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Love and marriage are two interconnected concepts 
which serve as pillars of society. However, marriage 
rates are declining, and the percepti on of love 
changes with the newer generati ons. This study aims 
to explore the percepti on of love among Gen Zers in 
Sri Lanka and to understand the implicati ons of these 
percepti ons on marriage. A total of 11 parti cipants 
who belong to Generati on Z (age 18-26) were included 
in this study. Focus group and in-depth interviews 
were conducted to elicit the views on the related 
topic elements. This data was analysed using themati c 
analysis to identi fy the common themes presented 
within the data. Five main themes were constructed 
to explain the key ideas presented by the parti cipants. 
Namely: Views on love, Relati onship expectati ons 
and breakups, Views on marriage, marriage rates, 
and Role of culture. The results emerged showed 
that love is a crucial factor in marriage, especially 
in the newer generati ons because it has become a 
primary moti vator towards marriage in contrast to 
past generati ons where marriage was considered a 
social obligati on. However, the percepti on towards 
love has changed in the new generati ons, resulti ng 
in a decrease in marriage rates. This research off ers 
valuable insights into the evolving concepts of love 
and marriage in newer generati ons, emphasising 
the need for further explorati on to understand its 
broader implicati ons to the society. 

Keywords: Percepti on of Love; Gen Z; Marriage 
Rates; Cultural Infl uence      

Introducti on

Love has been a deeply ingrained idea from the 
beginning of humankind, yet it remains an abstract 
concept with no universally accepted defi niti on. 
From Plato’s ideologies of eros and philia, and Freud’s 
explanati ons of sexuality to more recent theories 
like triangular theory, love has been researched 
extensively, which showcases its signifi cance to 
human experience (Berscheid, 2010; Sternberg, 
1986). Despite immense research, the concept 
of love seems to be immeasurable and elusive. 
One plausible explanati on is that the percepti ons 
and the defi niti ons of love constantly change with 
other outside factors, such as the era, context, and 
individual interpretati ons (Sternberg et al., 2006). 
Love is also a primary moti vator for marriage, and 
marriage rates have declined over the past century.
However, the popularity of cohabitati on out of 
wedlock has steadily increased over ti me (Stevenson 
& Wolfers, 2007). In the United States, marriage 
rates have declined from 70% to 50% from 1967 to 
201,8 and the trend conti nues to decline at a much 
faster rate (Smock & Schwartz, 2020). This decline 
in marriage rates requires a careful study, as the 
marriage forms the foundati on of the family—the 
fundamental unit of society responsible for nurturing 
the next generati on (Coontz, 2005). Research widely 
indicates that the marriage remains the most eff ecti ve 
insti tuti on for raising healthy children, underscoring 
the challenge of replicati ng its unique benefi ts for 
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child well-being in similar insti tuti ons as well as other 
benefi ts of marriage from the individual level to the 
more societal level (Ribar, 2015).

Amid various factors driving the decline of the marital 
rates—such as shift ing atti  tudes toward marriage, 
technological advancements, fi nancial pressures, 
evolving personal prioriti es, and increasing reluctance 
toward long-term commitment—this study aims to 
explore how the change in the percepti on of love 
with generati ons may impact marriage rates. This 
is especially signifi cant in the Sri Lankan context, 
where traditi onal marriage carries profound cultural 
importance (Ubesekera & Jiaojiang, 2010).

Sternberg (1986) presents his triangular theory of love, 
classifying love into three interrelated components: 
inti macy, passion, and commitment. This framework 
helps understand the diverse dynamics of love and 
has been employed in similar research to investi gate 
divorce rates and gender diff erences (Fincham & 
Beach, 2010; Yoo & Joo, 2022). Inti macy encompasses 
feelings of closeness that foster warmth in the 
relati onship, passion involves arousal and desire, and 
commitment signifi es the decision to love someone 
and sustain that love over the long term (Sumter et 
al.,2013). This study uses the triangular theory of 
love as a theoreti cal framework to understand Gen 
Z’s percepti ons of love and their implicati ons for 
marriage by addressing the questi on, “How does 
the Gen Z populati on perceive love, and what are its 
possible implicati ons for the concept of marriage?” 

Research objecti ves

1) To explore the percepti ons of love in the Gen Z 
populati on.

2) To discuss the possible implicati ons of these 
percepti ons on marriage.

Method

Design

The study employs an interpretati ve qualitati ve 
approach, uti lising Sternberg’s (1986) triangular 

theory of love as a theoreti cal framework while 
allowing subjecti ve experiences to shape the 
fi ndings more phenomenally.  This dual approach 
aims to explore Gen Z’s percepti ons of love and the 
implicati ons of these percepti ons for the concept 
of marriage. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and focus groups. Themati c 
analysis was then conducted to analyse and interpret 
the data, revealing key themes and insights.

Parti cipants

The study uti lised purposive sampling to recruit 
parti cipants, focusing on individuals who could 
provide relevant insights into the percepti ons of love 
and marriage among Gen Z. Six male and three female 
parti cipants joined two gender-specifi c focus group 
discussions. Additi onally, one male and one female 
parti cipant were recruited for individual interviews 
to gather more in-depth and personalised data. This 
resulted in a total of 11 parti cipants, comprising 
seven males and four females. All parti cipants were 
young adults from Gen Z, aged 18 to 26, residing in 
Colombo.

Materials

The researcher uti lised a semi-structured 
questi onnaire comprising 11 main questi ons to 
collect data. This questi onnaire was developed by 
the researcher and tested through mock interviews 
to ensure its applicability and validity. The fi rst three 
questi ons aimed to elicit parti cipants’ percepti ons 
of love, specifi cally relati ng to the three elements 
of Sternberg’s (1986) triangular theory of love. The 
following two questi ons explored how Gen Z perceives 
generati onal diff erences in views on love. The fi nal 
set of questi ons examined the role of marriage in 
contemporary society, mainly its associati on with love 
and declining marriage rates. An updated version of 
the questi onnaire was employed later in one-on-one 
interviews to gather additi onal in-depth insights on 
key themes identi fi ed during the initi al analysis.
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Procedure

A parti cipant recruitment form was distributed on 
social media as a Google Form to enlist volunteers 
for the study. Interested respondents were contacted 
for interviews, and the study’s Informati on Sheet 
was sent via email and WhatsApp. The researcher 
then scheduled focus groups for all parti cipants 
at convenient ti mes and locati ons. Upon arrival, 
parti cipants were debriefed about the study and 
consented by signing consent forms. The focus 
groups were conducted by the researcher and 
recorded using a voice recorder. All audio recordings 
were transcribed, and the transcripts were reviewed 
alongside the recordings to familiarise the researcher 
with data. Themati c analysis was chosen for its 
eff ecti veness in identi fying common thought patt erns 
among parti cipants. Initi ally, data was coded, codes 
were grouped and refi ned based on the relevance 
and objecti ves. Initi al themes were developed by 
combining codes to represent patt erns in the data. 
The questi onnaire was subsequently refi ned based 
on these themes, leading to two additi onal individual 
interviews for further in-depth insights and data 
saturati on was achieved during this. Similar to the 
focus groups, these interviews were transcribed and 
coded, with all codes further refi ned into a cohesive 
set of themes to explain the fi ndings.

Results and Discussion

Theme 1 – Views on Love 

Defi niti ons on Love

Common keywords such as feeling, sharing, and 
trust emerged from all the parti cipants, “When you 
think of what love is in general, you just think of it 
as a feeling, something you feel towards someone 
or something…”. Similar to previous studies, there 
was no standard defi niti on due to the subjecti vity 
of the concept of love (Sternberg et al., 2006).  All 
parti cipants acknowledged the value of love to 
their lives in their own words, “Like basically love 
gives meaning to life…” Overall, love as a concept is 
perceived with utmost importance by Gen Zers.

Triangular theory of love

Most parti cipants considered inti macy and passion 
to be more important than commitment. “Our 
generati on is very dati ng culture forward, so it is 
like no, there is less focus on I guess commitment…” 
This low priority on commitment in the newer 
generati ons is refl ected in decreasing marital 
rates (Smock & Schwartz, 2020). Another possible 
explanati on could be that the focus on commitment 
is less emphasized in the data due to the parti cipants 
being young adults who tend to show higher scores 
on passion and inti macy than any other age group 
(Sumter et al., 2013). However, a gender diff erence 
was observed in terms of the value given to each 
factor in the triangular theory. The majority of the 
female parti cipants stated inti macy as the most 
important component that leads to passion and 
commitment, “Inti macy would probably be the most 
important thing in the sense it would also be like 
kind of the stepping stone, like the actually like the 
foundati on for commitment and passion”, whereas 
most of the male parti cipants stated passion as an 
important factor to initi ate love relati onships, “Like 
now if we look at my aff air it was fi rst passion and 
inti macy. Mainly passion”. Adding on to this trend, 
a female parti cipant menti ons a story about one of 
her male friends who was more willing to have sexual 
relati onships solely focused on passion than other 
components of love.

Sumter et al. (2013), show a similar trend but 
proceed to state that this diff erence should not be 
exaggerated due to diff erences seen within genders 
someti mes being bigger than diff erences across 
genders. However, the repeti ti on of this trend in the 
current study could hint a possible gender diff erence 
in the percepti on of love in terms of the triangular 
theory.  
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Generati onal Diff erences

The possibility of experiencing love outside of 
marriage in the newer generati ons is a possible reason 
for the drasti c drop-in marriage rates according to the 
parti cipants which is a similar result to past studies like 
Smock & Schwartz (2020). Male parti cipants believed 
that the mental forti tude to endure problems in life 
has reduced in the new generati on which can result 
in higher divorce rates (Fincham & Beach, 2010). 
This gender diff erence in percepti on can be due to 
various reasons, but one plausible explanati on is the 
popular noti on that traditi onal love and marriage 
were oppressive towards women which can lead to 
overemphasis on negati ve elements and the disregard 
of positi ve elements of traditi onal love and marriage. 
This observati on can be further connected to men 
rejecti ng committ ed relati onships and marriages 
because of the disadvantages they encounter in the 
present society compared to the past (Gygax, 2021). 
All in all, marriage is portrayed negati vely by these 
views despite having gender diff erences. 

Theme 2 – Relati onship expectati ons and breakups

Physical appearance

Parti cipants showed less focus on physical appearance 
than other qualiti es of a potenti al partner. Only one 
parti cipant explicitly menti oned the importance 
of physical appearance whereas the reoccurring 
theme was the considerati on of appearance in the 
initi al stages of a relati onship but regarded as less 
important later. Male parti cipants considered the 
physical aspects of love such as sexual sati sfacti on 
to be requirements in their relati onships, “And from 
their side normally sex, love like the physical love and 
those things like staying together for a long ti me…”, 
whereas female parti cipants did not menti on it as a 
requirement in their relati onships. Recent marriage 
studies show that passion was more emphasized by 
males, than females who regarded inti macy as more 
important to maintain long-term relati onships (Yoo & 
Joo, 2022). Therefore, males tend to be more passion-
oriented than females who are inti macy-oriented in 

love as well as in maintaining long-term relati onships 
such as marriage. 

Stability

For long-term relati onships including marriages, the 
parti cipants expected their prospecti ve partner to be 
in a stable positi on in terms of fi nances and career, 
“…if I am looking for somebody who I am deciding to 
like to spend the rest of my life with, I would expect 
them to be stable just as they should expect me to 
be stable as well”. This is conti nuous throughout 
the generati ons, but the main diff erence menti oned 
by the parti cipants was that in the past, males had 
to be fi nancially stable because men functi oned as 
providers. However, in the present society, both 
parti es expect their partners to be stable and to be 
able to support each other. “… you should also be 
able to take care of each other if something happens 
to the other person…”.  

Breakups 

Parti cipants menti oned the increased likelihood of 
breakups within relati onships compared to the past. 
One of the main reasons for this is the possibility of 
falling out of love which was believed to be something 
that can happen without a specifi c reason.  “… 
imagine you are living with this person every single 
day... There is a chance you will like; yeah, lose every 
feeling you have for them which is just sad...”. Even 
though parti cipants believed that this could happen 
with the perfect balance of the triangular elements, 
their answers implied the loss of interest that is 
related to the passion and inti macy elements of the 
triangle.  

Theme 3 – Views on Marriage 

Atti  tudes towards Marriage 

Parti cipants stated that marriage is a choice contrary 
to older generati ons who viewed it as a social 
obligati on and a compulsory stage of life. “Well, for 
me, fi rst of all, I think as opposed to how we have 
been like, raised for me, marriage is a choice. Like you 
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do not have to get married if you don’t want to get 
married…”.  

Moreover, children are a crucial element in marriage, 
but male parti cipants’ answers tend to solidify the 
noti on that marriage is solely for that reason. Females 
tend to view marriage as more of a celebrati on of 
love and a commitment fi lled with understanding, 
trust, loyalty, and other related qualiti es that can 
lead to life sati sfacti on apart from being an insti tute 
for childcare. 

Parti cipants oft en menti oned how their generati on 
wants to live hedonisti c lifestyles with multi ple 
partners rather than marriage., “More than one 
person…the world is going in a directi on like saying 
that enjoy everything you can type of thinking, so 
people try to enjoy as much as possible…”, however 
despite these negati ve atti  tudes towards marriage, 
the majority of the parti cipants expressed their 
desire to get married to the person they loved one 
day if it were to happen, but were unwilling to get 
married for the sake of external pressures or out 
of obligati on. This desire for marriage was more 
commonly menti oned by female parti cipants which 
is supported by Manning et al. (2019), in their study 
to determine the marital expectati ons of millennials.  

Relati onship between love and marriage 

With reduced societal pressure, love’s role in marriage 
has increased. However, this does not mean Gen Zers 
marry solely for love; they consider many factors 
before marrying, unlike the forced or spontaneous 
marriages of the previous generati ons. Male 
parti cipants were more open to marriage without 
love. According to the majority of parti cipants, men 
in Sri Lanka oft en have realisti c views of love, while 
women have idealised noti ons of perfect marriages, 
infl uenced by parental glorifi cati on. 

Divorce

Parti cipants view divorce as an extremely possible 
and acceptable thing to go through. However, they 
expressed their concerns about getti  ng a divorce in 

a country like Sri Lanka and the backlash associated 
with it. “So, in Sri Lankan cultures, what I have 
noti ced is if you get married, you cannot get a divorce 
because all the relati ves will be like, oh my God, those 
two got divorced…” 

Moreover, parti cipants accepted the possibility of 
breakups and divorces to be a normal phenomenon 
which is a major diff erence compared to older 
generati ons. Parti cipants’ religious beliefs and 
societal pressures have controlled the divorce rates 
and abusive marriages are maintained due to these 
factors. The possibility of divorce itself has aff ected 
the view on marriage of Gen Zers leading to avoidance 
of marriage and fear of commitment (Fincham & 
Beach, 2010). Therefore, divorce is a highly likely 
event to occur compared to previous generati ons 
even with the societal backlash against it.  

Theme 4 – Marriage rates 

Educati on and Awareness 

 The increase in educati on among the new generati ons 
has resulted in the increased awareness about 
the hardships and the responsibiliti es of marriage 
which make individuals reluctant to marry. “They 
understand ‘ah when I get married and have a child, 
I will have to bear the responsibility’ and the money 
you make should be spent for this.” Therefore, it 
seems possible that the improvement in educati onal 
standards and awareness can aff ect marital rates 
negati vely.   

Technological advancement  

Parti cipants believed that the technological 
development signifi cantly impacts marital rates. One 
parti cipant noted that humans form cohabitati ons 
like marriage to increase survival chances, as 
marriage traditi onally facilitated meeti ng basic needs 
through labour division. The male and female roles 
combined eff orts for survival and reproducti on. 
However, technological advancements have made 
basic needs more accessible, reducing dependency 
on marriage. This shift  contributes to the increase in 
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single young adults.

 “It is very easy right we can go to a shop and buy 
food, but it is not that easy earlier. So, because of 
that independency has increased a lot so if there is 
no dependency, there IS no point in a marriage.”

Increased exposure to divorce rates and negati ve 
views on marriage via social media have also 
infl uenced people to be detached from marriage 
(Fincham & Beach, 2010).

“These diff erent opinions on of marriage and now, 
they have a platf orm they get to share it. And these 
opinions can infl uence other ways of marriage, which 
can lead us to think like twice when we were to get 
married”

Prioriti es beyond marriage  

Parti cipants believe that in early generati ons, people 
viewed marriage as one of the main goals of life, but 
now people tend to focus more on themselves and 
their careers than marrying and starti ng a family. 
Because of that people tend to allocate their fi nances 
for the personal fulfi lment rather than a marriage 
due to the high cost and uncertainty that comes 
along with it. Marriage is viewed as something that 
has more disadvantages than advantages; thereby, 
making it a less important factor in achieving   
personal goals.

Theme 5 – Role of Culture

Western culture 

One of the key realisati ons that emerged from data 
is that the Gen Z discussed in Dimock (2019), in the 
United States does not refl ect the Gen Z populati on 
in Sri Lanka. “I may technically belong To GenZ, but 
I was raised more, so I think in a millennial kind of 
mindset

Some parti cipants are sti ll willing to marry just to 
relieve the societal and familial pressure they would 
face otherwise. “…but we sti ll love our parents so in a 
way we like to become strong and make them happy 

while us also being happy.”

Parti cipants further stated the diffi  culti es in selecti ng 
a cohabitati on method like living together due to the 
societal pressure which forces them to get married 
to live with the person they love. Most parti cipants 
preferred the Western cultural views on love due to 
the freedom associated with it contrary to Sri Lankan 
views of sti gma and discriminati on. 

Diff erences in diff erent areas of the country 

The percepti ons and views on love and marriage 
further diff er in diff erent areas within Sri Lanka 
itself. Individuals in rural parts of the country tend 
to showcase more traditi onal views compared 
to the Colombo populati on as menti oned by the 
parti cipants. This can be due to the high technological 
and infrastructural development in Colombo that 
supports globalisati on which results in a change in 
percepti ons (Upali Pannilage, 2016). Parti cipants 
menti oned that Sri Lankan Gen Zers in rural areas 
tend to get into commitment-heavy relati onships 
rather than personal fulfi lment.  

Religion and caste

Religion has a direct impact on the views about love 
and marriage on Gen Zers in Sri Lanka. Marriage is 
advocated by most of the religions in Sri Lanka, 
creati ng a social pressure to get married (Lee & 
Ono, 2012). However, with the rise of concepts like 
atheism, Gen Zers are more willing to move away 
from religion for the sake of freedom

Parti cipants believed that Sri Lankans are sti ll 
considering castes and social status before marrying 
but further stated that this was more crucial in 
previous generati ons. “Now when a girl and a boy 
get together, they do not ask for the caste, they do 
not care”.

Conclusions

This study aimed to explore the percepti ons of 
love within the Gen Z populati on in Sri Lanka and 
examine the implicati ons of these percepti ons on 
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marriage. The fi ndings indicate a negati ve trend 
in marital rates similar to the previous research, 
suggesti ng that future marriages may be limited. 
A signifi cant factor contributi ng to this trend is the 
evolving understanding of love adopted by the new 
generati on, infl uenced by various factors such as 
western cultural norms, technological advancements, 
and educati onal shift s. The results reveal that love 
now plays a more central role in marriage for Gen 
Zers, who view marriage as an insti tuti on primarily 
for personal fulfi lment rather than a mere social 
obligati on. Consequently, the absence of love 
may render marriage an unappealing opti on for 
cohabitati on due to its disadvantages in the present 
contexts. While this dynamic shift  presents both 
advantages and disadvantages, understanding these 
changes is crucial for preparing for future societal 
developments. It is important to note that this study 
focused on a small segment of the Gen Z populati on 
in Sri Lanka, and the subjecti ve nature of the topic 
may have infl uenced the responses. Additi onally, 
the researcher’s gender may have aff ected the 
willingness of female parti cipants to discuss sensiti ve 
topics, which refl ects a culturally specifi c limitati on. 
Given the limited existi ng research on love and 
marriage within the Sri Lankan context, this study 
serves as a valuable contributi on to the fi eld. It 
provides a foundati on for future research to explore 
love in a more holisti c manner, incorporati ng cultural 
and context-specifi c elements. Furthermore, the 
insights gained from this research can inform various 
practi cal applicati ons, including predicti ng future 
social structures, enhancing the quality of cohabiti ng 
insti tuti ons to support healthy generati ons, and 
raising awareness among older adults about the 
upbringing of younger generati ons. The fi ndings may 
also be benefi cial in contexts such as marital therapy, 
where understanding the percepti ons of love can 
improve relati onal dynamics
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