher tried to make sense of the connections between themes 

to cluster together and to emerge as super-ordinate concepts. Thereafter a table of themes 

that clustered coherently was compiled. The clusters were given names and represented the 

super-ordinate themes wherein a final thematic analysis was employed. All participants 

shared experiences in which the main themes included in the thematic narrative presented 

below, were reflected. 

Interestingly, the thematic narratives indicated that themes and subthemes differed 

amongst the participants who scored in the high, medium and low ranges of measurements 

in a preceding part of the study. The observed thematic differences were as follows. Whilst 

high-scoring participants’ narratives had themes of relational well-being, commitment to 

marriage, marriage enrichment skills and conflict resolution skills, many of the medium and 

low-scoring participants had themes of dysfunctional family of origin systems, unresolved 

painful past and present experiences and feelings of guilt, regret and emotional pain in their 

marriage. The latter themes will be very briefly reported on, since it was not relevant to the 

aim of this study. 
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Themes that emerged after analyses, and in line with the research question and the 

interview framework and the research question, are given below. 

Themes about lobola  

Two main themes regarding lobola emerged. 

Theme 1: Lobola as a source of communal and personal value, meaning and purpose 

Lobola is the African formalisation of a marriage relationship with defined roles and a 

commitment to a permanent bond. Turaki (1991) stated that marriage for Africans represents 

the essentials of life and death, while Boshego (2006) emphasised that the community 

needs to participate in the marriage ceremony since, in African society, marriage is a vital 

mechanism for social control and social stability (Matope et al., 2013). 

The following five sub-themes emerged within this theme: 

• Lobola is a cultural obligation, a rite, and has value 

Lobola was described as a cultural obligation, a rite, and that it values African culture. The 

view that customary marriage is regarded as not legitimate if lobola is not paid, was shared. 

There were 12 reports wherein participants referred to lobola as a cultural symbol, a marital 

connection, a morally accepted way of marriage for Africans and the means of strengthening 

the relationships between the families of the bride and the groom. The following example 

reflect the views of most reports in this regard: It is a culture that needs to be followed 

because it is our custom and tradition and it is symbolic because ancestors of the two 

families have been connected the right way. It is also the initial stage where the two families 

got together and acknowledged each other’s direct stay. Lobola signifies the gratitude my 

husband’s family showed to my family (Participant 2). 

• Lobola is a way to unite families and show appreciation 

Lobola was viewed as uniting families and acknowledging parental roles. There were 12 

reports on this theme, for example: It fosters a union between two families (Participant 10); 

Lobola unites families because both my family and his family met for lobola negotiations 

(Participant 9); It is to reward the bride’s family and lobola is paid to thank my parents for 

having brought me up (Participant 4); and it blesses the union through parents (Participant 

8). 

• Lobola gives societal stature to the man (husband) 

By paying lobola the husband’s self-esteem and status is elevated, as from an African 

viewpoint he is seen as a provider and this earns him respect in society. There were 12 
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reports and this is what some of the participants had to say: It is important for the man to pay 

lobola as it officialises our relationship (Participant 8); The man should pay for staying with 

you because he cannot stay with you for free (Participant 5); It is also pride for my husband 

that he can take care of his family and that he is a provider (Participant 9); It is way of the 

groom to say to the bride’s family, “I can be able to take care of your daughter”, it also 

signifies that the husband will work hard towards the institution they are sharing, to me it 

says I can rely on him (Participant 2). 

• Lobola accords the married woman stature in her community 

Lobola payment was regarded as changing the status of a woman since she takes the 

surname of her husband and she is bound to him and his family for life. There were 12 

reports on this theme in which some participants stated that: I am accepted, I am being 

recognised by my family of origin, my family is being recognised. I am valued, appreciated, I 

am special, grown up and matured and I am important. People went all out to look for me 

(Participant 1); Lobola means that I am getting married (Participant 4); It is a sense of 

belonging and welcome me and open the door for me (Participant 6); I felt that I am 

somebody’s wife, became free to enter his family and felt as part of this family (Participant 

8); It changed my status (Participant 12); Lobola has changed me because I became more 

matured and responsible; it gives me confidence as well (Participant 5); it changed my 

surname, status and the children took his surname (Participant 10). 

• Lobola strengthens marital relatedness 

Participants in this study indicated that having lobola paid for them, was a sign of love and 

further attested to the commitment of the man to the relationship and the marriage. Five 

reports were received on this theme wherein participants stated: Lobola indicates that my 

husband loves me (Participant 1); I think that for my husband to pay lobola for me, is a sign 

that he loves me and wants a happy reunion. It further strengthens my relationship with my 

husband (Participant 6); After the payment of lobola I feel that I belong to him and he 

belongs to me (Participant 8); It gives marriage a deeper meaning (Participant 5). 

In the main theme of lobola as a source of communal and personal value, meaning 

and purpose, it unfolded that participants experienced lobola as a cultural obligation and 

valuable marital rite, as a way to unite the two families’ lineages and contribute to society, as 

a societal empowerment of the man and as giving stature to the woman and that lobola is a 

deeply valued basis for a good marriage. Literature in this regard describe lobola as a valued 

African custom regarding marriage, to such an extent that marriage is regarded as invalid if 

the lobola functions have not been performed (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). The foundational 

principle of lobola that gives it meaning seems to be the belief that lobola and its processes 
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connect two families’ lineages and the reality that they represent on a horizontal level. While 

on a vertical and more spiritual level, the union of families (the living) also connect to the 

living dead, or the spirits, shades and ancestors who would then act as guardians of the 

couple, their marriage and their people (Kasambala, 2005; Mawere & Mawere, 2010). From 

such beliefs about the deeper meaning and value of lobola, stem its functional practices, 

such as the payment of lobola by the young man to the parents of his beloved as a gesture 

of gratitude and lasting commitment (Moputsa, 2008). The lobola negotiations are symbolic 

because they foster communication between the families of both the bride and the groom, 

while the rituals are symbolic of a connection that has been cemented by the valued cultural 

rites (Mawere & Mawere, 2010). 

Furthermore, from an African perspective, marital attachment is viewed as the 

outcome of the lobola process that fosters a linkage between the couple and their families, 

since lobola negotiations are procedures that bind the two families together. The rituals and 

festivities that follow the lobola process and the wedding ceremony are African ways of 

forming lifelong attachment systems of the couple, their families and the community they 

reside in (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). The lobola practice, is described by Mangena and 

Ndlovu (2013) as securing the foundation for marital attachment and lasting emotional 

connectedness. Lobola is considered as buying the lifelong love-bond for the couple, which 

is sanctioned by the community and blessed by the ancestors (Matlala, 2000, Turaki, 1991). 

Lobola also gives personal and societal status through, and culturally legalises the 

marriage (Bourdillon, 1997; Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). The man is recognised within his 

community as a responsible and mature member who lives up to the expectations of African 

culture. The woman is given status in her family and society (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). It 

makes her responsible not only to herself, but also to her husband, his relatives and the 

community and by virtue of having been paid lobola for, she is regarded as being 

customarily married and she can now take part in fellow family members’ lobola negotiations 

as an elder. Lobola is understood as a token of appreciation and a way of thanking her 

parents for bearing and rearing a wife for the husband (Ansell, 2001, Heeren et al., 2011; 

Meekers, 1992), which is also a unifying factor, binding and cementing the relationship 

between two families (Bourdillon, 1990; Moputsa, 2008; Smith, 2003). 

Theme 2: Lobola could have adverse outcomes 

This view was shared by some participants who stated that lobola had negative effects on 

their well-being because they are obliged to stay in the marriage even when they experience 

marital problems. Shope (2006) stated that the perception of a wife being bought or paid for 
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could result in an attitude wherein she may be seen as a commodity or an object that is 

owned and that belongs to, and can be used by her husband and his family.  

There were four sub-themes in this cluster.  

• Interference by in-laws 

After the payment of lobola and subsequent marriage, the woman mostly discards her 

surname for her husband’s surname and after ceremonies and rituals to welcome her to her 

new family, she is expected to adopt the total lifestyle and ways of her new family. Seven 

reports were received on this theme and some responses were: The mother-in-law now 

polices you as she enquires about your whereabouts most of the time (Participant 5); There 

was a lot of interference from the groom’s family and I started withdrawing from them and 

this caused tension between me and my husband (Participant 11).  

• Forced to stay in an unhappy marriage 

Participants indicated that they are forced by circumstances beyond their control to stay in 

an unhappy marriage due to having been paid lobola for. Five reports were received for this 

theme, for example: The problem with lobola is that you are forced to stick in an unhappy 

marriage, because lobola was paid for you (Participant 3). 

• Pressure to bear children 

Some of the women have felt objectified, exploited and ridiculed by those who see them as 

failing to live up to their worth, because of failure to conceive a child. Three reports were 

received, for example: Lobola as a woman got me pressure due to my delay of giving birth, 

because the family expected me to have a child due to lobola payment. My husband also 

pressurised me (Participant 8). 

• Payment turned into a business transaction 

Participants indicated that the bride’s parents sometimes turn the lobola payment into a 

transaction process, wherein they charge an exorbitant amount of money. In a sense, the 

lobola practice is now commercialised because the actual price is named and the woman is 

perceived as an object that is being purchased. Twelve reports were received for this theme 

in which some of the responses were: I don’t like it, it has a selling a price attached to it, like 

I am something that is for sale and being sold and charging an abnormal price for me is 

hindrance for lobola payment (Participant 8); Hindrances are when we as a couple fight 

about the price of lobola, wherein the husband mocks you and compares the amount being 
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paid and complains about it (Participant 9); Bad experience is when parents overcharge it 

and see it as business (Participant 10).  

Critiques of lobola argued that it could be a source of oppression for women and 

perpetuate gender inequality (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Kambarami, 2006), 

while Matope et al. (2013) also indicated the negative connotations of lobola as exacerbating 

gender-based violence. The husband who has paid bride wealth may demand both sexual 

and domestic services from his wife and this could lead to cases of abuse (Matlala, 2000). 

The husband could also assume a superior status over his wife and deem it inconceivable to 

be equal to his property (Ansell, 2001).  

Furthermore, the lobola rituals surrounding marriage clearly emphasise the continuity 

of life through procreation since the children in a marriage ensure the continuity of the 

parents’ life through ritual remembrance. Mangena (2013) indicated that women repay the 

lobola price through their services as wives, which include child bearing as well as sexually 

fulfilling their husbands. The interesting part is that, although they may also benefit from the 

sexual activities, the children that they bear traditionally belong to their husbands. The lobola 

payment removes the mothers from participating in the decision-making processes that 

ultimately affect children that are rightfully theirs as well. Mangena stated that “The 

commercialization of lobola has stripped it of its symbolism and reduced it to yet another way 

of controlling women's reproductive rights.” (Mangena, 2013, p. 477-478). 

In the above section, lobola or bride wealth as a cherished symbolic practice in African 

cultures, but that have also been eroded by socio-cultural changes, was discussed. Below 

follows the discussion of wedding ring themes. 

Themes about the wedding ring/band 

There were three themes that emerged around this topic. 

Theme 1: The wedding band gives marital status and pride 

The participants indicated that the wedding band reflected their status that they thus were 

being recognised as married. Twelve (12) reports were received on this theme, for example: 

The wedding ring reminds me that I am married, it shows a status of being married, it also 

shows that I am being appreciated (Participant 4); It is a symbol that you are married, it gives 

me dignity as a woman (Participant 9); It enhances my beauty (Participant 1). 

Theme 2: The ring as a symbol of commitment and meaning 

Respondents viewed the wedding band as a symbol of love and commitment to their 

partners. Eight reports were received on this theme wherein some of the participants said: 
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Every time I wear it, it instils discipline because it dictates my conduct at home or in public 

(Participant 6); It is a symbol of commitment (Participant 11); It shows love between us as a 

couple and commitment (Participant 9); This ring is my commitment to my husband and 

strengthens our relationship (Participant 3). 

Theme 3: The wedding band gives personal meaning and esteem, as well as value to 

the union 

Some of the women viewed a wedding ring as a token and demonstration of their love and 

as a constant reminder of attachment to their partners. The meaning they have attached to 

wearing it, demonstrates their unity and lasting love and as a continued celebration of the 

start of their lives together. Seven reports were received on this theme and some of the 

participants stated: Firstly, it is unique and it is a constant reminder of my marriage and of 

my husband (Participant 6); The ring symbolises celebration and beginning of our life 

together as husband and wife and it is round and as a result indicates that we are going to 

continue forever (Participant 8). 

The narrative of Batswana women about the wedding band was that it gives them a 

sense of pride and status to wear it, but also a lasting awareness of the commitment and 

relational meaning that it symbolises. Their rings have deep personal meaning of self-

esteem for them and is a constant reminder of their union in marriage. 

In contrast to lobola that has strong socio-cultural connotations, the wedding band’s 

value seems to be of personal and relational meaning for the couple. From available 

literature, it was discerned that the ring is used as a declaration to the world that the couple 

is betrothed with a commitment to caring, loyalty and continued love and support (Fletcher, 

2004; Geron, 2005). Such values of relational meaning enhance their self-esteem and give 

the hope of permanence for their marriage (Glenn & Kramer, 2004). 

According to Dion and Dion (2003), a wedding ring is a symbol of a person’s love and 

commitment to their partner and it is usually one of the most precious and important pieces 

of jewellery that an individual owns (Feeney, 2002). Geron (2005) asserted that a wedding 

ring symbolises eternity, endlessness and something that cannot be broken, while Glenn 

and Kramer (2004) stated that wedding rings are given as tokens of such unending love for 

each other. The wedding ring as a conjugal symbol of the couple’s commitment to one 

another and to their unity in marriage (Feeney, 2002) was adopted into the African marriage 

culture, and were also once used as part of a groom’s bride payments in arranged marriages 

to show the groom’s noble intentions.  
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In the preceding exposition marital symbols relevant to African marriages, and the 

meanings attached thereto by the Batswana married women in this study, were explored. In 

the following section, the marital satisfaction of participants and links thereof to marital 

symbols, will be described. 

Marital satisfaction themes 

Four themes were identified in this cluster. 

Theme 1: Marriage as a caring environment 

A caring environment was viewed by participants as one that fosters love, appreciation, 

respect, empathy, honesty, and attention. They further felt that their husbands should be 

meeting their needs materially and financially to show that they are committed. Eight 

responses were received on this theme, some of which were: I expect my husband to 

support me and pay serious accounts like the house, car and insurances (Participant 11); 

Satisfaction is brought by peace, communication, money – like when he brings money home 

for the family (Participant 5); For me, my marital satisfaction lies in being loved, appreciated, 

respected, shown empathy and being given attention (Participant 7); I am satisfied when my 

husband is honest, plays a role as a provider in the family and when we are open to each 

other (Participant 8). 

Theme 2: Marriage and their happiness 

Participants in this study viewed happiness and the well-being of their marriage as being 

with family and jointly participating in collective celebrations. However, they also found their 

relationship as a source of personal wellness and growth. Ten reports were received on this 

theme, and some of the participants stated that: Moments that I enjoy in my marriage and 

that makes me satisfied is when we have family gatherings with extended family members 

and doing things together, spending quality time together (Participant 6); Protection from my 

husband as he prioritises his family and being connected religiously makes me satisfied 

(Participant 8); Spending time together, relaxed and cuddling by showing affection 

(Participant 11); It is a challenging institution as we are two different individuals with different 

roles, ideas, beliefs, but I must admit it is a wonderful institution if you work towards the 

same goal/unity (Participant 2); I have learnt to accept some of the things I could not change 

(Participant 1). 

Theme 3: Marriage as source of meaning through children 

Participants in this study indicated that children give them meaning and happiness and 

further help them to find meaning in their relationship. Four reports were received on this 
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theme of which some were: Marital satisfaction is fostered by the love of children (Participant 

1); What satisfy me in my marriage are my children because they give me peace, because 

without children, there is no peace (Participant 3); I am not concerned with anything except 

my children, they give all the satisfaction in my marriage. If they are happy, then I am happy 

(Participant 5). 

Theme 4: Marriage as a source of discontent  

Although about half of the participants reported their marital well-being, some respondents 

stated that marriage also has negative factors that affect their well-being. Six reports were 

received from the participants such as: Lack of respect, lack of trust and communication 

(Participant 3); What drives us apart is involvement of our parents, siblings, 

cheating/infidelity and financial matters, especially if he is not honest about it (Participant 8); 

lack of communication, jealousy, disrespect, undermining one another, not seeing anything 

valuable in each other (Participant 9). 

The description of the participating married Batswana women of their marriage as a 

caring environment, as contributing to their personal and social happiness, as the personally 

fulfilling and culturally sanctioned context for raising their children, but also as a relational 

source of discontent and lack of well-being, is somewhat supported by literature. 

Marital satisfaction is the degree of happiness or unhappiness that a spouse reports as 

experiencing in the marriage (Feeney, 2008). Rosen-Gradon, Myers and Hattie (2004) 

stated that love, loyalty and shared values were the most influential characteristics of 

relationships and fostered aspects such as respect, forgiveness, romance, support, intimacy, 

open communication, and agreement on expression of affection. Norgren, Souza, Kaslow, 

Hammerschmidt and Sharlin (2004) found that closeness, problem-solving, cohesion, good 

communication, satisfaction with economic status and religiousness were the most important 

predictors of marital satisfaction, while Henry and Miller (2004) reported that shared values, 

communication, commitment, decision-making, emotional, and sexual intimacy were factors 

with the strongest impact on marital satisfaction in midlife. 

In line with the participants’ statements, Steven, Kiger and Riley (2001) observed that 

couples who spend time in joint activities, use humour, are involved in affectionate touching, 

are not critical or hostile towards each other, engage in few arguments, and report more 

relational well-being. Gottman et al. (2002) furthermore found that informal and formal rituals 

of connection are ways with which couples share meaning in their lives and it stems from 

their individual and shared cultural backgrounds. The couples’ ability to create shared 

meaning and purpose build the marital friendship, which is the first principle of a happy 

stable marriage. According to Du Toit et al. (2014) partners build mutual meaning through 
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engagement in various activities that are important and pleasurable to both, or when 

partners agree upon roles, traditions or rituals that they use to strengthen the bond between 

them. Rituals are activities of sharing like having meals together, sharing chores or 

observing religious rituals or family events together. These rituals are seen as meaning 

making activities that weave their lives together and bring joy, satisfaction and fulfilment to 

the relationship (du Toit et al., 2014). In African couples this could entail lobola-related 

stories, celebrations etc. shared by parents with their children. The importance of having 

children for the African couple and the compelling expectations towards women to meet this 

cultural demand, was succinctly stated by Mangena (2013).  

The lack of marital satisfaction mentioned by some participants was described by the 

research of Gottman and Levenson (2000). They found that high levels of negative emotion 

such as contempt, criticism, defensiveness and lack of open communication were 

contributing factors to marital discord and that such feelings of negativity and absence of 

positive emotional attachment, rather than high levels of conflict, lead to marital breakdown. 

The above discussion was about the marital satisfaction experienced by the 

participating women. Below will follow a discussion of their shared spiritual well-being 

reflections. 

Spiritual well-being themes 

There were four themes that emerged, which are as follows: 

Theme 1: Togetherness in spiritual activities 

Participants in this study experienced that their marriage is strengthened by attending church 

together and praying together. Eight reports were received for on theme, such as: I am 

spiritually satisfied. We are attending the same church as a married couple. No more 

religious differences and marital conflicts. It heals you, because God has control in my 

marriage, he is the reason it is successful (Participant 1); We communicate our problems to 

God and not involving third parties (Participant 9); We communicate with God about our 

plans (Participant 10); Spending quality time together as a family, praying together help us to 

overcome challenges (Participant 8). 

Theme 2: Ancestral role in spiritual and marital well-being 

Participants described their belief in ancestors and the role that the ancestors play in their 

marriage. Seven reports were received for this theme in which some of the participants’ 

responses were: I believe in God and ancestors, I associate ancestors with angels that send 

messages to God and from God (Participant 2); I believe in ancestors when you ask them 
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especially when parents are deceased they become your guardian angels and communicate 

with them about your problems (Participant 10); I invite my ancestors in my marriage or to 

request for a solution to a problem especially because I don’t have kids and if you do this 

you will eventually get them and I also invite my ancestors in my marriage by going to the 

grave yard, talk to them and request their blessings in my marriage (Participant 5); I believe 

in ancestors and I have experienced their blessings in my marriage (Participant 1). 

Theme 3: Coping through spiritual guidance 

Participants indicated that they can cope due to seeking divine guidance. Six reports were 

received on this theme with participant responses such as: To pray when having problems, 

pray to God for help (Participant 4); When I have problems I think of God and pray about my 

problem and this makes me feel better (Participant 5); Going to church, talking to the priest 

is very helpful because men prefer to talk to church elders mostly (Participant 2); I also pray 

about my problems and my marriage (Participant 11); I am an orphan and every time I go to 

my parent’s home I go to their graves and I feel energised after doing so. Unity and similarity 

of spiritual believers is important as spiritual institution also play an important role in families 

(Participant 6). 

Theme 4: African rituals build existential connectedness 

Some participants shared their personal connectedness to the ancestors and the value of 

rituals upholding such relatedness. Eight responses were received such as: I asked my 

ancestors for work and I got work and I believe that they are the ones who blessed me with 

work because every time I ask them I see changes (Participant 3); I have to go home during 

festive season and make a ritual of thanking them by making traditional beer umqombothi 

(Participant 5); I believe in ancestors and I was introduced through a ritual in the family of my 

husband. As a result, this fosters a good lobola process (Participant, 8). 

As far as their spiritual well-being is concerned, the participants presented a narrative 

of relational connectedness including belongingness and affiliation that is closely integrated 

with their spiritual beliefs. Every aspect of their lives reflects aspects of their African 

traditional beliefs, ceremonies and rituals (Mkhize, 2004). 

Fincham and Beach (2010) stated that marital stability is associated with religious or 

spiritual connectedness and found that couples who see their relationship within a religious 

or spiritual framework or tradition, experience high marital stability. Religious practices and 

participations seem to increase the person’s self-esteem and have a positive effect on their 

perception of life, life satisfaction and well-being. Participation in a spiritual/religious system 

may thus influence a person’s psychosocial well-being by affecting their perceptions of 
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themselves and their environment (Mahoney et al. 2013). Spirituality has also been identified 

as part of an important coping framework that facilitates individuals to deal with unpleasant 

and inevitable life demands that often are the result of experienced injustices (Pargament, 

2011). Koenig and Larson (2004) stated that spiritual well-being fosters a positive world-

view, gives meaning and purpose, psychological integration, hope, personal empowerment, 

a sense of control and guidance for decision making. 

Hazan and Shaver (1994) indicated that religious deities are potent attachment figures 

for Africans and the quality of the relationship with God is viewed as important in satisfying 

connection needs. Nsamenang (2006) described the African sense of selfhood as relating to 

an integration of social, spiritual and ancestral selfhood. Such beliefs and the ceremonies 

and rituals to strengthen them, are reflected in every aspect of daily living (Bakker, Mokwena 

& Simons, 1999). According to Delgado (2005), spirituality fosters inner peace and well-

being due to its involvement with a search for meaning and purpose in life, a sense of 

connection with others and a transcendence of the self. Leach and Lark (2004) indicated that 

spirituality fosters forgiveness, as well as promoting a sense of hope, while spirituality was 

viewed by various authors (Fabricator et al., 2004; Fiorito & Ryan, 2007; Perez, 2009, 2012) 

as promoting healthy inter-personal aspects such as interpretation, disclosure, adaptation 

and innovation, and that spiritual well-being has a positive relationship with marriage quality. 

Concluding Discussion 

 In this explorative, descriptive qualitative study, the aim was to understand a group of 

Batswana married women’s experiences relating to African marital symbols (lobola and the 

wedding ring), as well as whether (or not) such symbols had any bearing on their marriage 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being. Results were obtained by means of qualitative thematic 

analyses from which specific themes about lobola, the wedding band, marital satisfaction 

and spiritual well-being emerged. The following discussion is a brief conclusion, since the 

findings were fully discussed above in the presentation of the identified themes. 

The narrative presented by the women involved, was that lobola is regarded as a 

source of communal and personal value, meaning and purpose. Lobola is seen as a cultural 

obligation and a valued rite for African couples, from which stems the uniting of two families 

and showing of appreciation for their parental roles. Lobola gives social stature to the young 

husband and accords status to the bride in her community. Of importance was the women’s 

perception that the lobola custom and the meaning thereof, served as a strengthening factor 

in their marital relatedness and thus lead to enhanced marriage satisfaction. 

However, for at least half of the participants, the value of lobola was tainted and they 

experienced lobola’s adverse effects. Their narrative shared experiences of interference, 
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imposition and criticism by the husband’s mother, views that the cultural and societal values 

attached to lobola imposed constraints on a woman from escaping from a dysfunctional 

marriage, pressure on the woman to produce children or else be rejected and ostracised. 

Also that the perception that lobola had of late become a business transaction and the young 

woman is commercialised and sold as an object. The humiliating effect on, and attitudes 

toward women that stem from this practice, were strongly expressed by participants. 

Interestingly, even the negative experiences about lobola indicated that lobola is seen as an 

important cultural factor influencing (albeit adversely) the marital quality and thus satisfaction 

of African couples. 

The Batswana women involved mostly cherished their wedding rings and described 

the ring as a token that shows her marital status to the world and that she wears with pride. 

The ring to them symbolises their commitment as a couple to one another and to the shared 

meaning of their marriage. It has deep personal meaning and gives her relational esteem. 

The women deem the wedding band as highly valuable, but in a different way than just as a 

valuable piece of jewellery. 

As far as their marital satisfaction was concerned, the participating women mostly 

experienced their marriage as a caring environment, as a source of personal happiness and 

well-being, as the context for raising their children with much joy and satisfaction and by 

doing so, meeting the expectation and getting the approval of their cultural society. However, 

as discussed before, a few women shared their experience of marital discord which 

interestingly correspond with what is found in literature regarding features of marital 

dissatisfaction and discontent (see Gottman, 2007). 

The narrative regarding their spiritual well-being told about their experience of 

togetherness in shared spiritual religious activities, of their belief in the influence of ancestral 

beings in their marital well-being and of receiving blessings and guidance from their 

ancestors. The narrative stated that they cope with life challenges by means of spiritual 

guidance that they value African beliefs and the ceremonies and rituals involved as ensuring 

their existential connectedness. 

It is interesting to note that, although in the narratives about the wedding band, no 

direct mention was made of its contribution to their marital wellness, the nature of the 

themes implied that the ring symbolises (thus, attest to) the marriage as a satisfying union 

for them on a personal level. Equally, no mention was made of the role of lobola in their 

marital or spiritual well-being, even though a question in this regard was posed. It may be 

that the lobola practice has become such a deeply entrenched cultural belief system in 

African marriage, that its role in assuring marital harmony is assumed (see Mangena & 
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Ndlovu, 2013). The same argument may apply pertaining to lobola and their spiritual well-

being, due to the inseparable presence of ancestral spirits in every aspect of African life. 

Through lobola the ancestors are present and honoured at marriage and in African 

traditional religion the ancestral guidance is actively sought and revered. Therefore, through 

ancestral involvement, lobola becomes a spiritual ceremony, the meaning of which is 

interwoven into their understanding of spiritual well-being (see the work of Makiwane, 2004, 

and Nsameng, 2006). 

Furthermore, regarding the findings of this qualitative study, the theoretical essentials 

of both the symbolic interaction family theory and of social constructivist approaches, come 

to mind. It would seem that African marital symbols and the outcomes thereof in marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being, are realities embedded in socially constructed African 

culture and the meaning that such a cultural framework ascribes to all the aspects of life. 

Symbolic interaction theory states that each person creates their own reality and the 

meaning thereof in collaboration with their environment, which provides a rich context for 

construction and verification of meaning. Thus, the meaning found in marital symbols and 

the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being experienced by the women in this study, are 

based on social messages transmitted through cultural language and symbolism. Social 

interactions, lived experiences and shared meanings with others, structure their reality 

(Colman, 2001). Similarly, according to the social constructivist views, a person’s perceived 

reality is made up of a set of shared meanings that are socially constructed and reproduced 

through constant interaction and that is embedded in language, also symbolic language. A 

socially constructed system of significant symbols is defined as culture. Therefore, 

individuals do not have to construct many of our meanings, since we are born into the world 

of meanings that are provided by and learned from a given culture (Parker, 1998). 

Although the research described above rendered rich information on the topic 

explored, there were some limitations to this study. Firstly, only interviews were used to 

gather qualitative information on the topic. Future research could combine interviews with 

other qualitative methods such as drawings, stories or essays for further depth of narratives. 

Secondly, a group of married women for whom lobola had been paid, participated in this 

study. A further study could also include the views of younger and still unmarried women and 

also of men, which could bring other perspectives on the topic. 

In conclusion, the research question about the experience of Batswana married 

women regarding the role of African marital symbols in their marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being, was answered and the aim of the study was met. An understanding was gained 

about the deeply-valued cultural custom of lobola and the meaning attached to it by a group 

of married Batswana women, of the personal value that the wedding band has for them, of 



1 4 8  

 

their marital satisfaction and for some the lack thereof, and of their spiritual well-being and its 

embeddedness in ancestral presence. This study was the first of its kind, as far as could be 

established.  
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Abstract 

In this study, guidelines and relevant activities for a proposed marriage enrichment 

programme aimed at building, nurturing and maintaining the marriage and relational health 

and well-being of African couples, were presented. The guidelines were based on empirical 

findings from previous research and relevant literature. It was proposed that the programme 

consist of eight sessions during which couples, by means of couple dialogue and 

interactions with other couples in a group context, work on the following features of their 

relationships: commitment to the growth process; attention to the marriage as a caring 

environment; communication; identifying the individual and couple strengths; building 

friendship; trust and togetherness; conflict resolution; social support; and finally, commitment 

to sustained growth, nurturance and maintenance of their marriage quality and well-being. A 

concluding discussion was also given. 
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Proposed guidelines for a marriage enrichment programme for African couples will be 

discussed in this paper. The aims of such a programme will be toward instilling relational 

building, nurturing and maintaining skills in couples: in other words, positive relationship 

skills rather than repairing damaged skills (Peterson, 2006). Positive relational skills for close 

relationships such as marriage, has been proposed by various authors, for example: 

showing respect, acceptance and commitment; acknowledging positive behaviour and 

having more positive than negative interactions; emotional closeness and sharing needs for 

intimacy and power; focusing conflict on specific issues; rapidly repairing relational rifts; 

sharing forgiveness and gratitude; cultivating spiritual sharing and togetherness and 

managing different communication styles (Fincham, Stanley & Beach, 2007; Gottman & 

Notarius, 2002). 

The aim of this study was to propose guidelines for a marriage satisfaction and 

relational well-being programme that will equip African couples with knowledge of how to 

relate lobola cultural experiences and values to the quality of their long-term marriage 

relationships, as well as to continuously work toward marital satisfaction, positive feelings, 

relatedness thoughts and togetherness experiences. The proposed guidelines were 

informed by the results of empirical findings obtained from n=366 Batswana married women 

in a quantitative study and n=12 Batswana married women in a qualitative study, as well as 

from a literature review that preceded the empirical research. 

Marriage Enrichment 

Marriage education, marriage enrichment, and marital therapy/counselling are discreet forms 

of couples’ intervention (De Maria, 2005), wherein marriage enrichment (ME) is seen as a 

form of primary prevention in the area of relational health and well-being. The objectives of 

ME are to promote the couple’s commitment to mutual growth in the relationship; to develop 

a style of communication that fosters relational strengths, closeness and problem solving; to 

master conflict resolution and rift-repairing skills that build rather than break the relatedness; 

to disclose and share feelings and a need for closeness and intimacy that enhances the 

sense of togetherness (Markman, Stanley & Blumberg, 1994). 

ME is a chosen activity of couples who consider their marriage of primary importance 

and who are intentional about their marital growth and wellness. They usually commit to an 

ongoing ME group, where they can master positive interactive skills and other behavioural 

strengths with each other and often in the presence of other caring couples with the same 

purpose (International Encyclopedia of Marriage and Family: IEMF, 2003). 

De Maria (2005) warned that there is a historical myth that ME programmes are not 

recommendable for couples in marital distress, despite indications that such interventions 
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are often helpful for such distressed marriages. Therapists believe that ME activities are 

better suited for stable marriages (also engaged and newlywed couples) seeking 

enhancement of already committed and healthy relationships. Yet, studies have found that 

ME enrolments showed participants are often moderately to seriously distressed couples 

who seek ways to firstly save, and then improve their marriages (De Maria, 2005). 

ME uses multiple techniques to provide opportunities for couple growth. One such a 

technique is couple dialogue, where spouses reciprocally talk about their relational matters 

while other couples in the group listen. This exercise provides a much different dynamic of 

growth than in typical group discussions. A sense of safety and trust develops amongst the 

group’s couples and individual couples recognise that their issues are common to other 

marriages. ME holds the view that couples can, in a group process, help other couples and 

that the group encouragement affirms good interactional and communication skills in 

couples. The ME group focuses on strengths and growth in all couples involved (IEMF, 

2003). 

Facilitation of ME groups could either be done by marriage counsellors, trained ME 

facilitators or as often happens, by trained leader couples also known as facilitator 

participants. According to Olson and Olson (2000), the leader couple work on their own 

relationship and bring some of their issues to the front in their dialogue. Often their 

vulnerability encourages openness in other couples and such leader couples’ revelations by 

means of couples’ dialogue, have proved to be a disarming and most effective tool for 

growth offered by ME. As stated before, ME focuses on relational skills that promote 

strengths and growth in marriage and that over time create positive changes, as couples live 

out their healthy relational skills (IEMF, 2003). 

ME models 

Various ME programmes and models exist, of which a few well-known and researched 

models will be briefly described below. 

Association for Couples in Marriage Enrichment mode l 

In the ACME model (Association for Couples in Marriage Enrichment) developed by David 

and Vera Mace (1979), a leader couple facilitates the processes towards couples’ mutual 

engagement and dialogue. ACME’s guidelines to participating couples are: 

− Sharing is voluntary 

− Each spouse speaks for themself, showing equal partnership 

− Each spouse shares their own experience and gives their own perspective 

− Focus is on the couple’s relationship and their strengths to let it grow 
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− No advice or counselling is given 

− Confidentiality is essential (IEMF, 2003) 

The proposed outcomes of ACME programmes are that: 

− The couple learns to face and deal with whatever is unsettling in their 

relationship. 

− The couple can identify their issues without expert help. 

− The couple is intentionally motivated to let their relationship flourish and grow. 

− The couple is open to learn new opportunities and skills to assist them in their 

relational well-being. 

− The couple has dealt with painful issues of their relational past. 

− The couple recognises that anger is a given in healthy relationships, they work 

on resolving the issues and feelings behind the anger and always guard against 

hurtful or damaging anger expressions (Miller & Miller, 2000). 

PAIRS 

PAIRS is a marriage education programme based on a multi-dimensional model that 

includes and combines concepts, skills and values about love, intimacy and marriage 

(Gottman, 1994). PAIRS is emotionally focused and aims at strengthening secure 

attachment and emotional bonds in couples, through the teaching of and training in skills that 

enhance relationship competence and relational emotional intelligence. Theoretically, the 

PAIRS model integrates affective, behavioural and cognitive intervention models (De Maria, 

2005). PAIRS is a comprehensive, lengthy and intense programme that incorporates 

features of therapy, enrichment and education. It is a 16-week course with four intensive 

application workshops. PAIRS sessions start with a presentation followed by small group 

exercises, then group discussions and thereafter couples sharing and the application of skills 

that are learned (Gordon, 1994). 

PAIRS is an empirically-based approach and fair amounts of research have found the 

programme to be effective in increasing marital satisfaction and adjustment, reducing conflict 

and unhappiness. Follow-up research into PAIRS programmes have reported enduring 

changes for the better in marriage well-being, after 6-8 months (Jakubowski, Milne, Brunner 

& Miller, 2004). 

The Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program me 

The Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Programme (PREP) of Stanley, Trathen and 

McCain (1999) is a scientifically based and empirically tested model of teaching relationship 

education developed in the field of relationship health. PREP aims at modifying or enhancing 
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those dimensions of relationships that have empirically been linked to effective marital 

functioning. By employing cognitive behaviour, marital therapy and communication oriented 

ME activities, PREP aims to help couples maintain high levels of functioning and prevent 

marital problems from developing. Topics dealt with in a workshop format include 

communication, conflict management, commitment, friendship, sensuality, problem-solving 

and emotional supportiveness, to mention a few. In the workshops, a curriculum of about 

eight to fourteen hours of relationship education is presented, as well as intense skills 

training and application activities, couples interaction and dialogue (Stanley et al., 1999). 

PREP is by far the most extensively used and researched relational programme and 

has repeatedly been found to be a valid intervention to increase positive communication, 

couples’ confidence in marriage, relational problem-solving, relationship satisfaction and to 

decrease marital problems and divorce in over 30 000 couples (De Maria, 2005; Hawkins, 

Blanchard, Baldwin & Fawcett, 2008). 

Other ME programmes 

Apart from the three most prominent ME programmes used worldwide that were discussed 

above, many religious bodies have begun to employ ME programmes. Already in 1962, 

Father Gabriel Calvo began the Roman Catholic Marriage Encounter programme in order to 

heal family breakdown by focusing on the primary couple’s relationship. Many other religious 

institutions have followed the marriage encounter concepts and adopted them to their own 

religious perspectives (Hof & Miller, 1981 in IEMF, 2003). Some of these institutions follow 

the ME companionship approach such as the ACME, where marriage partners are seen as 

equals. Other approaches (mostly religious) emphasise that the husband is the head of the 

house and is therefore the leading party (undisputed). This one-vote-system, as it is often 

called, is prevalent in Middle Eastern and Asian countries (IEMF, 2003). It is unclear what 

the position in Africa would be, although keeping in mind that the lobola African marital 

custom is highly cherished and prevalent in most of Africa, one would guess that the man is 

revered as head of the family, as instructed by the lobola belief system (see Mangena & 

Ndlovu, 2013; Semenya, 2014). 

Finally, assessment tools to measure ME-related aspects have been developed. Olson 

(1998) developed the PREPARE/ENRICH inventory to measure readiness for marriage. The 

RELATE and FOCCUS inventories also help couples to become aware of their differences 

and similarities in preparation for marriage (IEMF, 2003). The Dyadic Adjustment Scale 

(DAS) of Spanier (1976) and the shorter Reviewed DAS or RDAS of Busby, Christensen, 

Crane and Larson (1995), are also often used. 

Above, marriage enrichment and models thereof were described. Below, the empirical 

background for the proposed ME guidelines of this study, will be discussed. 
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Empirical Background for Proposed ME Guidelines 

Previous research phases conducted in this study, quantitatively investigated and 

qualitatively explored marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of a group 

of Batswana married women. In the quantitative component of the study, the aim of the 

research was to determine the relationships between lobola and the wedding ring as 

conjugal symbols with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana women and 

whether the conjugal (matrimonial) symbols would predict marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being of these women. 

A convenience sample of n=366 married women was selected from a local university, 

churches, government departments and the community within the North-West Province of 

South Africa. The selected population was married women for whom lobola had been paid 

and who were in the age range of 30-60 years. 

Data was gathered from self-constructed questionnaires on lobola and wedding band 

perspectives and from validated questionnaires about marital satisfaction (Locke & Wallace, 

1959) and spiritual well-being (Fisher, 1998). Data was analysed by means of the Mplus 

7.31 statistical programme of Muthen and Muthen (1998-2014). Factor analyses with the 

mentioned variables identified the following six factors. 

The wedding ring means relational meaning and connectedness and is a symbol of 

marital status; lobola gives cultural attachment and meaning and is a symbol of relational 

status; marriage satisfaction; personal-, communal-, environmental- and transcendental 

spiritual well-being. 

Correlations between the identified factors found significant positive correlations of the 

wedding ring with lobola; relational meaning and connectedness with marriage satisfaction 

and with personal, communal and transcendental spiritual wellness; cultural attachment and 

meaning with marriage satisfaction and with personal, communal and transcendental 

spiritual wellness. Lobola as a symbol of relational status had significant negative 

correlations with transcendental spiritual wellness. 

Measurement and structural models were identified with good statistical fit and from 

the structural model direct pathways (path coefficients) were found of lobola as cultural 

attachment and meaning to personal and communal spirituality and to marriage satisfaction; 

of marriage satisfaction to personal, communal and transcendental spirituality; of the ring as 

relational meaning and connectedness to transcendental spirituality and to marriages 

satisfaction; of the ring as symbol of marital status to marriage satisfaction, with a negative 

path coefficient. The direct positively associated pathways of lobola as cultural attachment 

and meaning and the ring as relational meaning and connectedness to marriage satisfaction, 
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could be interpreted as precursors or antecedents. Equally so, the direct positive pathway 

coefficients of lobola as cultural attachment and meaning to personal and communal 

spirituality and of the ring as relational meaning and connectedness to transcendental 

spirituality. Also, marital satisfaction had significant positive direct pathways to personal, 

communal and transcendental spirituality, which could be seen as predictors. 

In other words, lobola as cultural attachment and meaning and the ring as relational 

meaning and connectedness could predict or antecede marriage satisfaction. The same 

lobola and ring factors could also predict or antecede personal, communal and 

transcendental spirituality respectively. Marriage satisfaction could predict personal, 

communal and transcendental spirituality. 

In the preceding qualitative research, data obtained from semi-structured interviews 

with n=12 Batswana married women were transcribed and analysed by means of thematic 

analysis. The main thematic findings were that lobola is viewed as a source of communal 

and personal value with much meaning and purpose, but that lobola could also have 

adverse effects. The wedding ring was reported to give relational commitment and meaning, 

personal status and esteem. Marital satisfaction was experienced through marriage as a 

caring environment, as a source of happiness, as a valued and culturally required context for 

raising children, but marriage was also seen as a source of discontent. Spiritual well-being 

was found in being together in spiritual activities, in valuing the role of ancestors in all 

aspects of their lives, in coping through spiritual guidance and in believing that African rituals 

build existential connectedness. In direct and indirect ways, the role of African marital 

symbols in the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of participants could be discerned. 

The findings of these studies indicated that marital symbols in African marriages were 

related to marriage satisfaction and to aspects of spiritual well-being of African couples. In 

this study, the proposed guidelines for a marriage enrichment programme are informed by 

literature and by the findings of the research given above. Such an ME approach is based on 

the assumption that through marriage education, skills could be taught and learned with 

which to build close relationships to foster optimal marriage relational well-being (Du Toit, 

Wissing & Khumalo, 2014; Gable & Gosnell, 2011; Gottman & Silver, 2000). Marriage 

education focuses on enhancing the dynamic factors that have proven to strengthen 

marriages. Through psycho-educational, interactional learning and experiential learning 

activities, relationship building and strengthening skills are conveyed to couples who seek 

out such growth-promoting opportunities (IEMF, 2003). 
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Theoretical Background for the Proposed Guidelines 

This study is approached from the theoretical, research and application frameworks of 

positive psychology, in which human strengths in all contexts of life are valued and in which 

the meaning that people seek, create and find, is seen as contributing to their happiness and 

well-being. In the scientific framework of positive psychology, human endeavours such as 

those studied here are valued, but vigorously studied and researched in order to understand 

and explain the mechanisms, patterns and processes that these behavioural practices 

establish and employ, as well as the outcomes thereof on the overall well-being of 

individuals and couples. Such knowledge would inform applied positive psychology aimed at 

facilitating optimal human functioning across all domains of life. Further, social psychology 

and especially the marriage relational component thereof, developmental psychology and 

aspects of socio-anthropology and African cosmology were also explored for this study. 

In the empirical research alluded to above, the theoretical conceptualisations of African 

marital symbols, marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being were reviewed. The same 

constructs would also serve as a theoretical conceptual framework for an ME programme 

such as the proposed one, aimed at promoting healthy and fulfilling marriage relationships 

for African couples. 

African marital symbols and practices 

Lobola 

The custom that relates to marriage amongst Black Africans across the African continent 

and that is known as the practice of bride wealth or lobola, is of importance here. Marriage in 

an African culture is viewed as the focal point of existence and a point where community 

members meet the departed, the living and those yet to be born, thereby repeating, 

renewing and revitalising generational history (Turaki, 1999). Semenya (2014) indicated that 

marriage for Africans establishes the essentials in life and in death, while Boshego (2006) 

emphasised the role of the community in the marriage ceremonies, since in African society, 

marriage is a vital mechanism for social control and social stability (Matope, Maruzani, 

Chauraya & Bondani, 2013). The lobola cattle, money or whatever items are used for 

marriage to occur, function as a symbolic means of establishing and sealing the conjugal 

relationship between the couple, their respective lineages, both the living and the dead, i.e. 

the ancestors or the shades (Semenya, 2014, Turaki, 1991). Lobola has deeply cherished 

meanings, which are discussed below. 
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The cultural-communal meaning 

The lobola cattle were seen as a way for both the bridegroom’s and bride’s families to 

maintain communication with their ancestral spirits about the union to be formed by the 

married couple. The cattle were also a sign of pride, showing to the brides’ families that their 

daughters will never starve when they join the bridegrooms’ family, thus it was a symbol of 

the ubumnumzane (manhood) of the umkhwenyane's (bridegroom’s) father, that they are not 

poor. Further, the lobola cattle were a token to the amathongo (ancestors) that isibaya (the 

lineage) is growing and as it grows it will create strong umuzi (family) for them (amathongo). 

In this way, lobola attached the bride to the bridegroom and his family, including the 

ancestral members of the family. The cultural importance of lobola in African society is well 

established (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Mekoa, 2014) and is viewed as 

having personal, socio-cultural and spiritual connotations (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). The 

lobola ritual is performed in order to restore, enhance or maintain a relationship between 

persons and spiritual powers and therefore no marriage should (according to cultural belief) 

take place without this process unfolding (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010).   

The familial meaning 

Lobola symbolises a guarantee of good faith and commitment on the part of both the 

husband’s and the wife’s families (Heeren, Jemmot, Tyler, Tshabe, & Ngwane, 2011; 

Thorpe, 1991). It is seen as a gift conveying an earnest belief in the successful outcome of 

the marriage, and as an act that both validates and shows the seriousness of binding the two 

families. In essence: lobola culturally legitimises the union of two people (Semenya, 2014); is 

a transaction between two families (May, 1983); is a token of appreciation and a way of 

thanking the bridal parents for bearing and rearing a wife for their son (Ansell, 2001; Heeren 

et al., 2011; Meekers, 1992); and serves as a unifying force, binding and cementing the 

relationship between two families (Bourdillon, 1997; Smith, 2003). Lobola also intends to 

reduce the divorce rate amongst African couples (Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Through the 

involvement of both families in the marital well-being of the couple and by providing support 

and advice on life issues, marital success was ensured and divorce prevented, a practice 

that had been part of African families for generations (Mawere & Mawere, 2010). 

The personal meaning 

On an individual note, lobola has meaning to both the husband and wife. According to 

Semenya (2014), lobola gives the husband status in his community as an adult man who 

has adhered to all cultural rites and who is mature enough to take responsibility for a family 

of his own. It accords the woman status in her family and society and makes her responsible 

to herself and her husband, their relatives and the community. By virtue of having been paid 



1 6 8  

 

lobola for, she is regarded as being customarily married, she can take part in family 

negotiations and decisions and lobola often serves as a source of security and comfort 

(Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013). For the couple, lobola gives cultural sanction to their union and 

is a symbolic means of establishing and sealing their conjugal relationship (Semenya, 2014). 

Lobola is understood as a token that indicates reciprocal emotional connectedness and a 

source of value and strength for the marital relationship. Furthermore, lobola ideally 

symbolises eternal and unbroken satisfaction with each other as spouses and is seen as a 

passport to a healthy marriage and family life (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013).  

Spiritual-ancestral meaning of lobola 

Africans believe that lobola has deep personal and spiritual meaning to those involved. The 

African Christian customary marriage ceremony that entails the payment of lobola is one of 

seeking God’s blessings on a marriage and proclaims that marriage is a divine institution 

(Ngundu, 2011). The rituals surrounding such a marriage also emphasise the continuity of 

life through procreation and the payment of lobola serves as a key to procreation in African 

marriages. A marriage with children ensures continued existence for the ancestors who will 

in turn bless the marriage and strengthen commitment between partners (Ansell, 2001; 

Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010; Mbiti, 1991). Many rituals, such as lobola, exist in African culture 

around these beliefs (Turner, 1973), including activities that bring comfort or joy and 

strengthen the linkage of all involved with eternal ancestral guidance. The lobola rituals are 

also performed in order to create and maintain a relationship between human beings and 

divine spirits and are associated with important human events like birth, marriage, death, 

planting and harvest, during which the blessings of God and the ancestors are celebrated 

(Mbiti, 1991). 

There are however negative constructions around the practice of lobola as reflected in 

some studies and these are centred on the view that the practice of lobola has become 

commercialised in society and that brides’ families often ask high prices. In addition, 

critiques of lobola argue that it is a source of oppression for women, that it perpetuates 

gender inequality and that fathers of the brides (to be) use lobola as an escape from poverty 

(Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 2010). Kambarami (2006), and Matope et al., (2013) 

agreed with the negative connotations of lobola as exacerbating gender-based violence, 

being commercialised, having lost its real function and value and that men use it as a tool to 

exploit, oppress and dominate women, in other words to maintain the masculine dominated 

and patriarchal discourses in society. Further, Billington, Strawbridge, Greensides and 

Fitzsimons (1991) argued that while cultural practices are intended to shape behaviour, 

people do not always adhere to the guidelines of their culture. It is therefore not uncommon 

to find that some individuals abuse the practice of lobola while others attempt to dilute and 
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trivialise or abolish the practice. Following from their research about the perceptions of 

lobola among university students, Chireshe and Chireshe (2010) concluded that, like all 

traditional customs, the practice of lobola is open to misuse and distortion in the modern 

world. 

The wedding ring 

The wedding ring as a conjugal symbol of the couple’s commitment to one another and to 

their unity in marriage (Feeney, 2002), was adopted into the African marriage culture. In the 

ancient Egyptian culture, a man would weave a special cord and tie it around the waist of the 

mate he wanted to marry. The belief was that when he did this, her spirit entered his body 

and she was bound to him eternally. Initially, such ancient rings were made from vegetation, 

but later it required replacement by more lasting materials, and bone, ivory and leather were 

used (Anonymous, 2002). The ancient Egyptians also believed that a vein in the fourth finger 

of the left hand travelled directly to the heart and thus that a person who is married should 

be identified by a ring worn on the fourth finger of the left hand. Despite the fact that it is an 

ancient practice in marriage, the wedding ring is still mostly worn on this specific finger in 

modern times (Anonymous, 2002). 

A ring is circular and therefore never-ending, which symbolises how long spouses’ love 

should endure. The circle has always had significance from ancient cultures to the present 

as a symbol of wholeness and perfection, while its endlessness portray oneness and unity 

that has no beginning and no end. It is also the symbol of the sun, earth and universe and 

represents holiness, perfection and peace (Fletcher, 2004; Geron, 2005). According to Dion 

and Dion (1988), and Glenn and Kramer (2004), a wedding ring is a symbol of a person’s 

love and commitment to their spouse. The ring is still used as a declaration to the world that 

the couple is betrothed, with a commitment to caring, loyalty and unending love and support 

(Fletcher, 2004; Geron, 2004). It would seem that whereas lobola has mostly communal and 

cultural depth and meaning, the wedding band has value on a more individual and personal 

level for the couple. 

Symbolism, symbols and rituals 

Symbolism in general refers to the practice of using symbols to convey a deeper meaning or 

message about an aspect of reality (Reber & Reber, 2001). Symbols according to Croty 

(1998), refer to anything of value that could be indicated, like a doctrine, a principle, a 

language, etc. Human beings use conversations as symbols to interpret their reality and the 

subjective meanings attached to these conversations are embedded in symbols. On a daily 

basis, symbols are constantly used as a form of communication, interpretation and meaning, 

as fostered through social interactions (Van der Merwe, Van Eeden & Van Deventer, 2010). 
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A symbol is also viewed as a fusion of the powers believed to be inherent in the objects, 

relationships, events and histories represented by symbols. A symbol could be an object that 

represents or suggests an idea, visual image, belief, an action or a material entity. Symbols 

depict the meaning of the phenomenon that is represented, is based on culture and often 

serve as a source of guidance amongst human beings (Croty, 1998). From this statement it 

can be assumed that lobola and the wedding band are such symbols, since they serve as a 

source of guidance to the marrying partners and families within a culture and represent the 

power believed to be embedded in marriage as a societal institution. 

Croty (1998) further stated that symbols are not static, for they are fostered by their 

purpose and interpretations in symbolic interactions. Such interactions are called rituals 

(Turner, 1973) and are forms or rites that have to do with a ceremony. Any ritual involves 

actions and words, and for the purposes of this study the actions would entail the various 

ceremonial activities like dancing and singing that ensues during the lobola and marriage 

ceremony. A ritual is usually performed in order to restore, enhance or maintain a 

relationship between persons or between persons and spiritual powers, for example: 

appeasing angry ancestors; initiating a baby into the community; farewell speech for a 

woman who leaves her parents for marriage; a send-off of the dead and praying that they 

should be accepted by the living dead or departed spirits; purifying individuals or groups 

after breaking a taboo (Turner, 1973). In this instance, the lobola ritual is performed in order 

to enhance and maintain a relationship between human beings, like the bride, the groom and 

their respective families, but also with their respective ancestral spirits. 

The above discussion was aimed at contextualising this research in the African cultural 

milieu in which the marital symbols are embedded and from which it can be assumed that 

the meaning of such symbols may influence and even be manifested in the marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being of African couples. Below, marriage satisfaction which is 

the proposed outcome of any ME programme, is briefly reviewed. 

Marriage satisfaction 

Research on marital satisfaction has identified numerous factors that contribute to a 

satisfactory marital union characterised by caring among partners, such as experiencing 

love, trust, respect and fidelity (Kaslow & Robinson, 1996; Rosen-Gradon, 1998), social 

support, commitment, equity of tasks and gender roles, and sexual interaction (Bradbury & 

Lavner, 2012; Kaslow & Robinson, 1996; Rosen-Gradon, 1998). Dew (2009) also identified 

factors that influence marital satisfaction, marital stability and marital quality, the latter 

viewed by Dew (2009) as a characteristic of the relationship between spouses, despite the 

individual feelings of the partners. Quality of marriage was described by Dew (2009) as the 
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relational interaction between background and contextual factors, individual traits and 

behaviours of spouses as well as couples’ response processes. 

Couples’ interactional processes that have an impact on marital satisfaction are 

amongst others, similarity in socio-economic backgrounds and religious affiliation values, as 

well as the interactional history of the couple (Dew, 2009). Bradbury and Lavner, (2012) 

indicated that the interactional history of the couple is constituted by their patterns of 

communication, conflict and consensus building, physical aggression, expression of interest, 

affection and humour. Irrespective of how marital satisfaction or marital quality was 

conceptualised, certain factors appeared to remain common to happy couples. These 

couples tend to spend time in joint activities, often use humour, engage in affectionate 

touching, are less critical of and hostile towards each other, and seldom engage in 

arguments (Steven, Kiger & Riley, 2001). 

Diener (2000) observed that married people are generally happier and more satisfied 

with life than unmarried people across all ages, income levels, education levels, cultures and 

racial groups. According to Fielding (2003), marriage is the only significant bottom-up 

predictor of life satisfaction for both men and women. It was however found that marriage as 

such does not increase happiness and satisfaction, but those who were satisfied with their 

lives in general, may reap greater benefits from marriage. Diener (2000) reported that 

marriages with positive interactions, emotional expressiveness and cooperating role sharing 

are associated with greater life satisfaction. This was found with couples reporting positive 

effects in a variety of life areas, due to marital relations that foster self-disclosure, support, 

opportunities for emotional intimacy, trust and openness. 

After prolonged and extensive research on relationship health, Gottman, Drive and 

Tabares (2002) proposed a model that emerged from the systematic analyses of patterns 

and dynamics in healthy couple interactions. They (Gottman, Drive & Tabares, 2002) 

identified seven levels of what they called the Sound Relationship House (SRH). These 

levels are: (1) creating positive affect through a strong marital friendship forms the basis for 

effective resolution of differences; (2) the fondness and admiration system and the amount 

of respect and affection couples feel for and are willing to express to each other; (3) turning 

towards versus turning away from each other describe how well connected the couple is in 

the discrete interactions of everyday life. Gottman et al.  (2002) described turning toward as 

the emotional connection between the couple that includes, for example reciprocated 

interest, excitement, humour, affection and validation or support; (4) the existence of the first 

three levels results in positive sentiment override, evidenced by the presence of positive 

affect during problem-solving discussions and the success of repair attempts during conflict 
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resolution; (5) regulating conflict affect for problem solving discussions and creating repair 

attempts during conflict resolution. 

 White and Klein (2008) indicated that conflict was necessary in order to resolve issues 

and disagreements as well as to improve communication and interaction; (6) making dreams 

and aspirations come true by honouring one another’s goals. Focusing on such goals and 

aspirations can also help people find shared meaning within a conflict; (7) creating shared 

meaning include the all-important goals, narratives, myths and metaphors about marriage 

and family. Informal and formal rituals of connection are the ways in which couples share 

meaning in their lives and it stems from their individual and shared cultural backgrounds. 

The couples’ ability to create shared meaning and purpose serves to expand the marital 

friendship, which is the first principle of a happy stable marriage (Gottman, Drive & Tabares, 

2002). The SRH model has been widely used in couples’ therapy and education just and as 

widely researched (Navarra, Gottman & Gottman, 2016). It has become a research-based 

therapeutic intervention, as well as a marriage education programme that promotes marital 

health and relationship well-being in couples. 

In an African sense, lobola and the marital band (ring) symbolise affectional bonds for 

married couples, in which the two partners engage in emotional proximity to one another. 

Healthy spousal attachment is an integral part of a good marriage since it fosters the 

commitment and well-being of partners and seems to be the foundation of the emotional 

climate that nurtures a marriage (Feeney, 2008; Gottman et al., 2002). 

Lastly, Myers (2000) was of the opinion that marriage confers a range of benefits on 

people that fosters their well-being. Marriage provides emotional and physical intimacy, a 

context within which to build a family, it gives social roles and skills and offers a context for 

identity affirmation and personal growth. Married individuals are also physically and 

emotionally healthier and it would seem that marriage buffers a person against certain risks 

leading to poor health (Peterson, 2006). A good marital relationship even seems to have 

direct effects on the efficiency of the immune functioning of married couples (Kiecolt-Glaser 

& Newton, 2005). 

Spiritual well-being 

As was mentioned in the preceding discussion, the experience of marital well-being in 

African couples is often closely linked to their spiritual well-being. Although the ME 

programme proposed in this study is mainly aimed at the marital wellness of couples, their 

spirituality forms an important background to consider. 

Spirituality has been defined as a relationship with a transcendent being that could 

foster a sense of meaning, purpose and mission in life. Such a relationship could produce 
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salutary change in a person, like an increased sense of altruistic love, and has a discernible 

effect upon one’s relationships to creation, self, others and the most high (Hodge, 2000). A 

common theme in the various ways that spirituality is conceptualised is that spirituality 

represents a search for the sacred. 

Ellison’s (1983) viewpoint of spiritual well-being comprised of an existential, 

psychosocial or horizontal dimension and a vertical or religious-spiritual dimension. The 

vertical component refers to wellness in the relationship with God or the spiritual higher 

other, while the horizontal component refers to an inner sense of purpose and life 

satisfaction. Ellison saw a bi-directional relationship between the spiritual and existential 

dimensions and stated that “if we are spiritually healthy we will feel generally alive, 

purposeful and fulfilled, but only to the extent that we are psychologically healthy as well” 

(1983, p.332 as cited by Du Toit et al., 2014). 

In African culture and cosmology, there is very little difference between the concepts 

religion and spirituality. Religious practices demonstrate how people express their spiritual 

beliefs in practical terms and are ways in which humans respond to spiritual beings believed 

to influence one’s life. Hazan and Shaver (1994) indicated that religious deities are potent 

attachment figures for Africans and the quality of the relationship with God is viewed as 

important in satisfying connection or relational needs. Research has further shown that 

religious practices and participations may increase the person’s self-esteem and have a 

positive effect on one’s perception of life, life satisfaction and well-being. Participation in a 

spiritual/religious system may influence a person’s psychosocial well-being by affecting their 

perceptions of themselves and their environment (Mahoney, Leroy, Kusher, Padgett & 

Grimes, 2013). 

Chapman (1987) indicated that spiritually-well individuals show tendencies of trust, 

honesty, integrity, altruism, compassion and service in their interactions with others and such 

characteristics in couples will contribute to them being happy and content in their marriage. 

In the same regard, Koenig (2004) reported that spiritual well-being fosters intra-personal 

health with a positive world-view, a sense of meaning and purpose, psychological 

integration, hope, personal empowerment, a sense of control and guidance for decision 

making. Spirituality was further viewed by various authors (Fabricatore, Handal, Rubio & 

Gilner, 2004; Fiorito & Ryan, 2007; Perez, 2009, 2012) as promoting healthy inter-personal 

aspects such as interpretation, disclosure, adaptation and innovation and that spiritual well-

being has a positive relationship with marriage quality. Liu (2008) identified love, belonging 

and self-esteem as spiritual goods, while Leaches and Lark (2004) stated that spirituality 

fosters forgiveness, as well as promoting a sense of hope and has bearing on both marital 

and spiritual well-being. 
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As far as the role of spirituality in marital well-being is concerned, Perez (2012) 

identified factors of spirituality in marriage, such as the shared relationship with God. This 

reflects the couple’s understanding of a relationship with God and the value and importance 

they give to this relationship in their marriage. Delgado (2005) further maintained that 

individuals who have found spiritual meaning are capable of integrating the biological, social 

and psychological aspects of life and therefore, spirituality is seen as a powerful factor in 

shaping people’s decisions and behaviours in their quest for meaning in life and even within 

their marital relationship. 

Having briefly reviewed relevant literature pertaining to this study, the context framing 

proposed ME guidelines will be considered below. 

Contextual Factors for Proposed Guidelines 

As stated before, this study is based on the frameworks of positive psychology and 

particularly on the emerging field of applied positive psychology. All the work done in applied 

positive psychology emphasize that the psychosocial context in which any intervention is 

aimed at positive behavioural (also relational) change, is paramount. Donaldson (2011) 

stated that any intervention should ask whether the evidence that have been examined, 

apply to application and context. He advised that all applications should be designed to 

answer questions such as “what works for whom, where and why, for what and when?” 

(Donaldson, 2011, p. 219). Lyubomirsky (2007) posed that all people (and couples) have 

unique needs, interests, values, resources and inclinations that would cause them to put 

effort into and benefit from some applications (activities and strategies) more than others. 

The author stated that activities employed in an intervention should be matched to the 

individual and their psychosocial context, for which purpose she introduced the person-

activity fit concept and operationalised it into the Person-Activity Fit Diagnostic (Lyubomirsky, 

2007). She succinctly linked her person-activity fit view to the ancient wisdom of Aristotle 

who said: “Different men seek happiness in different ways and by different means, and so 

make for themselves different modes of life“ (Lyubomirsky, 2007, p. 69). 

Referring to the contextualisation of all intervention activities, Linley and Joseph (2004) 

stated that practical applications toward well-being should acknowledge, that the 

effectiveness of a particular intervention will be influenced by the psychosocial context and 

the nature of those involved. Effective interventions target developmental contexts that are 

salient for a particular group or sub-group of individuals, which in the case of this study of 

proposed ME guidelines, would mean couples who wish to improve on their marriage and 

relational wellness. Linley and Joseph (2004, p.4) defined applied positive psychology as 

“the application of positive psychology research to the facilitation of optimal functioning”. The 
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authors explained that such applications seek to promote optimal functioning across the full 

range of human behaviour in order to enable health and fulfilment. They further elaborated 

that: 

• Applications in positive psychology are not prescriptive and do not dictate, it is 

facilitative in the sense that it enables people to achieve their well-being objectives. 

• Optimal functioning is a broad term for valued psychosocial processes and outcomes. 

These may be valued subjective experiences, positive individual (or a couple’s) traits or 

other social/civic virtues that promote social well-being. 

• Applied positive psychology is fully mindful of the social and cultural contexts in which 

people’s lives are embedded and of the values that give meaning to their life 

experiences. 

• Applications in positive psychology may aim at both alleviating distress and promoting 

the well-being functioning of people. Such applications aim to facilitate optimal 

functioning by moving clients to beyond the zero point of distress or dysfunctioning. 

Rather than just solving the problem until the symptoms are dealt with, positive 

psychological interventions aim to facilitate clients’ development fully toward optimal 

functioning (i.e. the presence of well-being and other valued states and characteristics) 

(Linley & Joseph, 2004). 

Lyubomirsky (2007) emphasised the importance of designing growth activities that would 

last and be sustainable. She introduced the “critical mechanisms of action” (p. 266), 

grounded in scientific literature, with which to design effective intervention activities. She 

referred to the five “hows” behind sustainable happiness related behaviour: 

• The first “how” is positive emotion and she cited the words of Benjamin Franklin: 

“Happiness consists more in small conveniences or pleasures that occur every day, than 

in great pieces of good fortune that happen but seldom” (p. 270). 

• The second “how” is optimal timing and variety, not allowing activities to become boring 

and repetitive. 

• The third “how” is social support, which refers to all kinds of assistance and comfort 

provided by others, especially those with whom one has strong and meaningful 

relationships. 

• The fourth “how” is motivation, effort and commitment about which Elizabeth Gilbert said: 

“You have to participate relentlessly in the manifestations of your own blessings. And 

once you achieved a state of happiness, you must never become lax about maintaining it, 

you must make a mighty effort to keep swimming upward into that happiness … ” (p. 

286). 
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• The fifth “how” is habit, about which Lyubomirsky (2004) stated that it takes a great deal 

of effort and determination to become happier, but that the effort is greatest at the 

beginning and diminishes over time, as the new behaviours and practices become 

habitual. 

The essence of interventions toward experiencing happiness for both individuals and 

couples according to Lyubomirsky’s approach, is thus that: happiness behaviour activities 

should bring about positive emotions; feeling good about oneself; the relationship and the 

context of change; timing and variety of growth activities should optimally aim at being 

pleasant, interesting, sense making and practically do-able; social support should be actively 

engaged in towards being encouraged, reinforced, motivated and energised in the growth 

seeking behaviour; motivation, effort and commitment should be constantly renewed and 

refocused onto the goal of achieving growth and well-being as an individual and for couples; 

happiness, growth and well-being fostering behaviour should become habitual, internalised 

and valued (Lyubomirsky, 2007). 

Finally, as was previously mentioned, ME approaches make use of the group context 

within which to facilitate couples’ relation building and well-being skills. The ME view is that 

couples can, in a group process, help other couples to grow and master relational 

challenges and that group interaction and encouragement affirm sound communication and 

couples’ disclosure skills (IEMF, 2003). Yalom (1975) stated that group members can 

identify with others in the group and share characteristics including challenges, hopes and 

aspirations. In doing so, a sense of belongingness develops which has a unique growth-

promoting dynamic. Walker-Williams (2012) showed that the group offers a safe and 

contained environment wherein members could voice their needs, goals and challenges and 

explore differences and similarities without the fear of being judged. Group interactions and 

processes often steer the growth and problem-solving processes and are an effective tool 

toward positive change (Lopez, 2008). The guidelines for ME proposed below are intended 

for groups of African couples who wish to work together towards improving or enriching their 

marriage relationship. 

Proposed Guidelines for a Marriage Enrichment Progr amme with African Couples 

Guidelines were originally developed in the nursing sciences as a set of recommendations 

for developing appropriate core processes in the enhancement of health practices and for 

improving intervention outcomes (Shekelle, Woolf, Eccles & Grimshaw, 1999). The proposed 

framework of eight guidelines of this study would aim at the development of African couples’ 

skills and competence in building and enhancing their marriage relationships. The basic 

approach of the ME models described before, would be followed for structure of the 
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programme, but content would be based on needs expressed by couples and in line with 

empirical findings of previous phases of this broad study. 

An environment that is conducive for relational growth such as that envisaged by this 

ME programme, would entail: 

• fostering strengths, social support and the ability to cope with change; 

• establishing positive helping relationships; 

• maintaining hope and expectations; and 

• using relevant and respectful methods acceptable to couples (adapted from Saleeby, 

2006). 

In this proposed ME programme, eight group sessions are suggested, lasting about three 

hours each, with a short break halfway through. Each group will be comprised of four or five 

couples and initially facilitated by a trained facilitator. 

Guideline 1: Preparing for engagement in the marria ge growth programme 

To start an ME programme, the environment and atmosphere in which a relational growth 

and well-being programme will be facilitated, need to be established. The facilitator is 

instrumental in creating an open, honest, comfortable and motivating setting in which the 

climate is engaging, safe and supporting and could lead to mutual trust. Such a climate is 

essential for couples to relate, explore and express themselves about their relational 

experiences and concerns (Yalom, 1975). Furthermore, the person/couple-programme fit 

should be established (Lyubomirsky, 2007), as well as the motivation and readiness of 

couples to engage in and commit to an eight-week programme of relational growth, including 

activities, open discussions and facilitated disclosure about aspects of their relationships. 

Our marriage as a happy place: Embarking on our jou rney towards well-being in our 

marriage  

Aim:  To create a conducive setting and climate for couples to relax, interact, share their 

views and formulate goals and strengths with which to engage in a sensitive but 

stimulating programme, being supported and not judged. 

Actions: 

1. Introduction and facilitator presents the basic views of ME, namely building the 

marriage, finding the good and what is strong and working by means of interaction 

towards closeness, problem solving and feeling good. Facilitator fosters an open-

minded and mostly positive attitude in all commitment to the ME process and discussion 

of ground rules. 
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2. Couples discuss and compile an agreement about mutual hopes, expectations and 

goals to achieve during the ME process. 

3. Where did our journey start? Unstructured discussion of the growth of their relationship. 

4. What building blocks to our marriage came from our culture and family? Explore the 

lobola experiences and values. 

5. Where are we now and what strengths have we acquired to build from here onwards? A 

drawing or collage could be used. 

6. Reflection, feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome:  Couples begin to engage with the facilitated ME context, orientate themselves to 

the activities and begin to explore their own awareness with ease and curiosity, 

formulate their goals and commit to the invitation towards relational growth. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

Walker-Williams (2012) stated the importance of building rapport and setting a stage for 

meaningful participation in the group process toward growth. A climate that is open and 

accepting would contribute to establishing flexible group boundaries and agreements. 

Lyubomirsky (2007) emphasised the importance of ensuring fit of the person (or couple) to 

the programme and that the context from which the person comes should be considered. 

Guideline 2: Our marriage as a caring environment 

This guideline portrays a theme that emerged in the preceding qualitative study of this 

research and it is in line with one of the basic principles of ME, which state that ME is aimed 

at couples who deem their marriage of primary importance and who are intentional about 

their relational growth and choose to do something about it (IEMF, 2003; Markman et al., 

1994). The PREP model of ME has a component of emotional supportiveness (Hawkins et 

al., 2008) and Gottman’s seven levels of the Sound Relational House (Gottman, Driver & 

Tabares, 2002) described the creation of the marriage as a safe emotional space of 

belongingness. Such mutual emotional growth features are the focus of this guideline. 

Our marriage as a safe space for you and me 

Aim: To touch on emotional well-being and happiness in the couple’s experiences of 

togetherness, keeping in mind the cultural constraints on emotionality especially for 

African men. 

Actions: 
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1. Presentation of the video of Gottman et al.’s Sound Relational House (2002). 

2. Couple’s discussion of: How safe do you feel with me and I with you? What do we need 

to build into our marital house? 

3. Demonstrate their marital house by means of a drawing and by explaining it in the group 

discussion. 

4. Couple’s discussion on social support from family and other cultural values and customs 

that would further secure their marriage. 

5. Giving each other a greeting card with one statement about their intention towards 

taking care of their marital house. Discussion and mutual expression of appreciation. 

6. Feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome: An awareness was established in every couple of their need to experience their 

marriage as a safe, caring and happy place in which they and their children could 

thrive. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

Navarra et al. (2016) reported evidence-based intervention studies using the Sound 

Relationship House Model. The metaphor of marriage as a house or a safe dwelling was 

also used in recent research about the validity of the Prevention and Relationship Education 

Programme (PREP) (Tonelli, Pregulman & Markman, 2016). 

Guideline 3: Let’s talk about it 

Every ME programme and other marriage education curricula aimed at healthy marriage and 

relational well-being, include a component of sound communication. Also, the women who 

participated in prior qualitative research stated their need for more and healthier 

communication in their marriages. In this guideline, basic communication skills as well as 

dialogue features such as attentive listening, active and constructive responding and 

communication of danger signs, are discussed. 

Come and talk to me 

Aim: To familiarise couples with the communication skills that will foster affection, respect, 

commitment, intimacy and friendship. 

Activities: 

1. Facilitator explores cultural views about and couples’ needs relating to their relational 

communication. Then a presentation and video on communication in marriage is given. 
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2. Please listen to me: Attentive listening is facilitated with the focus on hearing vs 

listening, sharing what was understood and feedback of feeling listened to and 

understood. 

3. The active and constructive responding model of Seligman (2011) is facilitated, and 

active and constructive vs passive and constructive, active and destructive vs passive 

and destructive styles are demonstrated and experienced. 

4. Communication potholes: Discussion and experience of being interrupted or silenced, 

being ignored, being misunderstood; guessing or mind-reading, being told what to think 

or feel (or what not to), refusal to talk and withdrawal. How did these rejections make us 

feel? 

5. Communication rescues: To de-escalate tension and refocus on communication make 

use of mutual “time out” or “taking a break” agreements when a conversation is not 

going well. 

6. Showing care, appreciation and a non-blaming, non-naming or non-shaming approach 

in interactions – discuss and explore together how to develop and uphold it in all 

communication. 

7. Make a drawing or collage representing themselves in supportive and caring interaction. 

8. Feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome: The couples understand the essentials of relationship building and nurturing 

communication and can apply the skills in their own togetherness. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

Lambert, Fincham, Gwinn and Ajavi (2011) referred to daily relationship deposits or 

relational bank accounts that relate to Gottman’s emotional bank account (Navarra et al., 

2016) which is built up of supportive and meaningful communication and interaction on a 

daily basis. Tonelli et al. (2016) observed how important the teaching of good 

communication skills are as part of the PREP ME programme, in order to enable couples to 

protect, preserve and restore positive connections. Seligman (2011) reported on a positive 

life skills programme for soldiers called Comprehensive Soldier Fitness (CSF) that has an 

essential component of communication to foster their relational well-being in general, but 

especially to enable them to heal and re-build their marriages after the rifts caused by 

deployment to military actions. The active and constructive responding model is used 

extensively in this CSF programme (Seligman, 2011). 
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Guideline 4: Let’s find our mutual strengths and th ose in our being together 

In the evidence obtained from preceding studies of this research, the meaning of marital 

symbols to African women was found in their perception that such symbols represented 

sources of relational meaning and connectedness, as well as of cultural attachment and 

meaning. This guideline is in line with such findings and intends to give couples an 

understanding of the strengths available to them to build their marriage. If practically 

possible, couples should be guided to do the character strengths survey, VIA-IS of Peterson 

and Seligman (2004) at http://www.viastrengths.org and to bring their feedback on personal 

signature strengths to the ME meeting. 

 

The strengths in you, me and us 

Aim: To let couples identify and affirm the unique qualities that each of them brings to their 

marriage, as well as strengths available to them from their broad social environment. 

Actions: 

1.  Bridge building exercise (Larson, 1986). 

 

Ask the couple to construct their strength bridge. Firstly, they put in the blocks 

reciprocally: What do I see as your strengths? Then they individually add: What are my 

strengths that I invest in our marriage? In the bridge, they put other strengths that they 

value in building their relationship. 

2. Sharing in discussion what they have newly discovered about each other and give 

affirmation and appreciation to each other. 

3. If VIA-IS survey strengths have been obtained, they are shared and discussed in 

relation to the above experience of mutual strengths: Did you know I also had these 

strengths? 

4. Couples’ private discussion on: In which part of our being together do I need your 

strength and how will it help me to handle things? 

5. Make a collage of their marriage as a structure of their strengths. 

6. Feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome: The couples gained an understanding of the relationship as dependent on both 
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their strength contributions, as well as the discovery and affirmation of each 

other’s unique personal strengths. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

The relational dynamics of uniqueness and togetherness in terms of strengths and of 

personality characteristics, are features of most ME models (Duncan, 2015; Mberengwa & 

Johnson, 2003; Tonelli et al., 2016). Fincham and Beach (2010), and Greeff (2013) indicated 

the strengths in relationships that underpinned family resilience and marriage growth and 

well-being (also see Gable & Gosnell, 2011). 

Guideline 5: Mapping of our relation’s landscape 

Qualitative themes that emerged from previous research in this broad study, showed the 

women’s longing for trust, friendship, shared happiness experiences and other features of 

relational closeness. Furthermore, the lobola marriage custom for African couples, in 

essence, intended to unite the couple in a permanent loving, nurturing and caring 

relationship (Chirese & Chirese, 2010). This guideline attempts to touch on such features 

and be in line with views of Gable and Reis (2010), Gottman and Silver (2000), and Meunier 

and Baker (2012) about the characteristics of loving, lasting and fulfilling relationships. 

Let’s take hands in exploring our relation’s rich l andscape 

Aim: To make couples aware of nurturing actions that build trust and friendship between 

them and to guide them toward using mutual minding behaviour. Culture sensitivity is 

crucial. 

Actions: 

1. Facilitator to present literature-based information on relational nurturance through 

building and maintaining love maps, expressing fondness and admiration, mutually 

turning towards play and humour. 

2. Becoming best friends. Couples explore the belongingness and friendship needs in one 

another and how they can mutually relate to those needs in their togetherness. 

3. Couples share their love maps and update their understanding of each other’s unique 

thoughts, feelings, preferences, needs, stresses and joys. Undertake to frequently revisit 

their love maps. 

4. Sharing fondness and appreciation – giving and receiving emotional care and attention. 

5. Turning towards, not away from – attending to their self-sharing (self-disclosure). 
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Understanding and responding to mutual bids for attention, to stop, look, listen and 

respond to each other. To build an emotional bank account by interested, constructive 

and enthusiastic responses to one another (Gottman et al., 2002). 

6. Revisiting the trust between them. Do you trust me with your thoughts, feelings, fears, 

hopes, plans, secrets – a shared disclosure between partners. Also, how to deepen the 

trust in their relationship. 

7. Let’s dance together often – sharing their enjoyment of each other in every aspect, their 

fun activities. Also, how to build in more humour and joy into their togetherness – 

personal small rituals. 

8. Make a collage of their relationship depicting the above features of a marital friendship. 

9. Feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome: Couples gained an understanding of the friendship component that characterises 

all close marriages and know that and how they can foster it in their 

relationships. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

As was stated above, Gottman and Silver (2000), and Gable and Reis (2010), as well as 

Navarra et al. (2016) wrote extensively on the friendship dynamics in marriages with well-

being. Furthermore, Fredrickson (2013) conceptualised that love is a micro-moment of 

positivity resonance, that is a connection based on positive emotions shared with another 

person. She describes that a sense of safety, a connection and responsivity are 

preconditions of this love. It is an energy between two people, a synchrony between them, a 

mutual responsivity. 

Guideline 6: Let’s deal with our conflicts 

A strong theme that emerged from the qualitative narratives with participating women in a 

preceding study, was the hurt and loss of marriage satisfaction due to unresolved conflicts. 

This guideline aims at developing or enhancing couples’ conflict resolution skills, which is 

also in line with the ME approaches universally (Holford & Snyder, 2012; Markman & 

Rhodes, 2012). 

Please, let’s handle our issues that hurt 

Aim: To develop or refine conflict resolution and problem-solving skills in couples in order to 

prevent and heal relational damage. 
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Actions: 

1. A presentation and video by the facilitator on conflict in marriage and the healthy 

management thereof. 

2. Employing the communication skills acquired thus far and the attitude of doing no harm 

to our togetherness, explore the following. 

• Take a softened start-up to dealing with conflict, not in anger and without naming, 

blaming or shaming. 

• Self-regulate by controlling anger build up, by self-soothing and calming. 

• Diffuse escalation of anger and tension by just listening and responding later (as 

agreed), taking a time out, allowing yourself to be helped by the partner and 

maintaining the good-will principle. 

• Make and receive repair attempts and use their mutual ‘tune-into skills’ after conflict 

to heal rifts that occurred, make compromises, contain issues not to contaminate 

other aspects of the relationship. 

• Give and receive forgiveness, express gratitude and appreciation after conflict. 

3. Facilitate couples in devising a problem-solving method to prevent issues from leading 

to conflict such as: identify the problem, search for solutions, decide on the solution and 

how to implement it; as well as feedback on the solution. 

4. The couple devises a mutual and special ritual to show their commitment to 

safeguarding their relationship against conflict-related damage. 

5. Feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome:  

Couples are familiar with how to deal with their conflicts in a non-harmful and trust-building 

way. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

In Du Toit, Wissing and Khumalo (2014), Wissing detailed the positive approach to conflict 

resolution in order not to destroy relationship-securing essentials such as commitment, 

acceptance, trust, emotional connectedness, support and resilience. Navarra et al. (2016) 

referred to extensive research done by Gottman and his co-workers in identifying trajectories 

of marriage either towards well-being or discord and in which it was found that how a couple 

manages conflict, is highly predictive of their relationship trajectory. Hawkins et al. (2016) 

stated that in the Marriage Maintenance Education for married couples (MME) programme, 

much emphasis is placed on conflict management and the healing of relational damage 
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done due to harmful conflict resolution habits that developed during relational processes and 

sometimes lasted for years. 

Guideline 7: Social support towards relational well -being 

In both quantitative and qualitative research in the broad study preceding this one, the 

significance of parents, extended family and cultural advisors in giving support and guidance 

to African couples, were reported. The African marital custom of lobola, a main variable in 

the previous research of this study, is deeply imbued with the value of family involvement in 

the marital life of the couple, to guide and advise them according to African marriage 

practices. This guideline aims to encourage these African couples to reclaim the value of 

such support resources in enriching their marriages. 

 

We and those dear to us 

Aim:  To steer couples towards engaging the resources of significant others in their marriage 

health and well-being. 

Actions:  

1. Let us renew our lobola-inspired marriage vows: Make a symbolic representation each 

of the lobola vows by means of the Mmogo Method® of Roos (2008). Share mutually. 

2. How positively significant is the involvement of our families to us in building our 

relationship? The couple dialogue about this. 

3. What are the hindrances to our togetherness coming from family involvement – do they 

manage us or do we handle them? What can we do better? Couples’ dialogue. 

4. We and our children – how can we enrich our bonds and togetherness with our 

children? Couples’ dialogue. 

5. Let us celebrate our meaningful family ties: How can we use existing and create new 

cultural and personal rituals, to give joy and meaning to us and those dear to us? 

Couples’ dialogue and drawing up of a practical plan. 

6. Where do we stand together as far as our spiritual wellness is concerned? Is our 

marriage spiritually filled and do we need to deepen our spiritual commitment? What are 

your needs and mine? Couples’ dialogue. 

7. Feedback, comments and concerns. 

Outcome: 

Couples have renewed awareness of the value of their families’ involvement in their lives but 

also of the hindrances; they gained insight into their management of family influences in their 
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relationship; they also reflected on their togetherness in spiritual matters and undertook to 

enhance their lives by means of meaningful and happy rituals. 

 

Discussion of evidence 

Ansel (2001), Boshego (2006), Chirese and Chirese (2010), Semenya (2014) and others, 

described the lobola African marital culture and the cherished value thereof to African family 

and social life. The spiritual connotations of lobola, meaning the linkage of the couple, 

families and community to ancestral spirits, was also described by these authors. Amoateng 

(2004), Mkhize (2004), Nsamenang (1997, 2006) and others extensively wrote about the 

dynamic nature of the family institution in African culture. African families share 

interdependent bonds and cultural constraints prohibit the severance of the family linkages 

(Mberengwa & Johnson, 2003). Furthermore, all models of ME and of relationship and 

marriage education include a connectedness component, emphasising the importance for 

the couple to meaningfully strengthen their family and friendship ties (Goddard & Schramm, 

2016). The value and importance of cultural, family and couples’ rituals in relational well-

being was succinctly described by Du Toit et al. (2014). 

Guideline 8: Closing of programme and committing to  long term marriage satisfaction 

and wellness in their relationship 

In this concluding session, couples’ perceived learning obtained and growth experienced 

during the preceding seven sessions, are discussed, as well as how they foresee their 

relational growth in future, based on the skills and knowledge they have gained. They would 

be encouraged to use their relational knowledge in both preventative and happiness 

fostering ways. 

And where do we go from here? 

Aim: To reflect on and get emotionally in touch with what they have gained from their seven 

weeks of involvement in the ME programme. 

Actions:  

1. Couples dialogue on what they have learned and share it in a group discussion. 

2. The whole group makes visual representations (drawing, collage or model) of a happy 

marriage, based on the above discussed sharing. 

3. Couples dialogue on what they intend to do (concrete and practical) with their relational 

skills. Each partner writes five statements of intent and presents it to the other. Share 
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appreciation and gratitude. 

4. Couples dialogue and then share with the group how they can use what they have learnt 

to prevent problems occurring or escalating in future. 

5. Couples write a short letter of emotional commitment to each other: My dear ….., for you 

and for our marriage I will ….. Give at least three deep-felt commitments towards their 

love maps and intimacy. 

6. The facilitator gives each couple a candle that they light together. They then commit to a 

time once a week that they will set time apart to light the candle and be together in any 

way that they mutually need – creating a togetherness ritual for them. 

Outcome: 

Participants have reflected on and built an integrated perspective on what they have gained 

from their participation over seven weeks in an ME programme. 

 

Concluding Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to develop guidelines for a proposed marriage enrichment or 

marriage education programme for African couples, that aim at building or strengthening 

relational growth, nurturance and maintenance skills in couples, in line with their personal 

and cultural values. Marriage enrichment (ME) models, such as that of the Association for 

Couples in Marriage Enrichment (IEMF, 2003); the PAIRS multi-dimensional model of skills 

to enhance relational competence and relational emotional intelligence (De Maria, 2005); the 

Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Programme (Stanley et al., 1999) and others, 

were viewed as broad conceptual frameworks. The proposed programme could be used with 

African couples who wish to strengthen and enrich their marriages with cultural marriage 

values and practices (lobola inspired), as well as with skills that enhance marriage 

satisfaction and well-being in their feelings, thoughts and experiences within relationships. 

A review of relevant literature and theory about marriage satisfaction and marriage 

education programmes, about African marriage symbols and practices such as lobola and 

the wedding ring and about theoretical constructs of marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-

being, provided theoretical evidence in support of the proposed guidelines. 

Research findings of preceding quantitative and qualitative research in the broad 

study, could serve as evidence informing a marriage education protocol with proposed 

guidelines such as those presented here. The main quantitative findings were that for African 

marital symbols, statistical factors identified lobola as a source of cultural attachment and 

meaning and as a symbol of relational status, and the wedding ring as a source of relational 
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meaning and connectedness and a symbol of marital status. A marriage satisfaction factor 

was identified and spiritual well-being loaded on four factors namely personal, communal, 

environmental and transcendental spiritual wellness. Furthermore, the lobola and wedding 

ring factors served as precursors of marriage satisfaction and of spiritual well-being. 

The main qualitative narratives suggested that African women viewed lobola as a 

source of communal and personal values which give meaning and purpose to their 

marriages, but that lobola could also create adversity; the wedding ring they saw as giving 

relational commitment and meaning, personal status and self-esteem. Views of marriage as 

a caring environment, a source of happiness, a valued and culturally required context for 

raising children, but also as a source of unhappiness, were held by some women. Spiritual 

well-being was found in sharing spiritual activities as a couple, in revering their ancestors’ 

role in their lives, in coping through spiritual guidance and in believing in the connectedness 

value of African rituals. 

Based on literature and the mentioned research findings, a framework of proposed 

guidelines was constructed and described, as depicted in Figure 2. 

 

Guideline 1: Preparing for engagement in the marria ge growth programme 

 

Guideline 2: Our marriage as a caring environment 

 
Guideline 3: Let’s talk about it 

 
Guideline 4: Let’s find our mutual strengths and th ose in our being 
together 

 
Guideline 5: Mapping of our relation’s landscape. 

 
Guideline 6: Let’s deal with our conflicts. 

 
Guideline 7: Social support towards relational well -being 

 
Guideline 8: Closing of programme and committing to  long-term marriage 
satisfaction and wellness in their relationship 

 

Figure 2:  Guidelines towards marriage satisfaction and couples’ relational growth and well-

being 
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Supporting literature evidence was given throughout for every theme of relational growth and 

well-being that was included in the proposed guidelines. The proposed guidelines with their 

aims, actions and outcomes reflected the research findings mentioned above and also 

showed similarity to most existing ME programmes. Furthermore, the facilitator’s knowledge 

and skills in ME facilitation, the couples’ needs and personal context, their cultural beliefs, 

values and constraints, their person/couple-programme fit and the group context in which the 

programme was presented, were all contextual factors that were considered. 

Reflecting on the proposed guidelines for couples who wish to deepen their marriage 

satisfaction through the development of skills aimed at relation building, nurturance, growth 

and well-being, it would seem that the proposed programme corresponds with the six 

features or characteristics given by Miller, Perlman and Brehm (2007) for close or intimate 

relationships. 

• Knowing and being known. Reciprocal self-disclosure fosters mutual understanding 

and connectedness. 

• Mutual trust. Self-disclosure is based on relational safety and trust and assumes that 

no harm will come due to sharing of thoughts and feelings. 

• Intertwined lives. Mutual influencing and interdependence are evident in thoughts, 

feelings and behaviour patterns. 

• Concern and caring. There is minding and thoughtfulness in the relationship 

demonstrated in deep concern for each other, tuning into the other, monitoring the 

wellness of the other, or lack thereof and in continued maintenance of relational well-

being. 

• Wellness and mutuality. Closeness is shown by using “we” and “us” and in a sense of 

belonging, interrelatedness and shared experiences, but without being pathologically 

enmeshed. 

• Commitment, expressed by the intention to continue and invest in the relationship 

despite relational challenges that may occur, to spend time and energy on growth 

within and enhancement of the relational togetherness (See Wissing in Du Toit et al., 

2014). 

The proposed guidelines for an ME programme should not be seen as complete or even to 

address the total complex field of ME and marriage education, since the field is extensive 

and both culturally and contextually diverse as far as relational challenges for African 

couples are concerned. It is however, the only programme of this nature for African couples, 

as far as could be established. 
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The proposed ME programme is not aimed at ignoring or evading the challenges of 

couples and the negative onslaughts on marriage, the results of which are so clearly evident 

in the fact that South Africa has one of the highest divorce rates in the world (Louw & Louw, 

2014). The programme rather constructively challenges couples’ commitment to their 

marriage and suggests new ways of thinking about their marital selves, their partners and a 

healthy and mutually fulfilling marriage life. 

In conclusion, the proposed guidelines could serve the purpose of a marriage education and 

enrichment programme aimed at promoting marriage health and satisfaction in African 

couples. Although the aim of this study was achieved by the proposed set of guidelines for a 

ME programme, it is still a conceptual model that could only become a valid intervention 

once it had been applied in practice and has been validated by further research. Such 

research is recommended. 
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In this study the relationships of African marriage symbols, the lobola or bridal wealth and 

the wedding ring, with marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana married 

women, were studied both quantitatively and qualitatively. In preceding parts of this thesis, 

the literature and empirical studies performed to answer the research question, were 

described at length. This chapter will conclude the thesis and contain conclusions derived 

from and recommendations that stemmed from the broad study, as well as an indication of 

limitations of the study and further research suggested. 

Conclusions from the Literature Overview 

Relevant literature was reviewed about marital symbols, marital satisfaction and spiritual 

well-being and the constructs of this study were conceptualised in line with the literature 

reviewed and the research question. The literature study met the first broad aim of this 

research, namely to study how the phenomena chosen for research, were conceptualised in 

literature. 

The meaning of symbols 

In general, symbolism refers to the practice of using symbols to convey a deeper meaning or 

message about aspects of reality. They are based on culture and often serve as sources or 

guidance to people who value them. A symbol could be an object that represents an idea, 

visual image, belief, action or material entity. Human beings use conversations as symbols 

to interpret reality and the subjective meanings attached to these conversations are 

embedded in symbols, thus symbols are constantly used as forms of communication, 

interpretation and meaning, as fostered through social interaction. Symbols are also not 

static but are engendered by their purpose and interpretations in symbolic interactions. Such 

interactions are called rituals and are forms or rites that have to do with a ceremony (Croty, 

1998; Reber & Reber, 2001; Van der Merwe, Van Eeden & Van Deventer, 2010). 

Based on the above explication of symbols and their meaning, it is clear that the lobola 

marital custom in African cultures and also the wedding ring adopted from Western practices 

into African culture are cherished symbols that give meaning to marriage and imbue the 

marriage ceremonies with meaning. Meaning to the marriage couple and all those involved 

is further created by the social interactions that relate to the symbolic activities and in the 

practice of lobola, meaning creation happens horizontally with family and society, but also 

vertically with the ancestors and God.  

A study of the literature about marital symbols of importance to African couples 

especially lobola, brought about the question that, if the symbolism around African marriage 

had such deep meaning, could it be assumed that in reality, such meaning would extend to 
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the marriage relationship and bring about marriage satisfaction, but also to the spiritual life 

and well-being of couples united within these cultural contexts? This study was based on 

such an assumption. 

The meaning of lobola for African couples 

Furthermore, to explore the above stated assumption, the clear and implied meaning 

inherent to the lobola custom for African marriages, were sought from literature. It would 

seem that: 

• In African marriage culture, it is broadly accepted that no marriage should take place 

without the lobola processes and ceremonies and marriages that do, are regarded as 

culturally not legalised, as unacceptable and indeed rejected. Such couples and 

especially the women are often ridiculed, shamed and even ostracised. Thus, few 

couples would dare not to commit to the culturally sanctioned practice of lobola, whether 

they believe in the deeper meaning thereof or not (Ansell, 2001; Chireshe & Chireshe, 

2010; Semenya, 2014). 

• Lobola has, as long as the practice is known, had a spiritual grounding since it is 

believed to connect the real to the spiritual in connecting two worlds, that of the living 

and that of the post-living or ancestral spirits and shades. The meaning implied in this 

belief system seems to be two-fold. Firstly, the ancestors are remembered, revered and 

celebrated for having gone before in life and into the afterlife, from which they 

benevolently guard over those still in life. This seems to impart a sense of existential 

security to those who value this relationship. Secondly, the ancestors are also seen as 

practically involved in life issues and their assistance can be requested and/or blessings 

can be obtained through rituals that communicate with and acknowledge the ancestors. 

However, the ancestors can also punish and withhold blessings and very few African 

couples would be willing to forfeit the guidance or blessings of the ancestors in their 

marriage (Kasambala, 2005; Mbiti, 1989). 

• The lobola family negotiations, payment rituals and other celebrations are joyful 

activities, with the long-term intention of creating a family attachment system for the 

couple. Such an attachment system creates a social support structure that the couple 

can use and rely on for assistance when they face the challenges and difficulties of 

married life. Such a psychosocial linkage to the values and wisdom of elders, family and 

extended wise men and women in the community, gives relational security in difficult 

circumstances and African couples deeply value this custom (Amoateng, Richter, 

Makiwane & Rama, 2004; Mawere & Mawere, 2010). 
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• Lobola wishes to instil in the African couple the values and practices of building a happy 

marriage and a good home in which to raise their children. Marital roles are defined by 

lobola and the culturally compelling message to the couple is one of commitment to their 

union, building trust and loyalty to one another and to the family structures, caring for 

and supporting one another, and in general, building their marriage through African 

values. Whether the couple succeeds in realising these expectations in their marriage or 

not, they still find meaning in the value systems represented to them by the cherished 

lobola custom (Mangena & Ndlovu, 2013; Mawere & Mawere, 2010). 

• Lobola is a socially constructed phenomenon, created by and maintained through social 

beliefs, practices and interactions, therefore lobola has social organising features. 

Lobola gives cultural status and stature to the bride’s family through the payment thereof 

to acknowledge them for raising her; to the bridegroom’s family for affording the 

payment and securing that the bride will be cared for; to the husband as an adult man 

who has met African rites pertaining to male adulthood that declared him as a husband 

and father and to the bride as a culturally wedded and betrothed woman, wife and 

mother, who may partake in cultural negotiations. Such socially sanctioned status 

positions are highly valued in African culture and serves as a source of social 

acceptance and relational standing, from which much meaning is derived and without 

which few African couples would wish to socially function (Matope, Maruzani, Chauraya 

& Bondani, 2013). 

The above mentioned are some, but by far not all the reasons why lobola is valued and 

holds meaning for African couples. However, lobola, like all human endeavours, have also 

fell prey to social change which eroded much of its valuable intentions. 

Failure of lobola to withstand modern challenges 

• Lobola payment was intended as a token of gratitude and appreciation to the bride’s 

family for raising and educating her. This was soon seen as a quick way to become 

financially better off and the lobola price was exorbitantly increased and the custom 

opened to being commercialised (Ansell, 2010). 

• The above has led to a reinforcement of views that the bride is bought and becomes the 

property of the husband and his family, often to be used and misused for their purposes. 

Both feeling like an object for sale and being used as one, have negative effects on the 

psychological wellness of the woman and on the quality of the marriage relationship 

(Ludsin & Vetten, 2005). 

• Lobola, due to the role definitions for the married couple, places the husband at the 

head of the household and thus affords him a dominant social position to which the wife 
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must be subordinate. The husband is given power over his wife and this upholds the 

male dominated and patriarchal societal structures and discourses that often underpin 

gender-based violence that is so rife in South Africa (Kambarami, 2006; Matope et al., 

2013). 

• Women who had lobola paid for her, are constrained from escaping abusive or just 

unhappy marriages by lobola and its culturally sanctioned deterrents such as rejection, 

ridicule, stigma and ostracisation. Due to culture’s normalising power, the majority of 

such women stay in the marriage and accept what comes their way, as their way of 

paying back their bride wealth (Ludsin & Vetten, 2005; Moosa, 1996). There are even 

popular sayings amongst women in this regard. 

• African culture in general, and lobola in particular, conveys a very strong demand for 

procreation to a married couple. Childlessness is seen as a curse and the woman is the 

carrier thereof, for which she is punished in many social, cultural and even familial ways. 

Furthermore, even if she has children, the woman is stripped of her maternal rights as 

was so clearly indicated by Mangena and Ndlovu (2013). 

Authors such as Chireshe and Chireshe (2010), Kambarami (2006) and Matope et al. (2013) 

agreed that lobola is open to misuse and distortion due to social changes of modernity and 

has lost much of its beauty and deeper value. Yet, despite such negative connotations, most 

African couples still adhere to the cultural calling and prefer to uphold the lobola marriage 

customs. 

Value of the wedding ring 

Despite the fact that the wedding ring or matrimonial band has none of the cultural glamour, 

pomp and ceremony of lobola, it has been accepted into African marriage culture and is 

used as a band of betrothal just as widely as lobola. In fact, the exchange of wedding bands 

has been incorporated into the lobola celebrations. 

The wedding ring is as old as marriage itself and its symbolic meaning lies partly in a 

very old fable that a vein from the left hand’s fourth finger is directly linked to the heart. Thus, 

the wedding ring is placed on that finger to unite the hearts and spirits of the couple. 

Furthermore, the ring in its circular shape symbolises endlessness, perfection, eternal 

continuity and deep lasting commitment. The ring is symbolically equated to the sun, earth, 

universe and eternity and represents holiness, perfection and peace. For these reasons 

wedding rings are usually made of precious metals and stones and often is the most 

expensive piece of jewellery owned and worn with pride (Anonymous, 2002; Fletcher, 2004; 

Geron, 2005). 
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In the above discussion conclusions reached after a literature study of African marital 

symbols, were given. An important conclusion that could be made is that the marital 

symbols, especially the lobola practice, are so steeped in cultural value and meaning that 

one could assume some internalisation of such values and that manifestations thereof would 

be found in the marriage relationships or marriage satisfaction and in aspects of the spiritual 

well-being of African couples or of married women for whom lobola had been paid. Based on 

such an assumption, marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being were the chosen 

constructs to empirically research in this study. 

Marriage satisfaction and well-being 

The degree of happiness experienced in marriage that spouses report, is understood as their 

marriage satisfaction and may also be described as their marital happiness or well-being. It 

is an individual’s subjective evaluation of the overall nature of marriage, that reflects the 

degree to which their expectations of and needs in the marriage are met. Studies of belief 

systems and interaction patterns of couples with marriage satisfaction found that they have 

distinctive features such as respect,  acceptance and commitment; spiritually; mostly positive 

interactions and dispositional attributions for positive behaviour; dealing with specific issues 

during conflict, rapidly repairing relationship rifts and forgiveness; managing their different 

male and female communication styles and addressing needs for intimacy and power; 

emotional responsiveness, stability and agreeableness (Fincham & Beach, 2010; Gottman & 

Notarius, 2002). 

When people are happily married and are satisfied with their relationships, it manifests 

in their overall quality of life and psychosocial health and well-being. It is therefore not 

surprising that marriage is a strong predictor of life satisfaction for both men and women and 

that married people are happier across all ages, income levels, education levels, cultures 

and racial groups (Fielding, 2003; Diener, 2000). A few reasons for the link between 

happiness and marriage have been proposed, namely: happy people are more attractive as 

marital partners; more happy people get married and marriage confers a range of benefits 

on people that make them happy, such as psychological and physical intimacy; marriage 

provides a context for raising children and building a home, social roles as spouse and 

parent; and a life domain in which identity is affirmed and posterity created (Carr, 2011; 

Diener & Seligman, 2002). 

In an African context, a couple’s marriage satisfaction and well-being are closely 

related to their collective well-being and in this regard the lobola cultural marriage practice 

with its deep collective foundations, is an important factor. From an African perspective, the 

couple’s marital attachment system is viewed as the outcome of the lobola process that 
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fosters a link between the couple and their families, since the lobola negotiations are 

procedures that bind the two families together. The rituals and the festivities that follow the 

lobola process and the wedding ceremony are African ways of forming lifelong attachment 

systems for the bride, groom, their families and the community they reside in. This African 

custom of social or communal bonding is a cultural way to legalise the union of the romantic 

partners and also a public declaration of their unity to their families and ancestors, while it 

gives the next of kin a stake in the marital well-being of the couple. Failure of a marriage is 

seen as a failure of all who were involved (Matope et al., 2013; Semenya, 2014). 

Spiritual well-being 

Spirituality is understood as a search for and relatedness with that which is sacred. Such a 

bond with a sacred being or power brings about changes for the better in human beings, 

such as having a sense of meaning and purpose, a mission in life, altruistic caring for others, 

the environment, oneself and all of creation (Hodge, 2000). Of the various models of 

spirituality found in the literature, the one most salient is that of Ellison (1983) in which 

spiritual well-being was seen as having horizontal, existential and interpersonal features in 

relation to vertical, spiritual and transcendent features. A bi-directional relationship exists 

between the vertical and horizontal aspects of spirituality, which leads to Ellison’s statement 

that “if we are spiritually healthy we will feel generally alive, purposeful and fulfilled, but only 

to the extent that we are psychologically healthy as well” (1983, p.332 as cited by Du Toit, 

Wissing & Khumalo, 2014). 

From the statement of Ellison, it is evident that spiritual and psychosocial well-being go 

hand in hand. In this regard research has shown that spiritual well-being fosters a positive 

world-view, gives meaning and purpose, psychological integration, hope, personal 

empowerment, and a sense of control and guidance for decision making. Spirituality has 

been identified as a coping framework that facilitates individuals to deal with unpleasant and 

inevitable life exigencies that often are the result of the ravages of social injustices. 

Spiritually well individuals show tendencies of trust, honesty, integrity, altruism, compassion 

and service in their interactions with others and are capable of integrating the biological, 

social and psychological aspects of life. Spirituality fosters forgiveness, as well as promoting 

a sense of hope. It promotes healthy inter-personal aspects such as interpretation, 

disclosure, adaptation, and innovation and has a positive relationship with marriage quality 

(Delgado, 2005; Ellison, Bradshaw, Kuyel & Markham, 2012; Koenig, 2004; Leach & Lark, 

2004; Parks, 2004; Perez, 2009). 

African spirituality is viewed as the vital life force that animates people and connects 

them to the rhythms of the universe, nature, the ancestors, and the community. Spirituality 
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plays a role in healing processes in general, but also in issues of negative self-esteem, as 

African people appeal to supernatural forces, God and gods to restore positive self-

concepts. African spirituality entails the role of ancestors in the African society, whilst African 

cosmology entails African belief systems as well as the African worldview. In the African 

worldview, sacrifices and offerings are described that are intended to appease God, spirits or 

the ancestors. Such sacrifices are part of an important process of fostering the 

interconnectedness with African invisible members of society who live in the spirit world and 

who continue to take care of their living relatives. In African culture, ancestral beliefs 

represent a powerful source of moral sanction, because they affirm the values upon which 

society is based (Wheeler, Ampadu & Wangari, 2002; Bodibe, 1992; Opoku, 1978; 

Semenya,2014). 

Recommendations from the Literature Study 

The following could be recommended: 

• Literature and research on African symbols of marriage, are rather dated and also 

lacking. Empirical research into African symbols valued by South African cultures is 

recommended. 

• As far as could be determined, African marriage symbols and general marital practices 

and their association with other psychosocial phenomena, have not been investigated. 

Therefore, this study is the first of its kind and it is recommended that other such studies 

be done. 

• Based on the literature overview, certain assumptions about the possible relationships 

of abstract African symbols with more concrete aspects of relational life were made, in 

order to conceptualise a research question. Research to test the hypothesised 

relationships between African marital symbols and relational-spiritual well-being of 

African people, is recommended. 

Conclusions Drawn from the Empirical Research 

The research question that guided the empirical studies performed, was: What are the 

relationships of African marital symbols like the lobola and the wedding ring, with relational 

outcomes such as marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana married 

women? From the findings and conclusions discussed below, it was evident that the 

research question was answered and that the research aims were met. 
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Conclusions drawn from the quantitative research of  the relationship between African 

marital symbols and the marriage satisfaction and s piritual well-being of married 

Batswana women 

This study aimed at statistically investigating the relationships of the African marital symbols 

of lobola and the wedding band, with marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of n=366 

married Batswana women. It also aimed at determining whether perceptions about African 

marital symbols could predict the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being reported by the 

participants. A literature study described and conceptualised the variables and thereafter 

data was empirically gathered by means of two self-constructed questionnaires about views 

and values pertaining to lobola and the wedding ring, as well as by validated questionnaires 

about marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being of the participating women. Data was 

analysed with the Mplus 7.31 statistical program. Factor analysis identified nine factors from 

the data and correlational findings showed the following. 

• The symbols of African matrimony are related and seem to be of equal value to 

Batswana married women, and both the wedding ring and lobola are important cultural 

signifiers to Batswana women of their status and position in society. 

• Both the wedding band and lobola convey to Batswana married women an intrapersonal 

sense of security and of value in their marriages, as well as of an attachment to the 

broad cultural context to which they belong. Such personal awareness seems to be a 

source of meaning and purpose to the women. 

• It was speculated before that if the marital symbols had the personal and relational 

values intended by their practices, such value or influence would be reflected in the 

experience of marital satisfaction. The current finding seems to suggest that marital 

symbolic practices play a role in the marital satisfaction and adjustment of Batswana 

women. However, marital satisfaction of these women could also strengthen their beliefs 

in and values given to the marital symbols that they cherish. 

• The marital symbols are of spiritual significance to Batswana women. However, it may 

also be that spiritual-relational well-being of women could deepen the meaning that they 

attach to relational symbols and rituals such as lobola and the marital band. The 

relational and connectedness features of human experience represented by the factors 

involved in the analysis, may indicate that marital symbols can only attain spiritual value 

if the relational practices that they preceded (namely marriage and cultural 

embeddedness) are characterised by well-being and healthy experiences. 

A statistical measurement model was identified from factor analyses of the data obtained 

from the measurements performed and was compared with competing models to find the 

best statistical fit. The proposed model had the best fit and became the basis of a structural 
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model tested in the same way for best statistical fit. The measurement model indicated the 

relationships between latent variables of this study, while the structural model indicated the 

directions of the relationships found. 

Direct statistical pathways between latent variables identified by means of the 

structural model, indicated that beliefs about the lobola practice as a source of cultural 

attachment and meaning and beliefs about the wedding band as a source of relational 

meaning and connectedness, led significantly positively to aspects of spiritual well-being of a 

personal, communal and transcendental nature, respectively. Lobola could thus be seen as 

a precursor or antecedent of spiritual health and well-being of African married women. 

Direct positive pathways were found from the wedding band as representing relational 

meaning and connectedness and lobola as a source of cultural attachment and meaning, to 

marriage satisfaction and adjustment. Thus, there seems to be significant ties between 

aspects of African marital symbolism and the experience of marital well-being in Batswana 

married women. 

The conclusions indicated above, were discussed and theoretically explained and it 

was evident that the aims of the study, namely: to statistically determine if a relationship 

exists between African marital symbols and the marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being 

of the participants and whether such symbols could predict aspects of the relational and 

spiritual well-being experienced by the women involved, were significantly met. 

Conclusions drawn from a qualitative study of the t wo African marital symbols, 

marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of B atswana married women 

This study aimed at exploring the views about and meaning ascribed by n=12 married 

Batswana women, to African marital symbols like lobola and the wedding band, as well as 

the role (if any) of these symbolic practices on their marital satisfaction and spiritual well-

being. A literature study described and conceptualised the constructs and thereafter semi-

structured interviews were held (guided by a pre-formulated interview protocol) with the 

women, to gather data for qualitative thematic analyses. Themes that emerged from 

thematic analysis were about lobola (two themes with five sub-themes), the wedding ring 

(three themes), marital satisfaction (four themes) and spiritual well-being (four themes). The 

main thematic findings were that lobola is viewed as a source of communal and personal 

value with much meaning and purpose, but that lobola could also have adverse outcomes. 

The wedding ring was reported to give relational commitment and meaning, personal status 

and esteem. Marital satisfaction was experienced through marriage as a caring environment, 

as a source of happiness, as a valued and culturally required context for raising children, but 

marriage was also seen as a source of discontent. Spiritual well-being was found in being 
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together in spiritual activities, in valuing the role of ancestors in all aspects of their lives, in 

coping through spiritual guidance and in believing that African rituals build existential 

connectedness. In direct and indirect ways, the role of African marital symbols in the marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being of participants could be discerned. 

The thematic findings were interpreted in line with available literature and is was 

evident that the aim of this study was met and that an understanding of the women’s values 

attached to and meaning derived from African marriage symbols and of how the symbolic 

meanings related to their marital and spiritual well-being, was obtained. 

A conclusion drawn from both the quantitative and qualitative studies done in this 

research was that the theoretical essentials of both the symbolic interaction family theory 

and of social constructivist approaches, could serve as frameworks within which to interpret 

the findings. It would seem that African marital symbols and the outcomes thereof in marital 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being, are realities embedded in socially constructed African 

culture and the meaning that such a cultural framework ascribes to all the aspects of life. 

Symbolic interaction theory states that each person creates their own reality, and the 

meaning thereof in collaboration with their environment, which provides a rich context for 

construction and verification of meaning. Thus, the meaning found in marital symbols and 

the marital satisfaction and spiritual well-being experienced by the women in this study, are 

based on social messages transmitted through cultural language and symbolism. Social 

interactions, lived experiences and shared meanings with others, structure their reality 

(Colman, 2001). Similarly, according to the social constructivist views, a person’s perceived 

reality is made up of a set of shared meanings that are socially constructed and reproduced 

through constant interaction and that is embedded in language, also symbolic language. A 

socially constructed system of significant symbols is defined as culture. Therefore, 

individuals do not have to construct many of our meanings, since we are born into the world 

of meanings that are provided by and learned from a given culture (Parker, 1998), as seems 

to also be the case with lobola. 

Conclusions drawn from proposed guidelines for a ma rriage enrichment programme 

for African couples 

In this study, guidelines and relevant activities for a proposed marriage enrichment 

programme aimed at building, nurturing and maintaining the marriage and relational health 

and well-being of African couples, were presented. The guidelines were based on empirical 

findings from the research mentioned above and relevant literature. It was proposed that the 

programme consists of eight sessions during which couples, by means of couple dialogue 

and interactions with other couples in a group context, work on the following features of their 
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relationships: commitment to the growth process; attention to the marriage as a caring 

environment; communication; identifying the individual and couple strengths; building 

friendship; trust and togetherness; conflict resolution; social support; and finally commitment 

to sustained growth, nurturance and maintenance of their marriage quality and well-being. 

To have a cognitive framework for formulating eight guidelines and their activities 

aimed at fostering relationship health in marriage for African couples, the researcher studied 

various approaches and models used in relationship and marriage education and in the 

marriage enrichment programmes used worldwide. The work of Ponzetti (2016), who 

compiled a volume of evidence-based approaches to relationship and marriage education 

was of great value to conceptualise the proposed programme. 

It was also the aim of the broader study of which this is a part, to use the quantitative 

and qualitative findings obtained from preceding research as some evidence for a 

conceptualised marriage enrichment programme as the one presently proposed. The 

quantitative research presented significant correlational findings between, and statistical 

pathways (predictors) of the factors identified representing lobola, the wedding ring, 

marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of the Batswana women. Importantly, in line 

with the overall research question, the statistical findings showed that a relationship exists 

between the variables. In formulating the guidelines these findings were considered. 

The qualitative research presented themes that emerged from analyses of interviews 

with Batswana women. Because these themes reflected the real-life experiences of 

participants regarding African marital symbols and the customs surrounding such symbols, 

as well as the marriage and spiritual well-being of the women, they were constantly 

considered in compiling the proposed programme. 

Finally, it can be concluded that the proposed programme consisting of eight 

guidelines, conceptually was in line with marriage enrichment and marriage education 

approaches, in which the following features occur: the partners will know and be known 

mutually on a deeper level; relational safety and trust will be strengthened; an experience of 

their lives being intertwined, with mutual interdependence, would be experienced; their 

reciprocal concern for and caring about, is fostered; they will understand and appreciate their 

we-ness; commitment to one another, their marriage bond and their mutual well-being, is 

reinforced (see Miller, Perlman & Brehm, 2007). 

Limitations of the Research 

• No validated measuring instruments to assess African’s views on African marital 

symbols exist and self-constructed questionnaires had to be used. 
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• Although the marriage satisfaction scale (Locke & Wallace, 1959, 2010) and the spiritual 

well-being scale (Fisher, 1998) have often been used in South African research, they 

are old scales and not fully validated for use with African participants. 

• The questionnaires were in English, while use of the first language of African 

participants would be advised. 

• Self-report methods of data collection were used which present a limited spectrum of 

information on a particular phenomenon. 

• Participants from only one African cultural group were used, while especially the lobola 

practice is valued in various African cultures and each would have their own 

perspectives on the custom. 

• Very little theory or research of African marital symbols exist and even less of such 

symbols as associated with other psychosocial constructs. The comparison of the 

findings of this study to other research was thus rather limited. 

Despite the limitations indicated, this study was successful in answering the research 

questions and meeting the aims thereof. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

• Research into African marriage symbols in general and specifically in relation to other 

aspects of psychosocial-spiritual well-being, is called for. 

• Replication of this study’s research is recommended to see if similar findings would 

emerge, but conducted with other research samples. 

• The use of other African cultural groups, couples, young women, men and even 

unmarried Africans, would be advised. 

• Measuring instruments assessing African marital symbols could be constructed and 

validated and the scales used in this study could be revised and validated. Scales 

should also be available in the language of the African participants in which they are 

used. 

• Other data gathering methods like mixed methods, focus group discussions, projective 

qualitative methods and more, could be used rather than, or together with self-report 

methods. 

• Marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of African couples across cultures could be 

researched. 

Contribution of this Study 

• This study was the first of its kind that empirically linked abstract symbolic variables in 

the African context with operationalised scientific constructs. The association of the 
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lobola practice and the wedding ring as African marriage symbols, with marriage 

satisfaction and spiritual well-being as assumed outcomes, was unique. 

• The quantitative and qualitative studies presented research contexts and findings that 

could be used for comparison by other studies and that could lead to further similar 

research projects. 

• The study could inspire other African researchers to subject the many intriguing African 

phenomena to scientific research, in order to publish and in so doing, create a deeper 

understanding of African life and customs, especially in South Africa where more inter-

cultural understanding is called for. 

• A marriage enrichment programme with evidence-based guidelines aimed at promoting 

marriage health and well-being in African couples, was proposed. This programme 

could be applied and developed into an intervention which could be validated on the 

evidence generated. 

• Such an intervention could in future be used by African counsellors, psychologists, 

sociologists, trained marriage education facilitators, social workers and clergy, to enrich 

not only stable marriages but also to guide couples in distressed relationships. 

• An adapted version of the intervention could be used for marriage preparation in pre-

marital couples. 

Conclusion 

The aims of this research, both general and specific were reached and the research 

question answered. It was determined that a statistical relationship exists between African 

marriage symbols, marriage satisfaction and spiritual well-being of Batswana married 

women and that African marital symbols could serve as precursors to marriage satisfaction 

and spiritual well-being. It was qualitatively found that the women interviewed valued the 

marital symbols and found meaning in their marriage relationships and spirituality, based on 

their adherence to their African customs, including the lobola practice and wearing of the 

wedding ring. A proposed marriage education or enrichment programme with guidelines 

based on literature and on the findings of this research, could be developed. The 

contribution of this study could be of social relevance in South Africa and also inspire further 

research into, and application of, the findings and guidelines with African couples.    
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