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Abstract: In recent years, the world–wide phenomena of globalization and increasingly flexible social norms; have 
contributed to more widespread intercultural relationships, particularly in multicultural societies.Current literature on 
intercultural relationships suggests that they are at a high risk of failure, with higher divorce rates and lower marital 
satisfaction reported than for same culture marriages. However, few studies have examined how intercultural couples have 
successfully negotiated important family decisions to remain married with high marital satisfaction. A review of the 

literature revealed that information on intercultural couples, decision-making processes, and cross-cultural adjustment is 
scarce, motivating the need for research in this area. 
This study focuses directly on successful intercultural couples‟ decision making processes by a selected small sample of 
highly educated, professional, higher socio-economic status couples from different cultural backgrounds who have 
developed harmonious relationships, living and nurturing their children in regional Australia. Interviews revealed that, 
although cultural differences were clearly evident between the couples, these differences did not prevent effective decision 
making amongst intercultural couples. Couples reported that developing common values plus working towards agreed goals 
and learning about the other person‟s culture, providing support and open communications were the keys to success. Couples 

often focused on what was best for the family when making decisions. These couples displayed positive attitudes of 
commitment to their marriage and each other, and a firm belief that they were not that different from their partner, despite 
cultural differences.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
  

Intercultural marriage is defined as a marital 

relationship that consists of partners who are of 

different nationalities, cultures, or religions, with or 

without race as a factor for those differences[1-

4].Intercultural couples are increasing in prevalence 

as societies become more open and accepting of 

cross-cultural relationships. Globalization allows 

people greater opportunities to have contact with 

other people and their cultures, as well as to build 

intimate, intercultural relationships, often resulting in 

an open and accepting intercultural relationships in 
society [5]. The continued growth of immigration 

along with social diversity, significant changes in 

social and political ideologies and rapid advances in 

global technology have reduced national boundaries 

and substantially increased cultural exchange in 

human relationships [6-9].These factors have also 

accentuated a trend towards an increase in 

intercultural relationships in Australia; including 

interracial, interfaith and interethnic partnerships [10-

11]. A similar increase in intercultural marriages has 

been reported in other countries over the past decade, 
particularly in the United States Canada as well as 

other Western countries [12-16]. For the purpose of 

this study, intercultural marriages are adult couples 

who describe themselves as being in a significant 

relationship and living together. Each person has a 

self-identified cultural background that is different 
from their partner and they have a commitment to 

share their life together, with direct implications for 

important family decisions.Previous research focused 

on interracial couples, especially Caucasian/African 

American and Caucasian/Hispanic couples. In recent 

years, researchers are beginning to pay more attention 

to the broader category of intercultural relationships. 

Cultural differences with intercultural couples have 

received some attention. In an intercultural couple‟s 

relationship, couples have some unique 

characteristics such as coming from different 

cultures-of-origin and speaking different languages 
and these characteristics serve them as strengths to 

overcome challenges that do not exist in a 

monocultural/monolingual relationship [17]. 

 

II. NEED FOR THE CURRENT STUDY  

 

This research study sought to explore the decision 

making processes within educated intercultural 

marriages in Australia and how intercultural couples 

negotiate important family decisions. The study 

aimed to focus on the direct experiences of 
intercultural couples who have well-adjusted 

relationships.The study focuses on the discovery of 

factors underpinning successful inter-cultural 

marriages. The study also addressesa gap in the 

literature on decision making processes as well as 
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focus on first-hand or lived experiences of 

intercultural couples. The issue is significant in 
Australia, a country with a significant increase in the 

number of intercultural couples in recent years. 

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS) [18] 2015, Census of population: one in six 

(16%: 600,000) of 3.7 million Australian couples 

were in intermarriage relationships between overseas-

born and Australian-born partners. 

 

III. METHOD 
 

As intercultural marriages are increasing in numbers 

[19], [14], the need for research is imperative as little 
empirical research exists in this field [20]. In 

addition, opposing viewpoints exist regarding the 

difficulty of establishment and maintenance of 

satisfying, successful intercultural marriages [21-

22],[14],[23-24]. This qualitative study aims to 

explore the way a number of successful intercultural 

couples make important decisions. The review of the 

literature demonstrates the need for additional 

research on how intercultural couples who are highly 

educated negotiate significant decisions. As 

intercultural marriages have markedly increased in 
numbers over the last decades [19],[14], the need for 

more in-depth research is imperative as little 

empirical research exists in this field [20].It was the 

researcher's purpose to contribute to this 

understanding of the phenomenon and to 

communicate that understanding to others.This 

current investigation began with a discussion about 

the experiences of intercultural couple‟s relationship 

and their cultural adjustment within the Australian 

context. Then, in accordance with the research 

questions posed and the researcher's epistemological 

stance, education, background and experience, it was 
decided that the best approach for this study was a 

qualitative design approach.This led to the 

development of three primary research questions: 

 

RQ1: How do Successful intercultural married 

couples go about the process of making their 

decisions? 

RQ2: What are the factors that impact on intercultural 

couples‟ decision making? 

RQ3: How do Successful intercultural couples 

negotiate their cultural differences, religious 
differences and integrate their values, when making 

important family decisions? 

 

Qualitative research allows phenomena to be studied 

and analysed in considerable detail [25]. The goal of 

qualitative researchers is to preserve and analyse the 

situated form, content, and life experiences of the 

participants‖ [26-27] asserted the benefit of 

employing qualitative methods when studying 

intercultural relationships, as a qualitative study 

allows individuals to communicate their particular 

experiences more effectively. By sharing their 

individual thoughts, journeys and stories, persons in 

an intercultural relationships are provided with the 
opportunity to divulge their personal and cultural 

experiences evident in their specific, intercultural 

relationships [27].Numerous factors directly impact 

on communication in intercultural marriages and a 

qualitative approach is needed to provide a more 

comprehensive and holistic view [20]. In-depth 

interviews were employed to investigate how couples 

in an intercultural dyad relationship co-create 

meaning as well as how these couples handle and 

resolve potential conflicts. Intercultural marriages are 

described through the eyes of intercultural partners as 

part of their lived experiences.In-depth interviews 
allowed the researcher to observe the decision 

making processes by which couple/ partners 

negotiated meaning and from their own perspective, 

as well as made sense of their lives together. 

 

IV. PARTICIPANTS 

 

For this study six intercultural couples were 

interviewed. No individual or couple refused consent 

to be interviewed, nor withdrew from the study. The 

couples consisted of individuals who are married to 
someone from a culture other than their own. The 

researcher purposively selected the participants from 

a regional city in Victoria as a microcosm of the 

wider Australian multicultural society. This was very 

important also given the fact that this regional center 

in Western Victoria has such a small but growing 

diversified culturally pluralistic community.The 

participants represented diverse cultural backgrounds, 

educational attainment and had at least a Bachelor‟s 

degree, a professional vocation, a high level of 

acculturation, were married for a number of years, 

and had some childrenwith each other with no 
blended families. Purposive sampling was used to 

select the initial couples for interviewing. Every 

individual interviewed was over the age of twenty. 

The specific couples consisted of the following 

cultural sets:Russian /French, Australian, 

Iranian/Australian-Canadian, Indonesian /Australian, 

A Filipina /Australian.Pseudonyms have been used 

throughout this study to protect the identity of the 

participants and their confidentiality. Other details 

were modified so that individuals could not be 

identified. All participants were asked to complete a 
version of the validated Schwartz Values Survey 

(SVS), [28],.The age of participants ranged from 25 

to 55 years old with an average age of 37. The length 

of the relationship ranged from eight to 13 years with 

an average relationship length of 8.67 years. The 

number of years married ranged from 10 to 12 years. 

 

V. DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

 

Ethics approval was obtained to conduct this study by 

the Federation University, Australia, before initiating 

the data collection process. An informed consent 
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form presenting the title and purpose of the study, 

voluntary nature of the participation, details of the 
participation process, risks and benefits as well as 

possible publication of the results were provided to 

all participants. 

The data analysis began after the first interview had 

been transcribed and continued for the duration of the 

study. This research study employed a semi-

structured interview of six intercultural married 

couples. All of the face-to-face interviews were 

conducted in locations convenient for the 

participants, couples were interviewed in their homes 

by the researcher and some were over dinner at the 

researcher‟s home and the data was collected for this 
research from the transcriptions of the interviews, 

value survey, and notes of the interviewer.  

 

VI. RESULTS/DISCUSSION 

EMERGING THEMES FROM THE 

INTERVIEWS 

 

All transcripts of interviewee responses and the 

researcher's case notes were analysed and sorted. 

During the process, recurring themes as well as 

unique instances about the couples' and individuals' 
experiences with cross-cultural marital adjustment 

emerged; subsequently, both trends received much 

attention for the purposes of the study.Several themes 

were developed as a result of this study.  

 

VII. THE EMERGENCE OF GLOBAL 

CULTURE 

 

The qualitative data revealed that most couples 

believed that reverse acculturation was occurring 

because of shifts in the global culture towards a more 

cosmopolitan culture which values the coexistence of 
inherent differences and greater tolerance of 

diversity. According to the couples, the 

heterogeneous global culture and the willingness on 

their part to embrace aspects of other cultures 

enhanced their children‟s lifestyle and opportunities 

in both the heritage country and host cultures. These 

sentiments are reflected in the following 

quotes.“There are no borders anymore. It‟s incredibly 

easy to travel worldwide. The world is increasingly a 

multicultural society. That‟s what we are trying to do 

with our children… For me, I see that I have two 
Pilipino-Australian children. To me, it‟s very 

important that they learn aspects of both cultures”. 

(Joe). 

Lauren agreed with her husband‟s views: 

“I think because our children were born here, we will 

grow up here. I think it‟s absolutely Aussie, but if 

they have more culture it‟s good for the future 

(Lauren). 

Peter described how Australia is a multicultural 

country and most Australians are outwardly thinking. 

For that reason his wife Sarah was encouraging their 

son to be part of the global society and be connected: 

“Like most, more liberal-minded Australians are 

culturally aware because we are a country where 
almost 50 percent of the population was either born 

elsewhere or their parents were… Australians are 

multicultural and outwardly thinking”. (Peter) 

“So I would really want him to feel as part of the 

wider culture. And that‟s how we are raising him… 

it‟s about the connectedness”. (Sarah). 

According to the couples, globalisation exposed them 

to different styles of communications which helped 

them to reflect on their own experiences and the 

parenting styles they preferred for their own children. 

 

Cultural differences are not so important for 

intercultural     couple’s decision making processes  

Data obtained from the interviews suggest that 

although cross-cultural differences existed between 

the couples, these differences were not major issues 

that had impacted on the couple's decision-making 

processes. Furthermore, the data revealed that 

successful cross-cultural marital adjustment relies 

heavily on certain areas of strength, which work as a 

buffer to cross-cultural differences. Couples shared 

examples about aspects of their spouses' culture 

different from their own and the way they have 
developed an understanding of such differences. For 

example, Couple 6 addressed the presence of 

"awareness," "understanding," and "acceptance" with 

regard to cultural differences within their life: 

Wife: Like I'm not going to pretend that I'm a Filipino 

and he is not going to an Australian so we need to 

understand that we are both from different places to 

bring that into what we do. Husband: We never really 

had a disagreement about cultural differences. 

 

For most couples, awareness developed first followed 

by sensitivity or understanding, which subsequently 
resulted in acceptance or accommodations. These 

steps were made possible through negotiations and 

compromises. 

In other words, the data revealed an overall cultural 

awareness and understanding of the cultural 

framework and practices by both husbands and wives. 

Most of the interviewed couples demonstrated a 

heightened level of awareness towards particular 

aspects of cultural difference, especially in relation to 

family life. 

 

VIII. NEGOTIATIONS OF CULTURAL 

DIFFERENCES 

 

Most couples presented a great of awareness and 

acceptance of differences, there were many cases in 

which they had to negotiate around such differences. 

Most couples tried to meet each other halfway 

through compromises, and this was possible by 

discussing expectations. If a particular cultural aspect 

was very important in one spouses' life to maintain or 

one that required adaptation, it was communicated 

early on in the relationship, and compromises were 
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made accordingly by the other spouse. For example 

Wife: A lot more coming and going with our family, 
so every week you will have a family gathering. It's 

just how it's, all kinds of very interconnected and 

always things going on with family, whereas so it's 

kind of very foreign to him and a bit hard for him to 

have to deal with. Having to go all the time to family 

events and catch up and gathering a bit much, 

whereas I am used to it. I mean that's how I grew up, 

that's always the case.Husband: Family's values I 

think are a little bit different and I do not think that 

mine is better I like the idea that she is/ has very 

different, I like the idea, it's very united, but I'm not 

used to it. I feel, I like the idea but I am not used to it. 
The other thing privacy is more important for me, 

than her, I think. My family for example if somebody 

buys a new book, and I say, can I read your book and 

she says- no no just my book I want to read it first, 

after I finish reading, no no do not touch my book 

you know and so occasionally there is a balance so I 

learned to be a little bit more sharing and at the same- 

time; she learns to be more understanding, but I am 

more protective.This couple negotiated cultural 

differences because the wife's family had cultural 

expectations, but the husband's sensitivity to and 
understanding of this cultural issue allowed for some 

negotiations around these differences. 

Another example of negotiations made in 

intercultural marriage is the wife in couple 6 “ We do 

not make a decision based on our culture but we 

respect each other and listen to each other. We do not 

think that we are from different culture. We celebrate 

two separate and distinct Christmases.  

 

All cases encourage children to adopt Australian 

as a third culture (Creation of a Third-Culture in 

Intercultural marriage) 
An interesting fact in intercultural relationships and 

family dynamics, referred to as “third culture” [3], [1] 

and also referred to as “transcultural” [13] was 

apparent in this study. The proposition was that the 

couples brought two cultures together when they 

formed a relationship, and eventually developed a 

third culture, which included sharing and 

amalgamating their two individual cultures in an 

effort to recognise, appreciate and sustain their 

cultural differences and enhance their relationship. In 

this study, the development of the third culture also 
became more apparent and critical when the 

intercultural couples had children, whereupon they 

had to develop a compromised third culture to raise 

the children in a consistent and meaningful way. The 

third culture proposition was exemplified in couple‟s 

case. They explained that as a couple, they brought 

two cultures together in their relationship. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, this study has added to the literature on 

intercultural couple‟s decision-making processes by 

providing a more inclusive account of the 

contributing factors used by couples to reach a 
decision. Involvement of shared values and faith have 

been explored and reported to be a major contributing 

factor to the ways that intercultural couples were 

made decisions. The emergence of global culture is 

another contributing factor is noting and 

understanding how decisions are made by 

intercultural couples.  
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