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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose and Scope 

An assumption underlying much of the marital and family interaction 

research has been succinctly stated by Haley (1962): "Family members 

deal differently with each other than they do with other people" (p. 

266). That is, family members have a pattern of communication differen

tiating their relationship with each other from their relationship with 

others. The focus in this formulation is upon communication processes 

and not upon the content or outcome of coramunication. As this assumption 

had not been adequately tested, the purpose of the present study was to 

evaluate it empirically. 

The validity of Haley's assumption that spouses and family members 

have a unique way of interacting with one another has ramifications for 

the specificity versus consistency controversy debated by Mischel (1968, 

1969) and others (e.g., Endler & Magnusson, 1976). As applied to 

marital interactions, the specificity argument contends that an indi

vidual will behave one way with his spouse and in a different manner 

with a stranger. The consistency viewpoint on the other hand predicts 

that there will be much consistency in how an individual behaves with 

his spouse and with strangers. 

This study examined the consistency of the behavior of individuals 

across different dyadic conditions, thus providing further clarification 



of the specificity versus consistency controversy. Another purpose was 

to examine the interaction of different types of dyads in order to 

determine whether there were reliable differences among them. Specif

ically, this study proposed to answer the following questions: (1) Are 

there differences between distressed couples, nondistressed couples, 

and couples composed of strangers, as measured by the commonly used 

variables of family interaction research? (2) Is the verbal behavior 

that an individual engages in with different people variable or consis

tent? Are the coramunication patterns of the individual a function of 

his relatedness to the other person, of the condition of his raarriage, 

or of both? In this study, relatedness referred to whether the indi

viduals in the dyad were related by marriage or were strangers to each 

other. The condition of the marriage referred to whether the marriage 

was distressed or nondistressed. 

A review of the literature establishes that the questions of 

interest to this project have not been adequately assessed previously, 

and demonstrates that the variables selected are commonly used in family 

interaction research. 

Marital Interaction Research 

This section reviews investigations of marital interaction research, 

First, some general trends in the field are noted. Studies contrasting 

the interaction of couples and of spouses are reviewed. The final sec

tion involves a detailed analysis of the few existing studies comparing 

married and synthetic dyads (dyads composed of strangers). 



Overview of the Field 

Relatively few studies have focused solely on the interaction of 

the marital dyad. Most interaction research has studied families rather 

than couples. In fact, with the notable exception of Strodtbeck (1951), 

interest in the interaction between spouses is a relatively recent 

development within the marital research field. The earlier appearance 

of interaction studies in family research as compared to marital research 

is perhaps due to the greater orientation towards psychopathology among 

researchers of family functioning (Gurman & Kniskern, 1978; Haley, 1971). 

Attempts to understand and to change the behavior of extremely disturbed 

individuals, i.e., schizophrenics, led to an emphasis on the family and 

on the patterns of communication among family members. In contrast, 

severe psychopathology has not traditionally been the focus in marital 

research (Olson, 1970). The different emphasis on psychopathology 

continues to be true today as reflected by contemporary terms used to 

describe couples and families: One sees frequent references in the lit

erature to the "schizophrenic" or "abnormal" family, but marriages are 

described as "distressed" or "unhappy." Marital couples are never 

labeled "schizophrenic," and references are seldom made to siraply 

"unhappy" families. 

Olson (1970) suggested that different historical bases and a lack 

of cross-disciplinary communication prevented the two fields of marital 

and family research from coming together sooner. Instead, they developed 

along parallel but distinctive lines despite mutually shared interests. 

In this regard he noted: 



Whereas both fields have been primarily interested in understanding 
actual ongoing interaction of family members and developing tech
niques for therapeutic intervention into this process rather than 
relying entirely on self-reports by the identified patients, they 
have independently developed their own approaches, (p. 505) 

Within the context of recent marital research, an increasing empha

sis has been placed upon the process of communication and interaction. 

In a review of this area, Tharp (1963) examined homogamy, interpersonal 

perception, identifications, complimentary needs, and role theory as 

these related to both mate selection and marital relations, but he did 

not focus on the relationship per se. While Barry (1970) updated the 

literature in these areas, his review also emphasized marital inter

actions and included a major new area, conflict and conflict resolution. 

Studies of interaction and communication in the resolution of conflict 

(e.g., Blechman, 1974; Carter & Thomas, 1974; Goodrich & Boomer, 1963; 

Olson & Ryder, 1970; Watzlawick, 1966) have now become more common. 

Studies of Different Groups 
of Married Couples 

Communication between spouses has been studied by measuring aspects 

of their communication on various self-report scales. For example, 

Bienvenu (1973) and Navran (1967) compared couples on paper and pencil 

self-report measures of communication and found that the happier couples 

had better communication, were characterized as more open, used more non

verbal communication, and were more responsive to the feelings of the 

other partner. Rabkin (1967) noted that marital partners do not always 

share the same communication codes, resulting in misunderstandings. 

Rothenberg (1972) found that in a stressful conflict situation 



maladjusted couples communicated less frequently and exhibited decreased 

cooperation, increased aggression, and a lack of planning. 

A number of studies, employing procedures similar to the present 

study, have contrasted the communication patterns of distressed and non

distressed couples. Rogers (1973) compared 65 husband-wife dyads 

exhibiting different amounts of strain attributable to an inequity in 

roles. She found that the couples with less perceived strain "spent 

more time together, talked with one another more, talked about more 

topics, particularly personal topics, were more satisfied with their 

communication relationship, and with their raarriage." The raore strained 

relationships were raarked by "fewer support raessages, had more wife 

one-up control movements, fewer unsuccessful talk-overs, and more symmet

rical transactions" (p. 6450). These results suggest longer talk time 

araong nondistressed couples, and more intrusions especially by the wife 

among the distressed marital couples. 

Hofman (1970) attempted to relate marital adjustment and inter

action to the individual adjustment of the parents of children referred 

to a clinic for their emotional problems and of parents designated as 

well adjusted by their minister and having children without known prob

lems. He found that the two groups of parents differed on the self-

report measures of both individual and marital adjustment but not on the 

interaction indices, such as a measure of decision time. As in this 

study, the couples attempted to reach agreement while discussing hypo

thetical family situations. 



Duncan (1968) compared the parents of normal and delinquent adoles

cent girls on certain communication variables during interviews. She 

found a significantly higher activity level, as measured by the number 

of words spoken per family, the number of intrusions, and the frequency 

and duration of simultaneous speech among the parents of the non-

delinquent girls. Measures of dominance and conflict (including who 

speaks first and who speaks last, and total words spoken per individual) 

did not differ for the two groups of parents. 

Goodrich and Boomer (1963) developed the Color Matching Test to 

generate differences to be resolved by spouses. On this test, individ

uals are asked to match pieces of colored papers which are presented to 

them by an experimenter with similar pieces of paper in displays visible 

only to each participant separately. All of the display items are iden

tical for both partners, but half are numbered differently. Thus, when 

pieces are identified by their number, partners are certain to disagree 

on at least half of the items. In this way the disagreements that are 

to be resolved through discussion are built into the test. In their 

factor analysis of Color Matching Test variables, Ryder and Goodrich 

(1966) found that newlywed husbands gave their choices first raore often 

than their wives, while the wives had a richer vocabulary and laughed 

more often than their husbands. Perregaux (1971) studied 32 couples 

married for 10 to 25 years to see how they resolved differences on the 

Color Matching Test. She found no relationship between the variables 

of the test and a self-report measure of marital satisfaction. Spouses 

differed only in that wives laughed more. 



Studies Comparing Married 
and Synthetic Couples 

A major premise of this investigation is that one of the commonlv 

held assumptions of the family and marital therapy and research fields 

has not been adequately tested. This assumption holds that marital 

partners and family members have a communication pattern with each 

other which is different from their communication patterns with non-

family members (Haley, 1962). A careful review of the few studies which 

bear upon this proposition illustrates that the results are at best 

equivocal. It also points to the need for further empirical verifica

tion of this idea. 

One study often cited as confirming the uniqueness of the family 

system is the experiment conducted by Winter, Ferreira, and Bowers (1973) 

Using the Ferreira-Winter Questionnaire Technique, they compared 20 

married and 20 synthetic couples composed of college students who were 

strangers to one another. As is customary in the Winter and Ferreira 

experiments, individuals first completed the questionnaire separately 

and then were brought together to arrive at mutually agreed upon choices. 

The authors concluded that there were important differences between the 

married and synthetic couples. Unlike differences between abnormal and 

normal families, however, these represented quantitative rather than 

qualitative differences. Married couples showed greater spontaneous 

agreement, interrupted each other more, were rated as less polite in 

their interaction, and exchanged fewer explicit informational units 

than synthetic couples. Couples did not differ on time spent in 

silence, nor on choice fulfillment or decision time when initial level 
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of spontaneous agreement was controlled for. In other words, only on 

four of seven variables, one of which involved subjective ratings 

(politeness), did the groups differ significantly. Moreover, the 

sampling procedure produced two groups of subjects which were not com

parable. The married couples consisted of individuals who had been 

living together or married to each other for at least two years. The 

synthetic couples were composed of individuals who were complete 

strangers to each other and who also had never been married. In fact, 

the individuals in the synthetic couples may have had little dating 

experience. Thus, the comparison was between people who were currently 

involved in an intimate dyadic relationship and people who were not 

involved in such an intimate relationship. 

A more appropriate strategy for comparing synthetic and married 

couples is the one employed by Ryder (1968), and subsequently by others 

(Birchler, Weiss & Vincent, 1975; Okel, 1971; Vincent, Weiss, & 

Birchler, 1975). The synthetic couples in Ryder's (1968) study were 

composed of husbands and wives who were not married to each other but 

were taken from the original sample of married couples. Using the 

Goodrich and Boomer Color Matching Test (1963), Ryder (1968) compared 

the performance of married and synthetic couples on a number of indi

vidual and dyadic variables. Married couples differed significantly 

from the synthetic-couples on five of 13 comparisons involving the 

individual variables. Among the married couples, husbands announced 

their choices first more often, both husbands and wives expressed overt 

disapproval of their spouses a greater percentage of the time, wives 



laughed less often, and differences were resolved less by arbitrary 

means than among the couples composed of strangers. The other eight 

variables did not distinguish between the groups. Ryder also compared 

the correlations of the scores of husbands and wives in the married 

group with a similar set of correlations from the synthetic group. Only 

two out of 25 comparisons were significant, and both were in the direc

tion of higher inter-partner correlations among the synthetic couples. 

Two other types of dyadic variables—conditional probabilities relating 

test partners, and correlations between partners in terms of conditional 

probabilities—also failed to differentiate between the married and 

synthetic couples. Thus, on most of the variables, the husbands and 

wives appeared to behave in a consistent manner, whether they were inter

acting with their spouses or with strangers. These results favor the 

consistency viewpoint of behavior. 

In an earlier study, Ryder (1966) replicated the factor structure 

of the Color Matching Test variables previously uncovered by Ryder and 

Goodrich (1966). He compared the original sample of newlywed couples 

with two other groups—a sample of married couples and a sample of 

synthetic couples composed of the married individuals. Correlations 

between the married and synthetic groups on the first two (and only 

stable) factors were considerably higher than correlations between the 

newlywed and married or between the newl3n̂ ed and synthetic groups. The 

two groups with the highest intercorrelations were comprised of the 

same subjects in different combinations. These results support the 

concept of behavioral consistency which maintains that the same 
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individuals under two different conditions will respond more similarly 

than will different individuals under the same condition. 

Okel (1971) replicated Ryder's (1968) comparative study with the 

additional variable of need for approval added. His sample consisted 

of 40 married undergraduate couples. Among this group, married couples 

were differentiated from synthetic couples by more verbal communications, 

conflict, disapproval of partner, and deadlocked disagreements. Hus

bands in both groups initiated raore choices than wives, but were like 

them in the use of dominance, disapproval of partner, and avoidance of 

structure. Individuals in both groups performed similarly in terms of 

decision time, choice initiation, dominance, and avoidance of structure. 

The studies discussed thus far have all involved comparisons 

between married and synthetic couples. Two studies performed at the 

Oregon Research Institute under the direction of Weiss (Vincent, Weiss, 

& Birchler, 1975; Birchler, Weiss, & Vincent, 1975) compared three 

groups of subjects—nondistressed married, distressed married, and 

synthetic couples. These groups all came from the same sample of 24 

couples, some of whom were distressed and some of whom were not. The 

procedure they used called for each individual to interact in turn 

with three other partners. For example, a nondistressed married husband 

interacted with his wife, then with another nondistressed married 

woman, and finally with a woman from a distressed marriage. In the 

statistical analyses, the scores from the two strangers were averaged 

together. Thus, an individual could be compared when interacting with 

his spouse, and when interacting with an "averaged" stranger. 
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Couples in these two studies interacted by resolving differences 

generated by their individual answers to a modified version of the Olson 

and Ryder (1970) Inventory of Marital Conflict. Dependent variables 

were frequency counts of positive and negative problem solving state

ments in one case (Vincent et al., 1975), and of positive and negative 

social reinforcement behaviors in the other (Birchler et al., 1975). 

In both studies behaviors were coded by using the appropriate categories 

of the Marital Interaction Coding System (Hops, Wills, Patterson, & 

Weiss, 1971). This is a behavioral coding system consisting of some 29 

categories which are combined in particular ways to represent broader 

classes of behavior. For example, both the classes "negative problem 

solving statements" and "negative social reinforcements" consist of the 

7 categories "complain, criticize, deny responsibility, excuse, put 

down, interrupt, and disagree." In addition, the latter class also 

consists of three nonverbal categories—"no response, not tracking, and 

turn off." 

These authors found, as hypothesized, that the distressed couples 

engaged in significantly less positive and significantly more negative 

social reinforcements (or problem solving behaviors) than did the non

distressed couples, who in turn behaved significantly less positively 

and more negatively than did the synthetic couples. They also examined 

the consistency of behavior of individuals across different partners by 

computing sets of correlations. An individual's behavior with his or 

her spouse was correlated with that person's behavior with the "averaged 

stranger." The individual's behavior with one stranger was correlated 
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with the individual's behavior with the other stranger as v;ell. In 

terms of social reinforcement, they generally found thar positive behav

ior towards one's spouse did not correlate significantly with such behav

ior towards an "averaged" stranger, whereas positive behavior towards 

one stranger correlated significantly with positive behavior towards the 

other for both nondistressed and distressed spouses. For negative social 

reinforcement behaviors, the only significant correlations were for com

parisons between the negative behavior of a distressed spouse towards 

each of the two strangers. In terms of positive and negative problem 

solving behaviors, none of the correlations were significant. 

From these results, Birchler et al. (1975) and Vincent et al. (1975) 

concluded that their data support the contention that an individual's 

behavior is variable across different partners. To do otherwise, they 

reasoned, the correlations would have had to be high and significant in 

all comparisons. The correlations which were high were interpreted as 

support for a system's view of marriage, since these indicated that 

individuals were consistent in their behaviors towards strangers, whereas 

the low correlations that were found indicated that they acted differ

ently towards spouses when compared to strangers. 

These results superficially appear to support Haley's (1962) assump

tion about the unigueness of the behavior of spouses. However, certain 

issues must be raised. At least three observations can be made. First, 

some of their data can be interpreted as supportive of behavioral consis

tency rather than behavioral specificity. While Birchler et al. (1975) did 

not make the necessary statistical comparisons to test for significant 

differences between distressed and nondistressed couples, their data 
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(p. 353, Table 2, and p. 354, Table 3) show that distressed spouses 

consistently emitted fewer positive social reinforcements and more 

negative social reinforcements to both their spouse and an "averaged" 

stranger than did nondistressed spouses. These data are not com

patible with the argument for behavioral specificity, which would have 

predicted no differences in the behavior of the distressed and non

distressed spouses towards the "averaged" stranger, as the stimuli to 

which both types of spouses were responding to were equivalent. How

ever, since both sets of subjects did not respond in the same way, 

their behavior would not appear to be situationally determined. 

Possibly the behavior was determined by a subject characteristic called 

marital condition (distressed or nondistressed). If that were the case, 

then the data would support a consistency rather than a specificity 

view of behavior. 

The second issue is methodological. By combining the data obtained 

from a person's interactions with two very different strangers, 

Birchler et al. (1975) and Vincent et al. (1975) may have artificially 

raasked differences which existed between these two interactions. After 

all, one stranger came from a distressed marriage and the other from a 

nondistressed marriage. Perhaps two strangers who are each from a 

distressed marriage will, together, emit fewer positive and more nega

tive behaviors than would be the case if only one of these strangers 

is originally from a distressed marriage. Such potential differences 

were obscured in their data analysis. It might be sound methodolog

ically, but it would appear to be absurd conceptually, to collapse the 

data from two spouses into an "averaged" spouse. 
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The third point raised is an observation concerning the possible 

interpretations of their results. As previously mentioned, negative 

problem solving behavior was coded in a raanner identical to negative 

social reinforcements, except that the latter included, in addition, 

three categories of nonverbal behaviors. In terms of the negative 

behavior of distressed spouses, Vincent et al. (1975) found no signif

icant stranger-stranger correlations (p. 482, Table 3), whereas Birchler 

et al. did (1975, p. 355, Table 5). How are these differences to be 

explained? Because a number of distinct behaviors are a priori grouped 

together into broad categories, one does not know which behaviors are 

consistent across partners and which are not. The relative frequencies 

of behaviors are also not known. A behavior which has a low base rate 

of occurrence raay appear to be less stable than one with a higher rate 

of occurrence. From the data presented one cannot determine what com

ponents of the behaviors coded actually contributed to the high corre

lations since only large classes of behaviors were analyzed. 

Summary of the Review on Marital 
Interaction Research 

The review of studies of marital interaction has focused primarily 

on two types of studies. The first type of marital interaction studies 

were investigations comparing different groups of married couples. Few 

consistent differences between nondistressed and distressed couples 

appeared in these studies. The differences that do exist suggest that 

nondistressed couples speak more, interrupt each other more, and have 

more open communication than do distressed couples. A few spouse 
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differences were found, suggesting that in nondistressed couples, 

husbands may lead more than wives while wives laugh raore. Wives tend 

to interrupt more in distressed couples than in nondistressed ones. 

These findings are inferences based on a very sraall number of studies 

and need further investigation. 

The second group of marital interaction studies were six investiga

tions which compared married couples with couples composed of strangers. 

The strategy of comparison used has been proposed as a test of the 

consistency of individual behavior across situations. Again, the 

small number of studies involved (actually two studies used identical 

samples and two were replications), the varying methodologies employed, 

the methodological weaknesses, and the mixed results, make generaliza

tions impossible, and underscore the need for further investigations 

in this area. 

Variables in Interaction Research 

Olson wrote in 1970: "One of the potential useful approaches to 

diagnosis for marital problems involves systematically measuring the 

actual interaction of the couple" (p. 513). As the review of raarital 

interaction research has shown, however, relatively few studies have 

examined specific behaviors. Therefore, in choosing variables of 

importance to interaction research with couples, one must of necessity 

look to a more prolific field, that of family interaction. Here one 

finds a large number of studies and an equally large number of variables 

from which to choose. 
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In selecting variables for the present investigation, this 

researcher was guided by three general considerations: First, variables 

were chosen that are process rather than outcome measures of behavior. 

Outcome measures, such as the number of choices agreed upon, or whose 

choices are agreed upon more often, are frequently used in interaction 

research. They are useful in understanding the results of the commu

nication process and the ways in which people are affected by the 

process. However, they do not describe the communication process per 

se, which is the focus of this study. Second, the variables chosen 

were intended to be ones which are commonly used in interaction 

research in order to enhance the meaningfulness of the results. An 

observation raade by Winter (1971) is still valid today: "But most 

variables used in interaction research have simply not been tested on 

raore than one sample" (p. 109). Third, the variables were to be easily 

raeasurable and require relatively little subjective judgeraent on the 

part of the rater. This criterion brings up the distinction raade by 

Jacob (1975) between quantitative and qualitative process raeasures. 

The former "only require the judge to determine the presence or 

absence of a rather objective, specific, and non-inferential event" 

(p. 44), whereas the latter include "judgements that often involve 

multilevel criteria and some degree of inference" (p. 44). This study 

relied on quantitative process measures which generally required little 

examination of the content of speech. In so doing, variables were 

chosen which are easily observed and counted, allowing for greater 

reliability in measurement. 
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Five variables were chosen which met these criteria: talk time 

(verbal activity), intrusions, successful interruptions, who speaks 

first, and who speaks last. Gottman, Markman, and Notarius (1977) in 

a critique of previous marital research concluded: 

At the heart of this paper's criticism of previous research is 
the contention that the role of description, an important phase 
of scientific investigation, has been minimized. Without careful, 
detailed description, theorizing about marital interaction is 
likely to be premature and to generate controversies that produce 
more heat than light, (p. 463) 

Observations such as these led the present investigator to select 

variables on empirical rather than theoretical grounds. Meanings were 

not assigned a priori to these variables, because other investigators 

have been divided over the inferred meanings (e.g., dominance) they 

ascribe to quantitative measures (e.g., successful interruptions). 

Indeed, there seems to be a lack of conceptual clarity within the 

field which has led various investigators to criticize one another 

sharply. For example, Jacob (1975) in a massive review of the family 

interaction research, organized his findings around four concepts— 

conflict, dominance, affect, and communication clarity. While he 

noted many inconsistent findings, he concluded that there were some 

differences between different types of families which tended to be 

consistent. Doane (1978) reviewed much of the same literature and 

disagreed with Jacob's (1975) conclusions. She justified the need for 

her review in part on her belief that Jacob (1975) had erred in un

critically accepting the various operational definitions of constructs 

advanced by various researchers. Her re-analysis of the literature 
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resulted in different conclusions from those Jacob (1975) had reached. 

Jacob and Grounds (1978) in a rejoinder to Doane (1978) faulted her for 

using concepts to organize the literature which they felt were inad

equately defined and apparently unrelated to the variables used to 

operationalize them. In summary, Doane (1978) disagreed with the mean

ing given to variables by Jacob (1975). Jacob and Grounds (1978) in 

turn disagreed with her definitions. 

This recent debate underscores the fact that there is little agree

ment on the meaning of numerous descriptive measures. That further 

research using such variables is justified is apparent from a review 

of the literature. It indicates that there are few studies of marital 

couples in which descriptive measures such as the process variables 

used in this study have been examined. 

The review of the literature which follows surveys numerous 

family interaction studies. The few marital studies which have used 

interaction variables are also reviewed. The typical family inter

action study has involved an attempt by a mother, father, and one child 

to reach an agreement on a task presented to them for discussion. The 

task has typically consisted of discussing different answers to a 

questionnaire, or discussing family topics and vignettes presented by 

the experimenter. Families have been classified as "abnormal, dis

turbed, normal, delinquent, schizophrenic," etc., based on the status 

of the child. Unless specifically noted otherwise, one should assume 

that the studies discussed below fit this format. 
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Verbal Activity 

Verbal productivity is a variable frequently used in attempting to 

differentiate among family types. It has usually been measured in one 

of two ways. Either it is assessed by counting the frequency with 

which codable units (e.g., words, sentences, or speeches) are emitted, 

or else a measure of time (e.g., minutes of talk time or decision making 

time) is scored. While very few studies have used either of these two 

classes of measures to examine dyads, they have frequently been applied 

to both the familial and individual level of analysis. 

When frequency counts of verbal activity have been used in examin

ing differences among family types, the results have been unenlightening, 

Winter and Ferreira (1967) counted units based on Bales' (1950) Inter

action Process Analysis and found that normal families had significantly 

more such units than did families with a schizophrenic child, but they 

did not differ from the families with other types of maladjusted chil

dren. In a number of studies (Cheek, 1964, 1965; Lennard, Beaulieu, & 

Embry, 1965; Lennard & Bernstein, 1969), some members of the schizo

phrenic families scored somewhat lower than did their counterparts in 

normal families, but differences between the families were not signif

icant. O'Connor and Stachowick (1971) compared families that had well 

adjusted, poorly-adjusted, and retarded children, and found that the 

well-adjusted families produced significantly more speeches than did the 

other two groups. In contrast, when Haley (1967) experimentally 

separated family members so that they had to push buttons in order to 

speak, disturbed families scored significantly higher. With this 

exception, all the other family studies using frequency counts and 
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comparing a broad range of families (i.e., schizophrenic, disturbed, 

normal and various types of delinquent children and their parents) have 

yielded no reliable or consistent differences between groups (Farina & 

Holzberg, 1968; Hetherington, Stouwie, & Ridberg, 1971; Riskin & 

Faunce, 1970; Stabnau, Turpin, Werner, & Pollin, 1965). 

Studies using various indices of family talk time have generally 

been more consistent in their findings. The majority of these studies 

have concluded that families with disturbed children take more time to 

reach an agreement during a family discussion than do families with 

normal children. In one such study (Ferreira, Winter, & Poindexter, 

1966), a significantly greater number of the disturbed families asked 

for an extension of discussion time in order to resolve differences 

than did the control families. In other studies, Ferreira and Winter 

(1965, 1966) found that disturbed families needed significantly more 

time than controls to discuss a questionnaire, and in a partial 

replication (Ferreira & Winter, 1968) similar though nonsignificant 

results occurred. On Haley's (1967) button pushing task, normal 

families also finished in significantly less time than did the dis

turbed families. Farina (1970) found that two groups of parents of 

schizophrenics spoke for a longer time than did the parents of the 

controls, although only the comparison between the parents of one of 

the groups of schizophrenic patients and the controls reached signif

icance. The data of Farina and Holzberg (1968) suggested that 

schizophrenic families spend more time talking than families with 

disturbed nonschizophrenic sons. 
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Two other studies did not demonstrate shorter talking time in 

normal families. Schuham's comparison (1972) of 14 families of normal 

children with 14 families of borderline psychotic children is the only 

one in which the normal families talked for a significantly longer 

time than did the disturbed families. The study by Stabenau et al. 

(1965) is the only one in which both measures of verbal productivity— 

the frequency measure and the time measure—failed to yield signif

icant differences among the family types. There is a major methodolog

ical difference between this study and the others which raay account 

for the lack of significant differences. Unlike other studies, 

Stabenau et al. (1965) measured the interaction among four rather 

than three family merabers—father, raother, index child, and well 

sibling. Perhaps either the inclusion of a well sibling, or the 

small sample size (i.e., 3 groups of 5 families) may have obscured 

differences between the groups. 

The preceding discussion has focused on the use of the measures 

of verbal productivity in comparing different types of families. 

Differences between family members have also been studied using these 

two measures, i.e., frequency counts and talk time. Typically, the 

pattern that emerges in normal families is for fathers to talk more 

than mothers, who in turn talk more than their children. Jacob (1974) 

found this pattern prevalent in both normal middle class and lower 

class families. Jacob and Davis (1973), Farina and Holzberg (1969), 

Leighton, Stollak, and Ferguson (1971), and Becker and Iwakami (1969) 

had similar results. Significantly, all these studies used a temporal 
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measure of individual verbal productivity as the dependent variable. In 

addition, the latter two studies uncovered similar results when a fre

quency count measure was used as well. 

Findings involving abnormal families are raore ambiguous than those 

involving normal families. There are some indications that in families 

of schizophrenics, fathers talk less than do their counterparts in nor

mal families (Lennand & Bernstein, 1969; Lennard et al., 1965). Becker 

and Iwakami (1969) found similar results in comparing clinic and non-

clinic families, although fathers in both groups talked more than mothers 

However, mothers appear more talkative than the other family merabers in 

clinic families (Leighton et al., 1971); in families of pre-psychotic 

children (Farina & Dunham, 1963; Farina & Holzberg, 1968); and in 

families of neurotic delinquents (Hetherington et al., 1971). 

Finally, there are a number of studies which concluded that parents 

in abnormal families could not be differentiated from one another by 

either talk time or amount of speech. This occurred when the families 

studied included schizophrenic, delinquent, or other types of mal

adjusted children (Ferreira et al., 1966); psychopathic delinquent or 

social delinquent children (Hetherington et al., 1971); two young, well 

adjusted children (Hubbell, Byne, & Stachowiak, 1974); and pre-

psychotic children (Mishler & Waxier, 1968; Schuham, 1972). None of 

these studies detected significant differences on these measures between 

the parents of normal children either. 

While talk time and verbal frequency have been measured in various 

ways in the above studies, they have all typically involved discussion 
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around a task to be solved by the family members present (mother, father, 

and child). That conclusions from these studies may not be generaliz-

able to two-party interactions is suggested by Becker and Iwakami (1969): 

They found that the non-clinic parents spoke a great deal more in their 

child's absence than in its presence. The pattern of interaction between 

spouses is difficult to predict, however, as unfortunately only two 

studies have examined verbal productivity within a dyad of related 

people. Farina (1960) used a ratio measure of talk time (father's total 

talk time divided by mother's). Among parents of good pre-morbid schizo

phrenics, fathers spoke more than mothers, while among the parents of 

both the normals and poor pre-raorbids, raothers spoke more. Hershey and 

Werner (1975) compared 14 couples in which the wife belonged to a 

women's issues group with an equal number of traditional couples. 

Their measure of talk time was also a ratio measure, i.e., the wife's 

talk time divided by both spouses' talk time. Among the traditional 

couples, husbands spoke more than their wives, while among the non-

traditional couples the reverse prevailed. 

Two studies have compared synthetic and married couples with mea

sures of verbal productivity. In solving the Color Matching Test, 

these two groups made virtually the same number of statements (Ryder, 

1968). In the second study (Winter, Ferreira, & Bowers, 1973), married 

couples initially took significantly less time to make decisions in 

completing a joint questionnaire. However,' further analysis revealed 

that this could be accounted for by the high initial level of agreement 

among the married couples. 



In summary, studies using two different kinds of raeasures of verbal 

productivity have been reviewed. Time measures and frequency counts 

have been used to study differences between types of families as well as 

between different family members. Generally, raeasures of the frequency 

of occurrence of verbal acts in families have yielded less consistent 

results than have measures of family talk time. Using the latter, many 

studies have concluded that disturbed families take a longer time to 

reach agreement in discussing a task than do normal families. 

A consistent pattern emerged when examining within-family verbal 

behavior of parents in normal families: Fathers generally talk more 

than mothers. In abnormal families, no clear pattern was found. Few 

studies have examined the relative talk time of spouses in the absence 

of children. However, it appears that the pattern in a typical couple 

is much the same as in a normal family. 

Intrusions 

Comparisons of studies using intrusions are made difficult by the 

numerous definitions of this variable. Also frequently called attempted 

interruptions, intrusions can be measured as the frequency of occurrence 

of intrusions, as the rate of intrusions per minute, or even as a per

centage of the number of statements made by the target of the intrusion. 

Some authors (e.g., Hetherington et al., 1971; Leighton et al., 1971) 

make a distinction between instrusions and overlapping speech; others 

(e.g., Ferreira et al., 1966; O'Connor & Stachowiak, 1971) do not. 

Sometimes, intrusions are conceptualized as attempts to intrude into a 
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dyadic conversation by a third party. More often, investigators are 

simply concerned with who is interrupting whom. Another complication is 

that intrusion is given various as well as contradictory meanings. Fre

quently it is seen as a measure of conflict or an attempt to dominate 

within a family. At other times it is conceived of as a sign of family 

flexibility or tolerance. For purposes of this review, intrusion is 

defined in a broad sense so as to include measures of simultaneous 

speech. Even so, few conclusive trends emerge. 

A number of studies (Becker & Iwakami, 1969; Duncan, 1968; O'Connor 

& Stachowiak, 1971) have found that members of families having non-

psychotic, disturbed, or delinquent children intrude upon one another or 

engage in siraultaneous speech significantly less often than do normal 

families. Similarly, all four groups of disturbed families studied by 

Risken and Faunce (1970) ranked below the normal families on the family 

intrusion and highest intruder variables. However, Stabenau et al. 

(1965) found a slightly greater rate of intruding behavior for the 

delinquent group, while Leighton et al. (1971) found statistically sig

nificant differences favoring the delinquent groups. Further analysis 

showed that fathers and mothers of families attending clinics each 

intruded more frequently than did their non-clinic counterparts. In 

another study involving families of delinquents (Hetherington et al., 

1971), the only significant differences noted were that the mothers of 

neurotic delinquent boys interrupted significantly more often than did 

the mothers in the control and in the other delinquent families. There 

were no overall differences among the different types of families. 
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Studies that have compared families of schizophrenics with normal 

families have also produced mixed results. Two studies (Lennard & 

Bernstein, 1969; Mishler & Waxier, 1968) found that considerably fewer 

intrusions occurred in schizophrenic families than in normal families. 

Four other studies (Allen, 1973; Farina & Holzberg, 1968; Farina, 

Winter, & Poindexter, 1966; Stabenau et al., 1965) found no significant 

differences between the two types of families. However, in a study 

examining the communication pattern of parents. Farina (1960) found that 

one of the groups of parents of schizophrenics intruded significantly 

more than did the parents of the nonpsychiatric subjects, whereas the 

second group of parents of schizophrenics did not. 

Only two studies have made direct comparisons of normal and dis

tressed couples. Unfortunately, neither of these dealt directly with 

intruding behavior. "Interrupt" is one of seven categories comprising 

either negative verbal social reinforcement (Birchler, Weiss, & Vincent, 

1975) or negative problem solving statements (Vincent, Weiss, St Birchler, 

1975) . In either case, distressed couples engaged in more of these 

negative behaviors (hence, presumably in raore intrusions) than did the 

nondistressed couples. These studies also compared the normal and 

distressed couples with couples composed of strangers. Generally, the 

synthetic couples also engaged in significantly fewer negative behaviors 

than did either married group. Winter, Ferreira, and Bowers (1973) 

found similar results when counting the number of intrusions made in 

comparing married and synthetic couples. 
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Very few comparisons of individual intruding behavior within 

families have been made. Lennard et al. (1965) presented data from 

which this could be determined. Using as two measures of individual 

intrusions the median number and the median percentage of intrusions 

made, they recorded that both parents in normal families interrupted 

approximately the same, and somewhat raore often than did their sons. 

While both parents in the schizophrenic families made an equal number 

of intrusions, fathers actually intruded at a higher rate. A third 

measure of intrusion controlled for the opportunity to do so. Using 

this index, mothers in both groups intruded more often than fathers. 

This review of studies measuring intrusions serves to underscore 

the lack of consensus found when this variable is examined in family 

studies. Also noted is the fact that this variable has rarely been 

used in studying couples or the interaction between spouses. Even in 

family studies, very few comparisons of the intrusions of the various 

family members have been made. No clear pattern of intruding behavior 

appeared in studies comparing family types or in those comparing mem

bers within families. Noting the myriad of results described above, 

one might justifiably wonder how these are to be explained. Perhaps 

intruding behavior is siraply too unstable a variable to raeasure 

reliably. The data from Jacob and Davis (1973) which showed that hus

bands interrupted more often than wives on some tasks but not on others, 

could be interpreted to suggest this. But, the results may also be due 

to the many different ways in which the variable has been measured. 

That the latter may actually be the case is suggested indirectly through 
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a study by Weins et al. (1966) demonstrating the stability of this vari

able over time. They measured the intruding behavior of the inter

viewees during two standard psychiatric interviews conducted either 5 

minutes, 1-week, 5 weeks, or 8 months apart. There was a significant 

positive correlation between subjects' interrupting scores in the two 

interviews, even when different interviewers were involved (as for the 

5-minute groups). In fact, the authors noted that many subjects had 

almost idential percentages for the two interviews. This suggests that, 

at least under controlled conditions, intruding behavior is a stable 

individual characteristic. However, it requires further study in inter

personal situations. 

Successful Interruptions 

Another variable similar to that of "intrusions" is "successful 

interruptions." As frequently defined it differs from the former in 

that the person intruding either is able to get a response, to deter 

another from completing his thought, or actually puts an end to the 

other person's speech. Often it is interpreted as a measure of domi

nance (e.g., Jacob & Davis, 1973), but it has also been conceptualized 

as an index of reinforcement for autonomous behavior within a family 

(e.g., Lennard & Bernstein, 1969), and of family cohesion (e.g., 

O'Connor & Stachowiak, 1971). 

Almost all studies that have examined this variable have made com

parisons across family types. The two exceptions involving within 

family comparisons detected no reliable individual differences between 
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the parents in either a normal family triad (Jacob & Davis, 1973; 

Lennard et al., 1965), or in a schizophrenic family triad (Lennard et al., 

1965). The between family comparisons generally indicate that success

ful interruptions occur more frequently in normal than in abnormal 

families. O'Connor and Stachowiak (1971) found this to be so in com

paring families of well adjusted, mentally retarded, and poorly adjusted 

children. The latter group of families had significantly fewer success

ful interruptions than did the other two groups. Lennard and Bernstein 

(1969) found similar significant differences in comparing normal and 

schizophrenic families. In addition, each member of the normal families 

was noted to successfully interrupt raore frequently than his counterparts 

in the schizophrenic families. However, the schizophrenic families and 

the controls in the Mishler and Waxier (1968) study successfully inter

rupted at similar rates. Finally, the Hetherington et al. (1971) study 

compared parents across various delinquent and nondelinquent families. 

For families with boys, the mothers in the neurotic delinquent families 

successfully interrupted the fathers significantly more often, and the 

fathers interrupted the mothers significantly less often than did the 

parents of the other groups. Among the families of girls, raothers 

successfully interrupted fathers at an equal rate, ragardless of family 

type. Fathers in the social delinquent families successfully interrupted 

mothers more often than in any of the other family types. These differ

ences were significant only when compared with the neurotic delinquent 

families of girls. 
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The variable "successful interruptions" has not been used in 

couples research. This is surprising since the review of the literature 

has shown that it is commonly used in family research. Furthermore, the 

literature review indicates that this variable is relatively stable. 

For this reason the present study proposes to extend the application of 

this variable to research with couples. 

Who Speaks First and Who Speaks Last 

Unlike the other raeasures applied to communication patterns in 

families, the variables "who speaks first" and "who speaks last" do 

not have the same problems of measurement. They are often simply 

defined in terms of the first person to initiate the discussion of a 

task, and the last person to speak before the discussion has ended. 

Perhaps for this reason their application to studies of family inter

actions has yielded more consistent results. 

In studies involving the interaction between father, mother, and 

children, the pattern which emerged more often than any other is one in 

which the father typically initiates and/or terminates the discussion. 

This occurs more often in normal families than in disturbed families. 

For example, Stabenau et al. (1965) found that the fathers of the normal 

families initiated the conversations significantly raore often than did 

the other family members, while in the schizophrenic families there was 

a trend for fathers to initiate conversations more often, and in the 

delinquent families, both parents initiated discussions an equal number 

of times. Becker and Iwakami (1969) found that fathers tended to speak 
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first and last more often than other family members in the clinic 

families, and that in nonclinic families the pattern of father initiating 

and terminating discussions was even more common. This same pattern 

emerged for certain delinquent groups (i.e., families of male and female 

psychopathic delinquents and families of male and female social delin

quents) studied by Hetherington et al. (1971). However, this study 

also found that the parents of nondelinquent children initiated and 

terminated conversations almost equally, while in the families of neu

rotic delinquents, the mothers dominated on this variable (as they did 

on the other variables previously discussed). 

The studies cited so far illustrate that the variables "who speaks 

first" and "who speaks last" are often studied in family research. 

They further suggest that a pattern in which fathers begin and end con

versations is prevalent within families, especially in normal families. 

However, the results are not directly applicable to the interaction 

solely between spouses, because, in these studies, at least one other 

person could initiate and terminate the discussion and hence reduce the 

parents' scores. For example, the data from Hetherington et al. (1971) 

illustrate that the children in normal families spoke first and last 

significantly more often than did the children in the delinquent families. 

Thus, they diminished the opportunities for their parents to do so. 

Fortunately, unlike the other variables, "who speaks first" and 

"who speaks last" have also been studied within the context of the 

natural dyad. Farina (1960) observed the interaction between the 

parents of good pre-morbid and poor pre-morbid male schizophrenics, and 



32 

between the parents of males hospitalized for tuberculosis. He con

cluded that the fathers dominated among the parents of good pre-morbid 

schizophrenics, the mothers tended to do so among the parents of poor 

pre-morbid schizophrenics, and both parents shared the initiative in 

the comparison families. Similarly, on the Color Matching Test, the 

spouses in newlywed couples and in two other groups of couples shared 

equally in initiating discussions (Ryder, 1966, 1968; Ryder & Goodrich, 

1966). However, husbands in synthetic couples gave their choices first 

much less often than did their counterparts among married couples. 

Hershey and Werner (1975) found that the wives in their samples spoke 

first more often than did the husbands. The wives affiliated with a 

women's issues groups also spoke last more often, while this was not 

the case among the traditional couples. 

Summary, Rationale, and Hypotheses 

Haley (.1962) proposed that patterns of behavior evolve between 

married spouses which are unique to them and characteristic of their 

marriage. The studies of marital interaction show inconclusive and 

ambiguous support for this proposition. Thus, one goal of this study 

was to test the assumption that spouses have a unique style of interact

ing with one another which is different from their style of communica

tion with others. 

Few studies exist which examine the differences between distressed 

and nondistressed couples on communication variables. Jacobson and 

Martin (1976), in discussing communication theories, stated: "A 



33 

demonstration that distressed and nondistressed couples can be differ

entiated along such communication dimensions is needed" (p. 543). Even 

fewer studies exist which compare couples on the variables commonly used 

in family studies. Winter (1971) mentioned the lack of replications in 

the interaction research field in general. Olson (1970) noted the 

potential of interaction techniques for diagnosis but urged that " . . . 

further work is needed in developing these methods" (p. 513). 

The second part of the review surveyed the family interaction lit

erature in order to identify pertinent variables. The research findings 

comparing different types of families as well as differences within 

families on five variables were discussed. Based on conclusions from 

these, hypotheses about the interaction of spouses and couples were 

generated. The following general hypotheses were explored in this 

study: 

1. Nondistressed married couples, distressed married couples, and 

couples composed of strangers can be discriminated from one another 

based on their patterns of communication. 

2. The verbal behavior of individuals is characterized by general 

consistency in that stable and consistent differences will be observed 

between individuals from distressed and nondistressed marriages. 

3. The behavior of individuals is also situationally determined 

in the sense that their behavior will vary as a function of the related

ness" (married versus stranger status) and marital condition (distressed 

versus nondistressed) of the partner with whom they are interacting. 



CHAPTER II 

METHOD 

In order to study the communication of married individuals with 

different partners, a sample of 12 couples complaining of marital prob

lems and 12 couples not reporting significant marital difficulties was 

selected. Six research sessions of 3-1/2 hours duration were held. 

At each session individuals from two distressed and two nondistressed 

married couples interacted in pairs in discussing and resolving conflict 

situations. These situations were tape recorded so that selected vari

ables could be analyzed from the recordings. 

This chapter presents the research methodology employed in the 

study. Criteria for selecting the sample of 24 couples are explained. 

The scale used to assess marital distress and the stories that the 

couples discussed during the research sessions are described. The 

procedures for data collection are reviewed, and the dependent variables 

are defined. Finally, the experimental hypotheses are presented. 

Subjects 

After approval for the research was obtained from the research 

review boards of the University of Texas Health Science Center at San 

Antonio and the Audie L. Murphy Memorial Veterans Hospital, descriptions 

of the study were distributed in various clinics of the Veterans Hos

pital (Appendix A). The research project was described in the employees' 

newsletter as well. Interested persons were told that the study would 

34 
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provide them with an opportunity to assess their own relationship, and 

that the session might be a meaningful experience for them. Other 

sources of subjects were referrals by mental health professionals work

ing in the hospital and clients coming to the mental health clinic for 

service. These people were told that information gained from their 

participation in the study might be of value in their treatment, and 

with their consent would be made available to their therapists. All 

subjects were given a certificate of participation upon completing the 

research session. 

Couples agreeing to participate were asked to sign a consent form 

(Appendix B), to complete a background information sheet (Appendix C), 

and to complete the Locke-Wallace Marital Inventory (Appendix D). 

Couples were also interviewed about their marital relationship by clinic 

personnel or by the researcher. Upon receiving the completed forms, 

the researcher contacted those couples who met the research criteria 

(described below) for being designated as either distressed or non

distressed. A meeting time which was convenient for groups of four 

couples was then arranged. Sessions were held in the Outpatient Psy

chiatry Clinic of the hospital on weekends and after normal clinic hours. 

Two criteria were used for placement into the distressed and non

distressed groups. Distressed couples consisted of individuals complain

ing of marital distress or referred to the researcher as having marital 

distress. In addition, they scored at the traditional cutting score of 

99 or below on the Locke-Wallace Marital Inventory. Of the 12 distressed 

couples who actually took part in the project, six of these had recently 
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begun marital therapy (three sessions or less) by the time they partic

ipated. Some members of the distressed couples had been in individual 

therapy as well. 

Nondistressed couples were composed of individuals who did not 

report any significant difficulties in their marital relationships. 

While some of these individuals had also participated in individual 

therapy in the past, none had had marital therapy with their present 

spouse. In addition, these individuals obtained a score of 100 or 

above on the Locke-Wallace Marital Inventory. Any individual with a 

history of psychosis or organic brain syndrome was excluded from par

ticipation in the project. 

Over 60 couples expressed interest and were given forms to complete, 

Of these, 40 couples returned their forms. As forms were completed and 

returned to the researcher, couples were designated as distressed or 

nondistressed. They then participated in a research session with other 

couples available at that time and who were of similar ages. 

The sample that resulted from these procedures consisted of 48 

individuals comprising 12 distressed and 12 nondistressed couples. 

Research in the marital field has been criticized for sampling from a 

restricted population (e.g., O'Leary & Turkewitz, 1978). Couples have 

usually been limited to the young, the well-educated, and the affluent. 

The present sample, however, reflected the diversity of the large 

veteran population of the hospital and surrounding community. Within 

sessions, however, subjects were equated as nearly as possible on a 

number of demographic variables, such as age, education, income, and 
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length of marriage. Individuals were thus more likely to interact with 

strangers similar to their own spouse than would otherwise have been 

the case. 

The two types of couples were compared on a number of demographic 

variables by _t tests. None of these comparisons were significant. 

Demographic characteristics are summarized in Table 1. The sample as a 

whole consisted of individuals between the ages of 25 and 62, married 

from 2 to 34.75 years, and having up to seven children. Family incomes 

ranged from $5,000 to over $20,000. 

The Locke-Wallace scores for individuals in distressed marriages 

(M = 69.37, SD_ = 22.46) were significantly lower (indicating more raarital 

dissatisfaction) than the Locke-Wallace scores for individuals in non

distressed marriages (H = 113.7, SB_ = 9.83), _t (46) = 8.86, £<.0001. 

Instruments 

Locke-Wallace Marital 
Adjustment Scale 

The Locke-Wallace (1959) Marital Adjustment Scale is composed of 

15 items which were found in previous research to discriminate reliably 

between well-adjusted and poorly-adjusted marital couples (e.g., 

Birchler & Webb, 1977; Fineberg & Lowman, 1973). One item is a seven-

point Likert-type scale on which an individual indicates his overall 

degree of marital happiness. Eight items cover such items as family 

finances, friends, and sexual relations. On these eight iteras, each 

spouse indicates his degree of disagreement with his mate. The remain

ing six items have a multiple choice format and cover other areas of 
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marital adjustment. (One such item is: "Do you ever wish you had not 

married?") Scores on the test can range from 2 to 158, with a score of 

100 frequently used (Billings, 1979; Birchler & Webb, 1977; Locke & 

Wallace, 1959) as the cutting point between well adjusted and unhappy 

couples. 

Reliability and validity data were obtained for 118 husbands and 118 

wives (from different marriages) representing a "predominantly young, 

native-white, educated, Protestant, white-collar and professional, urban 

group" (Locke & Wallace, 1959, p. 254). Split-half reliability was .90. 

A group of 48 from the original 236 subjects, known to be maladjusted in 

marriage, were matched with an equal number of subjects judged by their 

friends to be exceptionally well adjusted. The mean scale score for the 

well adjusted subjects was 135-9, whereas the mean score for the mal

adjusted subjects was 71.1. This difference was statistically signif

icant and substantiated the validity of the scale. In addition, 83% 

of the maladjusted group and 96% of the well adjusted group were 

correctly classified when 100 was used as the cutting score. 

In a recent review (O'Leary & Turkewitz, 1978), this scale was 

cited as being an instrument which, because of its demonstrably good 

reliability and validity, increases the accuracy of the diagnosis of 

marital distress. In the present study the Locke-Wallace scale was used 

to substantiate the presence or absence of marital distress. The tradi

tional cutting score of 100 was used, and both spouses were required to 

score in the same direction. In addition, there had to be agreement 

between a couple's score and the other selection criterion (i.e.. 
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complaining of marital difficulties or being assessed as having marital 

discord), in order for a couple to be eligible for participation in the 

project. 

Inventory of Marital Conflict 

During each experimental session, couples discussed vignettes 

taken from the Inventory of Marital Conflict (IMC; Olson & Ryder, 1970). 

The IMC is a revealed differences technique in which each member of a 

couple independently makes a decision about a story and later discusses 

it with his or her partner. Couples typically find the cases relevant 

to their own experiences and enjoy discussing them (Olson & Ryder, 1970) . 

In the original form of the IMC, 12 of the 18 stories were written 

in two slightly different and conflicting versions while the other six 

stories were presented in identical form to the spouses. In the 

present study, the modifications of three stories made by Birchler 

(1972) were used, so that there were 15 stories with built-in disagree

ment. The other three IMC stories were not used. Subjects followed 

the standard procedure for completing the IMC (Olson & Ryder, 1970). 

Each person completed a relevancy questionnaire on whether the conflicts 

were similar to problems they had experienced in their own raarriage or 

were similar to problems friends had had. Each spouse individually 

decided who was primarily responsible for the problem, and chose one of 

two conflicting suggestions on how the conflict might be resolved. 

During the joint discussion period couples were asked to reach agreement 

on who was to blame and on how to resolve the conflict. Couples were 
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allowed to find a compromise solution if neither alternative pleased them, 

The discussions were recorded and later scored on the variables of 

interest. 

A set of five IMC vignettes was available for each of the three 

discussion periods. However, only four vignettes were discussed by a 

couple during a discussion period. If the independent decisions made 

by the members of a couple indicated that they agreed on the resolution 

of the conflict, then that vignette was not used for discussion. In a 

previous study (Olson & Ryder, 1970), such spontaneous agreement 

occurred 14% of the time. When there was initial disagreement on all 

five vignettes, the vignette which had been rated as being of least 

relevance was not used for discussion (See Appendix E for stories, 

answer sheets, and relevancy forms). 

Dependent Variables and their Measurements 

The variables of communication measured in this study were: talk 

time, intrusions, successful interruptions, who speaks first, and who 

speaks last. Extremely high reliabilities in measuring these variables 

have been typical. Farina (1960), for example, reported that one dis

agreement occurred among raters in 360 cases using certain indices, 

including who speaks first and who speaks last. For the other indices 

he used (including interruptions and talk time) overall combined 

inter- and intrarater reliability was .89, with a range from .74 to .96. 

Leighton et al. (1971) reported interrater reliabilities of above .89 

for interruptions and talk time while Hetherington et al. (1971) noted 
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97% interjudge agreement on intrusions and successful interruptions. 

Other studies (e.g., Becker & Iwakami, 1969; Hershey & Werner, 1975) 

have shown similar high reliabilities on these variables. 

In the present study, raters achieved the following high rates of 

agreement: for talk time r_ = .98; for intrusions r_ = .97; for success

ful interruptions r_ = .94; for who speaks first, agreement 89% of the 

time (256 times out of 286), and for who speaks last, agreement 94% of 

the time (272 times out of 286). Disagreements were resolved by having 

raters review the disagreed upon stories together and then reach agree

ment for the rating. All five dependent variables were measured for 

each pair of partners discussing a set of stories, resulting in 144 

measurements of each variable. 

Definitions of the Variables 

Total talk time for each couple was defined as the time spent by 

the couple in discussing a set of vignettes from the raoraent the assistant 

left the room, after telling them to begin their discussions, to the last 

comment made by either individual which was relevant to the stories 

discussed. 

Individual talk time was the amount of time an individual talked 

during the discussion of a set of vignettes with a partner. This was 

calculated for each partner as a percentage of the total talk time of 

the couple (e.g., Score for Person = Talk time^/Talk tiraê _̂ g)-* A 

*In this and in the following equations, the subscripts 'A" and 
"B" refer to each of the two individuals comprising the dyad. The sub
script "A+B" refers to the combined scores of the two individuals. The 
equations presented in the text are used to obtain the scores of Person A. 
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similar measure has been used by others (e.g., Ferreira, Winter, & 

Poindexter, 1966; Hershey, & Weiner, 1975), and allows one to compare the 

relative amount of talking an individual engages in with each partner. 

This is a more appropriate dyadic measure than absolute talk time, since 

the verbal activity of the other individual is taken into account. An 

individual's behavior with different partners is considered in the 

context of the larger unit of which the individual is a part, i.e., the 

dyad, rather than simply by itself. 

Intrusions were defined as the presence of simultaneous speech, 

regardless of whether or not the original speaker continued. Thus both 

successful and unsuccessful interruptions were included. Intrusions 

were scored for each individual separately. As with talk time, a mea

sure of this variable which would reflect an individual's behavior 

within the context of the dyad was needed. The following measure of 

intrusions was used: First, the number of intrusions by an individual 

was divided by his partner's talk time. This ratio controlled for the 

differential opportunity to intrude. Obviously, if one's partner 

speaks little, one has relatively fewer chances to intrude than with a 

partner who attempts to speak most of the time. A similar measure has 

been developed by Hetherington et al. (1971). The obtained ratio was 

divided by a ratio of total intrusions over total talk time for the 

couple [e.g. (Intrusions /Talk time )/(Intrusions^ /Talk timê _̂ g) ] . 

This allows the individual's intrusions to be presented as a proportion 

of the intrusions within the couple. The final score represents 



45 

an individual's intrusions as a proportion of the intrustions made by 

both partners as well as the differential opportunity to intrude. 

Successful interruptions were defined "by examining whether the 

target person—the person whose speech is broken into—abruptly stops 

talking before his idea is completed, in contrast to his continuing 

to speak simultaneously with the intruding speech" (Mishler & Waxier, 

1968, p. 143). Successful interruptions are thus by definition a 

dyadic measure, since it involves actions by two people. This variable 

was measured as an individual's successful interruptions divided by his 

partner's talk time (e.g.. Successful Interruptions./Talk time ). 

Again, the differing opportunities to make interruptions which were 

successful was controlled for, since comparisons were to be made across 

dyads. 

The strategy employed by Hetherington et al. (1971) was used in 

measuring the following variables: 

Speaks first was measured as the number of times that an individual 

initiated the discussion of one of the four vignettes by being the first 

to comment on it. 

Speaks last was measured as the number of times that an individual 

made a final comment in a story discussion for the four vignettes dis

cussed with a partner. Possible score ranges for these last two 

measures were 0 to 4. 

Procedure 

Two distressed and two nondistressed couples participated in each 

experimental session. Each session lasted approximately 3-1/2 hours. 
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The researcher gave a brief introduction to the session, reiterating 

what the subjects had previously read and been told about the study. 

Instructions for completing the IMC were read (Appendix F) and the 

assistants placed individuals in separate rooms to complete their IMC 

answer sheets and relevancy forms. After these had been collected and 

participants had reassembled, either the husbands or the wives (in 

alternate fashion each session) were taken to rooms equipped with a 

tape recorder, desk, and two chairs. The first partners were then 

brought in, subjects were again introduced to one another, and they 

were instructed as follows: 

While your answers are being checked and the forms are being pre
pared, I would like you two to relax and to becorae comfortable 
with each other. Please feel free to talk with each other during 
the next 10 minutes but do not discuss the stories you read a 
short while ago. You may talk about anything else that you wish. 
I will return with further instructions in 10 minutes. Please do 
not discuss the stories. Thank you. 

This first "familiarization period" served two purposes: it gave 

the researcher time to review the answer sheets, select the four stories 

to be discussed, and prepare the forms for the following discussion 

period. More importantly, partners were given an opportunity to feel 

more at ease in their surroundings and to develop rapport with each 

other. 

After this 10-minute period, the assistant returned, gave each 

partner individual answer sheets, placed a joint answer sheet on the 

table, and played the tape with instructions for the joint discussion 

period (Appendix G). These instructions essentially told participants 

that they had 15 minutes in which to thoroughly discuss four stories. 
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After the instructions were presented, the assistant put in a blank tape, 

turned on the recorder, and left the room. Upon completing their dis

cussions, couples turned off their tape recorders and opened their doors, 

thus signaling that they had finished. If couples were not finished 

with their discussion at the end of 15 minutes, the assistant entered 

the room and instructed the couple to come to an agreement quickly. 

Agreement was then reached within five minutes. 

Partners were then switched in a predetermined sequence. After a 

second 10-minute familiarization period with the new partner, a second 

15-minute discussion period of four new stories followed. Partners 

were changed a final time, and the sequence of a 10-rainute familiariza

tion period and another 15-minute discussion period occurred again. 

Individuals were then taken to separate rooms where they completed ques

tionnaires assessing their views of their own behavior and of their 

interactions (Appendix H). Finally, all eight subjects met with the 

researcher for refreshments, a debriefing, and the awarding of certif

icates of participation. Figure 1 summarizes the sequence of events 

at each session. 

For half the sessions, the wives remained in the room while the 

husbands changed partners, while for the other half of the research 

sessions, the wives moved and the husbands remained seated. The order 

of partners was completely counterbalanced, as was the order in which 

the vignette sets were presented. Thus, no two sessions had the same 

order for story sets or for partners. Each individual was paired with 

his or her spouse ("spouse" condition), with a stranger from a similar 
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Introduction to task 
(Researcher reads introduction to all four couples) 

4-

Individuals read IMC stories and complete forms separately 

4-

Familiarization & Rest Period #1 (with first partner) 

+ 

Discussion Period #1 (with first partner) 

Familiarization & Rest Period //2 (with second partner) 

Discussion Period #2 (with second partner) 

Familiarization 6f Rest Period #3 (with third partner) 

4-

Discussion Period #3 (with third partner) 

4-

Individuals complete post-experimental 
questionnaire separately 

Group debriefing, refreshments, and awarding of 
certificates 

Fig. 1. Sequence of events. 
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type of marriage ("similar-stranger" condition), and with a stranger 

from a dissimilar type of marriage ("dissimilar-stranger" condition). 

Strangers were labeled "similar" and "dissimilar" based on a comparison 

of their status with that of their partner on the distressed - non

distressed dimension. 

Following the completion of data collection, two individuals were 

hired and trained to rate the tapes. Both individuals had college 

degrees; one had further training as an M.A. level counselor but no expe

rience. They were trained by the researcher for 12 hours on a number of 

practice tapes from two pilot sessions. Raters were trained to measure 

talk time for the two individuals discussing a set of stories; to agree 

on when an intrustion occurred and who was intruding on whom; to agree 

that an interruption was successful; and to agree on who had initiated 

and who had ended a story discussion. When agreement between the two 

raters on all five measures was judged to be sufficiently high (e.g., 

r's of .90), they were given the research tapes to rate. 

Statement of Hypotheses 

Based on the review of the literature, the following major hypoth

esis were generated and tested: 

Hypothesis I: Distressed couples will have longer talk times, more 

intrusions, and fewer successful interruptions than nondistressed 

couples or synthetic couples. Nondistressed couples will have more in

trusions and fewer successful interruptions than synthetic couples. 

Hypothesis Ila: Wives from distressed marriages will score higher 

on the communication variables (i.e., longer talk time, more intrusions 
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and successful interruptions, and more instances of speaking first and 

speaking last) than will their nondistressed counterparts, regardless 

of the partner with whom they are interacting. 

Hypothesis lib: Conversely, distressed husbands will score lower 

on the communication variables (i.e., shorter talk time, fewer intru

sions and successful interruptions, and fewer instances of speaking 

first and speaking last) than will their nondistressed counterparts, 

regardless of partner. 

Hypothesis Ilia: The behavior of individuals from nondistressed 

marriages with their spouse and with strangers will be consistent. 

Furthermore, individuals from nondistressed marriages will show greater 

consistency in behavior when talking with strangers from nondistressed 

(similar) relationships than when talking with strangers from dis

tressed (dissimilar) relationships. 

Hypothesis Illb: Individuals from distressed marriages will have 

unique patterns of interaction with their spouses. Their style of 

interaction with each of the two strangers will be consistent, but this 

style will not be consistent with their style of interacting with their 

spouses. 

Hypothesis IV: The members of a dyad will exhibit similar patterns 

of interaction. Similarities will be greater for married couples than 

for synthetic couples. 

The first hypothesis was tested by a one-way analysis of variance 

for each variable. The second hypothesis was tested by a 2 (group) x 

3 (partner) fixed effects repeated measures analysis of variance for 
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each sex and for each variable separately. For the third hypothesis, 

sets of correlations for individuals with different partners were 

computed and compared for each variable. Hypothesis IV involved com

parisons of correlations obtained from partners interacting together. 

These tests are described in greater detail with the presentation of 

results. 



CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

Hypothesis I 

The first hypothesis predicted that the three different types of 

couples would differ on a number of communication variables. Distressed 

couples were expected to differ significantly from other couples by 

spending more tirae in discussing conflicts, by having a greater number 

of intrusions, and by having fewer successful interruptions. Non

distressed couples were expected to have significantly more intrusions 

and significantly fewer successful interruptions than synthetic couples. 

For each of the three variables (talk time, intrusions, and suc

cessful interruptions), a one-way analysis of variance was used to test 

for differences among the three groups (distressed, nondistressed, and 

synthetic couples). While magnitude of group means were in the pre

dicted order for talk time and intrusions, differences were not statis

tically significant for these measures (see Table 2). Thus, Hypothesis 

I was not supported by the results of this study. 

Hypothesis II 

The second hypothesis stated that distressed wives would obtain 

higher scores on the communication variables (i.e., longer talk time, 

more intrusions and successful interruptions, and more instances of 

speaking first and speaking last) than would their nondistressed 

counterparts, regardless of the type of partner with whom they 
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interacted. Conversely, distressed husbands were expected to have 

shorter talk times, fewer intrusions and successful interruptions, and 

fewer instances of speaking first and speaking last than nondistressed 

husbands. Each variable was tested using a 2 (Group) x 3 (Partner) 

repeated measures analysis of variance. Again, magnitude of group 

means was in the predicted order for women on all measures except for 

"talks last." However, none of the F̂  ratios for raain effects (as well 

as the F̂  ratios for the Group X Partner interaction effects) were sig

nificant (at £<.05). Hypothesis II was therefore not supported. 

Hypothesis III 

The third hypothesis predicted that individuals from nondistressed 

marriages would show a similar communication pattern when talking to 

strangers or when talking to their spouse. Greater similarity (higher 

r's) was predicted in situations where individuals from nondistressed 

marriages were paired with other nondistressed partners than when indi

viduals from nondistressed marriages were paired with distressed 

partners. Cross situational consistency for individuals from non

distressed marriages was expected to be limited by similarity of marital 

condition. That is, little consistency (low _r's) was expected between 

their verbal behavior with distressed strangers and their verbal behavior 

with nondistressed strangers. 

• The pattern of communication exhibited by distressed spouses was 

expected to be unique to their marriage and was not expected to be con

sistent with their pattern of communication in talking with strangers. 

Specifically, significantly greater correlations among the communication 
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variables were expected between the two interactions of an individual 

from a distressed marriage with strangers than between the interactions 

of an individual from a distressed marriage with a stranger and with 

his/her spouse. 

Scores were analyzed separately for males and females. For each 

variable a set of three product moment correlations was computed: a) 

behavior of an individual with spouse and behavior of that individual 

with a stranger from a similar type of marriage, b) behavior of individ

ual with spouse and behavior of that individual with a stranger from 

a dissimilar type of marriage, and c) behavior of individual with a 

stranger from a similar type of marriage and behavior of that individual 

with a stranger from a dissimilar type of marriage. Pairs of correla

tions within each set were compared by means of a t_ test for noninde-

pendent correlations (McNemar, 1962, p. 140). Due to the restricted 

range of possible scores for the variables speaks first and speaks last 

(0-4), correlations involving these measures might be artificially low. 

Therefore, these correlations were corrected for attenuation (McNemar, 

1962; Guilford, 1950).* 

Wives with Partners 

For the variable of talk time, nondistressed wives spoke a similar 

proportion of time with their husbands as they did with distressed 

Correlations for the variables speak first and speak last for both 
husbands and wives are not always based on an n. of 12. One nondistressed 
husband and wife in the spouse condition and one nondistressed husband 
and distressed wife in the dissimilar stranger condition discussed one 
less story than instructed to. 
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strangers (£ (10) = .78, £<.01). This correlation was significantly 

greater (;fc (9) = 2.46, 2<.05) than the low correlation (£ = .23) 

obtained when comparing the amount of time these wives talked with hus

bands and with nondistressed strangers. Talk time with one stranger 

did not generalize to talk time with a second stranger for the non

distressed or for the distressed wives. Distressed wives showed no 

consistency in the proportion of time spent talking with any two sets 

of partners. 

Neither distressed nor nondistressed wives obtained significant 

correlations for intruding behavior. In terms of successful interrup

tions, distressed wives showed no consistency across partners. Non

distressed wives did not behave consistently towards either type of 

stranger and towards their spouse, but they showed consistency in 

behavior (for successful interruptions) with strangers in general (r 

(10) = .67, £<.05). This correlation approached being significantly 

higher than the correlation between their successful interrupting 

behavior with spouses and nondistressed strangers (̂  (9) = 1.945, .10< 

£>.05) . 

Neither distressed nor nondistressed wives showed any consistency 

across couple situations in terms of speaking first. With respect to 

closing story discussions, the number of times distressed wives spoke 

last with their husbands correlated significantly with the number of 

times they spoke last with nondistressed strangers ir_ (10) = .58, 

£<.05) and almost correlated significantly with their frequency of 

speaking last with distressed strangers (r_ (9) = .50, p<.10). 



Frequencies of speaking last with strangers in general were not signif

icantly correlated. 

With regard to speaking last in an interaction, nondistressed wives 

showed little consistency when talking with different partners. In fact, 

the relationship between a nondistressed wife speaking last with her 

husband and speaking last with a stranger differed significantly depend

ing upon whether the stranger was from a distressed marriage (r_ (9) = 

-.49, £<.05) or from a nondistressed marriage (r_ (9) = .46, £<.05), 

_t (9) = 2.605, £<.05. (See Table 3 for a summary of correlation 

coefficients for wives.) 

Husbands with Partners 

Among nondistressed husbands, talk time with their wives was sig

nificantly correlated with talk time with both nondistressed strangers 

(£ (10) = .72, £<.01) and distressed strangers (r_ (10) = .67, £<.05). 

These husbands displayed consistency in their talk time with strangers 

as well (ĵ  (10) = .67, £<.05). Distressed husbands showed consistency 

in talk time with their spouse and with a distressed stranger (_r (10) = 

.60, £<.05). Only a trend toward behaving consistently in terms of 

talk time emerged when comparing the talk time of these husbands with 

their spouse and with a nondistressed stranger and towards strangers 

in general. 

Nondistressed husbands showed little consistency toward any set of 

partners in terms of intrusions or successful interruptions. Their 

frequency of speaking first with distressed strangers was related to 
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their frequency of speaking first with nondistressed strangers (T_ (9) = 

.78, p<.01) and with their wives (r_ (8) = .63, p<.05). Their frequency 

of speaking last with nondistressed strangers was significantly corre

lated to such behavior with their wives as well (r̂  (8) = .63, £<.05). 

By contrast, husbands from distressed marriages showed no consistency 

in behavior on the four variables of intrusions, successful interrup

tions, speaking first, and speaking last across all partners. (See 

Table 4 for a summary of correlation coefficients for husbands.) 

The data of the present study generally did not support Hypothesis 

III for either husbands or wives with the exception that the talk time 

of nondistressed husbands was fairly consistent across all partners. 

Hypothesis IV 

The final hypothesis predicted that the partners within a dyad 

would have communication patterns which were similar to each other. It 

was also predicted that similarities would be greater for partners 

interacting together than for strangers interacting together. The vari

ables of interest here were talk time, intrusions, and successful 

interruptions. 

In order to test this hypothesis, the absolute talk time of each 

individual was compared rather than a proportional measure. Similarly, 

frequency counts of intrusions and successful interruptions were util

ized rather than the proportional measures used earlier. Those raea

sures were appropriate for interdyadic comparisons but are meaningless 

as intradyadic measures. Since the behaviors are occurring within the 
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same time frame and in response to the other person, frequency counts 

are more accurate measures of the behaviors. 

The scores of distressed and nondistressed couples were initially 

examined together. For the variable of talk time, only the talk time 

of married spouses with each other was significantly correlated (r_ (22) 

= .63, £<.001). However, individuals were found to have frequencies of 

intrusion and of successful interruptions that were similar to those of 

the partners they interacted with, regardless of whether their partner 

was their spouse (Intrusions: r_ (22) = .76, £<.001; Successful Inter

ruptions £ (22) = .55, £<.01), a stranger from a marriage similar to 

their own (Intrusions: r_ (22) = .55, £<.01; Successful Interruptions: 

£ (22) = .68, £<.001), or a stranger from a raarriage dissimilar to their 

own (Intrusions: £ (22) = .57, £<.01; Successful Interruptions £ (22) = 

.45, £<.05). 

Scores were then examined for different patterns of verbal behavior 

among the distressed and nondistressed dyads. Differences between these 

two types of dyads emerged. For distressed wives and their husbands, 

correlations of intrustions, talk time, and successful interruptions 

were high, indicating that distressed spouses tended to engage in these 

behaviors to similar extents with one another (Talk Time: £ (10) = .80, 

£<.01; Intrusions: £ (10) = .82, £<.001; Successful Interruptions: £ 

(10) = .58, £<.05). Distressed wives and distressed strangers also had 

similar successful interruption scores (£ (10) = .69, £<.05), while the 

amount of intruding upon one another and the amount of talking they did 
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with one another were unrelated. The behaviors of distressed wives with 

nondistressed strangers were uncorrelated for all three measures. 

The amount of time nondistressed wives spoke with nondistressed 

strangers was related to the amount of time these strangers spoke with 

them (£ (10) = .67, £<.05). Similarly, the amount of time spent speak

ing with distressed strangers was related to the amount these strangers 

spoke with them (£ (10) = .60, £<.01). However, speaking time among 

nondistressed married spouses with each other was unrelated. Non

distressed wives intruded upon and successfully interrupted the speech 

of their spouses and distressed strangers at a frequency sirailar to 

which these men intruded upon and successfully interrupted their speech 

(with husbands, £ (10) = .74, £<.01; with distressed strangers, £ (10) 

= .79, £<01) . The intrusions and successful interruptions of non

distressed strangers with each other were not correlated. (See Table 

5 for a summary of correlation coefficients for dyads.) 

The reseults of the present study gave some support to Hypothesis 

IV. Members of a dyad exhibited verbal behavior which was similar to 

one another in many instances. Correlations obtained for married 

spouses were usually greater than correlations obtained for pairs of 

strangers. However, differences were too small to be statistically 

significant. 

Post Hoc Analyses 

Questionnaire Data 

Near the end of each research session, subjects completed question-

naries which assessed their overall level of satisfaction with their 
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TABLE 5 

CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS OF PARTNERS 
WITH EACH OTHER 

Dyad 

Interaction Variable 

Talk Time Intrusions 
Successful 
Interruptions 

Spouses 

Nondistressed 

Distressed 

.63*** 

,48 

.80** 

.76*** 

.74** 

.82*** 

.55** 

.77** 

58* 

Similar Strangers 

Nondistressed 

b 
Distressed 

34 

67* 

,04 

55** 

37 

,55 

.68*** 

.51 

.69* 

Dissimilar Strangers .29 

Nondistressed Wives, with 
Distressed Husbands .60* 

Distressed Wives with , 
nondistressed Husbands .20 

,57** 

79** 

16 

,45* 

70* 

.38 

*£<.05. 

**£.<01. 

***£<.001. 

NOTE. For instrusions and successful interruptions, frequency 

data were used. 

n=24. 

n=12. 
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experience, how real the situations seemed to them, and their judgment 

of their own behavior with each of their partners. All subjects indi

cated that they had had sufficient time to discuss the vignettes. Of 

the 48 participants, 36 rated the vignettes as being very true to life, 

and 10 others also rated the vignettes favorably. These 46 individuals 

indicated satisfaction concerning their participation as well. However, 

two individuals expressed dissatisfaction with their experience and with 

the vignettes. The two female subjects, one from a distressed and one 

from a nondistressed marriage, each felt that the vignettes were out

dated in terms of portraying women primarily as housewives. While they 

felt that this had limited their identification with the wives depicted 

in the vignettes, they had nonetheless been able to participate in the 

discussions since they had not agreed with their partners' views either. 

A post hoc decision was made to examine these questionnaires to 

determine the extent of congruence between self-perception and actual 

behavior as rated by judges. The research question asked was: Are 

individuals who judge their behavior to be variable actually more vari

able than individuals who judge their behavior to be relatively stable 

with different partners? Because the questionnaire had not been designed 

with this particular question in mind, all results will necessarily be 

interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, an attempt was made to answer 

this question in light of the data available. 

Three questionnaire items were particularly relevant. Question 6 

asks: "How much talking did you do with this partner?" Five choices 

are given which range from "very little" to "very much." Question 7 
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asks: "How often did you interrupt this person?" and Question 8 asks: 

"When you did interrupt, how often did your partner yield to you?" The 

five choices for these questions ranged from "rarely" to "very often." 

These three questions may be interpreted as tapping an individual's 

self-perception of talk time, intrusions, and successful interruptions, 

respectively, that he or she engaged in with a partner. 

The procedure for analysis was as follows: The five choices for 

each question were converted into a 5-point scale ranging from 1 for 

"very little" or "rarely," to 5 for "very much" or "very often." A 

self-rating of perceived change for each individual on each question 

was computed by calculating the standard deviation of the three scores. 

These scores represented an individual's self-rating of variability of 

behavior. The greater the standard deviation, the more variable an 

individual judged his behavior to be. 

Change scores based on observed (rated) behavior were obtained by 

calculating the standard deviations of each individual's three ratings 

(e.g., his three talk time scores). Larger standard deviations indi

cated greater variability in behavior. All 48 subjects were then 

divided into groups based on their self-ratings of change. These scores 

actually ranged from 0 to 1.75, with approximately one-third of the 

subjects having change scores (standard deviations) of 0, another third 

with scores of .577, and the last third with scores of 1 or more.* 

*A standard deviation of 0 is obtained when all three self-ratings 
are identical. A standard deviation of .577 is obtained when two of the 
three self-ratings are identical and the third differs by one point in 
either direction. 
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For each of the three variables (talk time, intrusions, and suc

cessful interruptions), a one-way analysis of variance was used to 

compare the three groups that were defined by the above procedure. In 

each instance, the dependent variable was the standard deviation of the 

three scores for each subject. For talk time, a trend toward signif

icance emerged (F_ (2.45) = 2.84,.10< £>.05), indicating that subjects 

who saw themselves as moderately variable in their talk time with differ

ent partners tended in fact to be somewhat more variable than subjects 

who gave themselves change scores indicating no variability. Differences 

between groups for intrusions were not significant. Group scores for 

successful interruptions, while in the expected direction, were small and 

not statistically significant (See Table 6). In summary, the hypothesis 

that subjects could accurately perceive their own verbal behavior re

ceived only tentative support for the variable of talk time. 

Effects Attributable to Gender 

Although no clear differences emerged between distressed and non

distressed wives across partners, or between distressed and nondistressed 

husbands across partners, there raay have been differences between hus

bands and wives on the interaction variables. Therefore, the data was 

examined for these possible differences. As the analysis of the data 

had not revealed any differences attributable to partner, an individ

ual's talk time, intrusion, and successful interruption scores with the 

three partners were each averaged into one score for each variable. 

The mean scores obtained by husbands were then compared to the mean 
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scores obtained by wives. For the variables speaks first and speaks 

last, sums across the three partners, rather than means, were compared. 

Analyses for talk time, intrusions, and successful interruptions were 

conducted for both absolute (frequency) scores and for the proportional 

measures used elsewhere in this study. 

All eight independent £ tests failed to demonstrate any significant 

differences between husbands and wives. Husbands did not differ signif

icantly from wives in the average amount or average proportion of talk

ing, intrusions, or successful interruptions engaged in, or in the number 

of times they spoke first or spoke last in discussing the stories. 

Intercorrelation of Measures 

The manner in which certain interaction variables (talk time, 

intrusions, and successful interruptions) used in the present study 

have been measured/ intentionally differed from raeasurements used in 

previous research. Past investigators have often neglected to raeasure 

these variables in a raanner which is consistent with their conceptualiza

tion. Therefore, when appropriate, measures were used in this study 

which were dyadic representations of the variables. These measures 

reflected the fact that two people were involved in the interaction and 

that the verbal behavior of one individual was influenced by the verbal 

behavior of the partner. The variables of intrusions and successful 

interruptions were operationalized so as to be more independent of the 

variable talk time than frequency counts of those two variables would 

have been. In addition, the high interdependence of intrusions and 

successful interruptions was reduced. 
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The measurements of the interaction variables were correlated with 

one another. The data for the intercorrelation of the measures were 

based on the ratings of the tape recordings of the 48 husbands and 

wives interacting together (the "spouse" condition). As can be seen 

from Tables 7 and 8, the dyadic measures used in the present study were 

substantially less correlated with one another than were raw scores 

of the same variables. The correlation of intrusions and successful 

interruptions was also greatly reduced. The dyadic measureraents of 

the interaction variables used were thus relatively independent of one 

another. 
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TABLE 7 

CORRELATION MATRICES OF MEASURES 

Intrusions 

Successful 
Interruptions 

Speaks First 

Intercorrelation of Raw Scores* 

Talk 
Time Intrusions 

Successful 
Interrup
tions 

Speaks 
First 

.59 

.50 

.16 

.32 

.91 

-.05 

-.07 

-.07 

-.14 Speaks Last 

*Raw scores are absolute talk times and frequencies of intrusions, 
successful interruptions, speaking first, and speaking last. 

.35 

Intercorrelation of Ratio Scores* 

Intrusions 

Successful 
Interruptions 

Speaks First 

Talk 
Time Intrusions 

Successful 
Interrup
tions 

Speaks 
First 

.32 

43 

.34 

.45 

.08 .06 

.19 .35 Speaks Last -59 •'̂3 

*Ratio Scores are the dyadic measurements used in this study for the 
variables talk time, intrusions, and successful interruptions (See 
pages 43 and 44). The variables speaks first and speaks last are 
frequency counts. 
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TABLE 8 

INTERCORRELATION OF RAW SCORES AND RATIO SCORES 

Raw Scores* 

Talk Time Intrusions 
Successful 

Interruptions 

Ratio 

Scores 

Talk Time 

Intrusions 

Successful 
Interruptions 

.73 

.04 

.12 

.32 

.09 

.50 

.31 

,07 

,67 

*Raw scores are time counts for talk time and frequency counts 
for intrusions and successful interruptions. Ratio scores are the 
dyadic measurements used in this study. 



CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter examines the findings concerning the hypotheses 

tested. The lack of differences among the couples in the present 

sample are discussed, and comparisons are made with previous research. 

The finding of no significant differences between individuals from 

distressed and nondistressed relationships is discussed. The results 

obtained from examining the behaviors of individuals with different 

partners are contrasted with the results of previous research. The 

findings on intradyadic behavior are then assessed, and implications 

for future research are described. 

Differences among Couples 

Hypothesis I had predicted that the three types of couples— 

distressed, nondistressed, and synthetic—would differ on the commu

nication variables, with distressed couples having longer talk times, 

more intrusions, and fewer successful interruptions, synthetic couples 

having shorter talk times, fewer intrusions, and raore successful 

interruptions, and nondistressed couples scoring in between these two 

groups. Data failed to support this hypothesis. 

This hypothesis represented an attempt to replicate with marital 

dyads what some investigators had found when comparing different types 

of family triads. Although the findings concerning these variables 

within the family literature were far from conclusive, certain trends 

72 
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had emerged which indicated that pathological, abnormal, or disturbed 

families could be differentiated from normal families. For the variable 

of talk time, for example, a majority of studies (e.g., Ferreira et al., 

1966; Ferreira & Winter, 1965, 1966; Haley, 1967) had found that dis

turbed families took longer to reach agreement than did normal families. 

However, the opposite results occurred in a few studies (e.g., Schuham, 

1972; Stabenau et al., 1965), and in others (e.g., Hetherington et al., 

1971; Riskin & Faunce, 1970) normal and disturbed families were not 

significantly different. Likewise, while a number of studies (e.g., 

Leighton et al., 1971; Stabenau et al., 1965) indicated that there 

were more intrusions in disturbed families than in normal families, 

other studies (e.g., Allen, 1973; Ferreira, et al., 1966) found no 

differences, and still others (e.g., Becker & Iwakami, 1969; O'Connor 

& Stachowiak, 1971) concluded that the members of normal families 

intruded upon one another more frequently. The data on successful 

interruptions had been even less conclusive. No family interaction 

study has examined synthetic families with these coramunication 

variables. 

The present result of no significant differences between different 

types of couples is consistent with some earlier research on couples. 

On measures similar to talk time, Hofman (1970) found that parents of 

well adjusted children and parents of distressed children did not 

differ on decision time. Okel (1970) and Ryder (1966) both found that 

married and synthetic couples made the same number of statements in 

resolving disagreements on the Color Matching Test. Winter et al. 
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(1973), when they controlled for initial agreement, did not find any 

differences between married and synthetic couples on decision time. 

However, Rogers (1973) did find differences between the nigh and low 

discrepant couples, as did Duncan (1968) in studying the parents of 

delinquent and nondelinquent girls. The couples in these last two 

studies may not comprise distressed and nondistressed couples, which 

may account for the different findings. 

No differences were found among the three different groups of 

couples of the present study for intrusions and successful interruptions. 

The latter variable is one which has not been studied previously among 

couples. Limited data frora other studies of couples are available for 

intrusions, however, and these suggest results different from those 

reported here. Birchler et al. (1975) found that during problem solving, 

distressed couples emitted more negative social reinforcements than did 

nondistressed couples who in turn emitted more of these behaviors than 

did synthetic couples. Although "interruptions" were classified within 

negative social reinforcements, from the data they presented it is not 

known whether differences for this measure were significant or even in 

the same direction. Winter et al. (1973) looked at intrusions sep

arately from other behaviors and found that synthetic couples intruded 

upon each other less than did married spouses. Similarly, Farina (1960) 

found that the parents of sons hospitalized with tuberculosis intruded 

less frequently than did the parents of hospitalized schizophrenic sons. 

Differences between the latter two studies and the present one may 

reflect differences in the populations studied. Winter et al. (1973), 
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it will be recalled, used a university sample no older than 29, and the 

synthetic couples consisted of single strangers who had never been 

married. There is no information indicating that Farina's subjects 

(1960) comprised distressed and nondistressed marital couples. 

It is perhaps instructive at this point to compare the present 

findings with the results of the Vincent et al. (1975) and Birchler 

et al. (1975) studies which involved distressed, nondistressed, and 

synthetic couples as well. In those studies, not only were couple 

types differentiated in terms of positive and negative social reinforce

ments and positive and negative problem solving statements, but individ

uals were found to emit different amounts of those behaviors towards 

spouses and strangers. Examining process measures alone, this study 

found no reliable differences among types of couples (Hypothesis I) or 

araong individuals (Hypothesis II). Certain differences between their 

study and the present one are noteworthy of mention and probably con

tribute to the different findings. First, although Birchler (1972) 

found statistically significant differences between nondistressed and 

distressed couples on problem solving statements, he characterized 

these differences as minimal. However, Birchler (1972) also pointed 

out that the verbal codes he used had failed to differentiate between 

the groups of couples. 

Second, there are significant differences between the samples. 

Their sample was younger, had been married a shorter length of time, 

and were better educated. In addition, all subjects in the present 

study volunteered to participate, whereas in these other studies 
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subjects were paid. Payment may have created an experimental demand to 

behave a certain way. Finally, there were significant procedural dif

ferences between the studies. In the Birchler and Vincent studies, 

subjects observed and rated their behaviors at home on a number of dif

ferent instruments and kept a diary of conflicts and arguments for a 

number of weeks before participating in the interaction phase of the 

study. These pre-experimental procedures may have heightened awareness 

of marital discontent among the distressed couples and also sensitized 

nondistressed couples as to the strengths of their relationships. These 

procedures may thus have indirectly sharpened differences between the 

types of couples which then influenced their problem solving behavior. 

Using the same coding system previously developed by Vincent, Birchler, 

and others with a different sample of 27 distressed couples, Margolin 

(1978) found that "positive communication behaviors" correlated .02 

and "negative communication behaviors" correlated .01 with couples' 

Locke-Wallace scores. This further suggests that the results obtained 

by Birchler et al. (1975) and Vincent et al. (1975) are probably 

attributable to the particular sample they used. An alternative expla

nation is suggested by Gottman et al. (1977) and Gurman and Kniskern 

(1978) who note problems with the coding system developed by the above 

authors. Gottman et al. (.1977) contend that the global summary cate

gories of "positive" and "negative" behaviors are not very useful in 

describing how distressed and nondistressed couples differ. Gurman and 

Kniskern (1978) point out that the behaviors coded within each category 

had been selected a priori and may not always belong to the categories 

in which they were placed. 
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To summarize the results of the first hypothesis, distressed 

couples, nondistressed couples, and synthetic couples did not differ 

from one another in terms of their talk tirae, their rate or frequency 

of intrusions, or of successful interruptions. On the basis of these 

behavioral measures, couple types could not be distinguished from one 

another. However, it is possible that there are differences among 

couple types which did not emerge in the present analysis because of 

differences within the couple groups. That this is a possibility is 

suggested by another study. In another of many reports examining 

couple scores on paper-and-pencil measures. Murphy and Mendelson 

(1973) found a positive relationship between a couple's communication 

as measured by the Marital Communication Inventory and the Locke-

Wallace. That distressed couples rated their communication as poorer 

than did nondistressed couples is in itself little more than a repli

cation of other studies (e.g., Navran, 1967). What is interesting, 

however, is that judges who observed tapes of the couples completing 

their questionnaires discovered two distinct patterns of communication 

styles among distressed couples. Some of the couples were actively 

competing with one another to make decisions, to speak more, and 

interrupted one another frequently. Others were not involved with one 

another at all. Their communication was characterized by rigidly 

taking turns talking and by very few interruptions. Both of these 

styles were different from the fluidity characterizing the nondis

tressed couples. If these two styles of discussing and decision making 

were operating among the distressed couples of the present sample, then 
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when treated as a single group the two styles might well average out to 

cancel any differences with the nondistressed couples. 

Differences between Distressed and 
Nondistressed Individuals 

The second hypothesis had predicted differences between distressed 

and nondistressed subjects across partners. Whereas the first hypoth

esis had examined the dyad as a unit, the second hypothesis involved 

comparing the behavior of the persons composing the dyad individually. 

Results indicated no differences between persons from distressed and 

nondistressed marriages on any of the variables. 

This prediction had also been based on family interaction studies 

which had inconsistently shown some differences between parents inter

acting within a family triad. In addition, a few studies involving 

the parents only or raarital couples had found sorae differences. For 

example. Farina (1960) had found that both parents of hospitalized 

controls intruded significantly less than their counterparts among 

parents of hospitalized schizophrenics. Wives belonging to a women's 

issues group tended to speak first and speak last raore often than did 

their husbands, while among the raore traditional couples the opposite 

pattern prevailed (Hershey&Weiner, 1975). In both groups wives spoke 

more often than did husbands. Ryder (1966) found that husbands pre

sented their color choices first much more frequently with their wives 

than with strangers. In general, however, there were too few results 

reported in the literature for significant trends to emerge. 
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As has been indicated previously, there are trends in the family 

interaction literature which do differ from the present findings. 

Family research has on occasion found differences between different 

types of families as well as for husbands and wives across family types, 

whereas the present investigation has not uncovered similar differences 

for couples. How can the discrepancy between the present findings and 

those of many family interaction studies be understood? One possibility, 

of course, has to do with the different populations involved. Parents 

of a disturbed child do not ipso facto have a distressed relationship 

between themselves, although this may well be the case. More importantly, 

the addition of a third or fourth person into the unit being analyzed 

probably fundamentally alters the relationships between the parts. Dif

ferences between individuals and across groups emerge and disappear when 

one or more children are present. How these relationships change is an 

area which has remained relatively unexplored and in which research is 

overdue. However, some empirical evidence for change was reported by 

Becker and Iwakami (1969) . When they examined the behavior of clinic 

and nonclinic parents with and without their children, they found that 

"nonclinic parents tended to be raore conflictual in the child's absence 

. . . whereas no pattern was evident for the clinic parents" (p. 332). 

The behavior of the nonclinic parents changed significantly on a number 

of measures when their children were no longer present. Perhaps dis

tressed and nondistressed couples and individuals resemble each other 

more on these variables when seen alone than when seen within the 

larger context of their families. 
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Cross Situational Consistency 
of Behavior 

A major portion of the analyses of this study involved a comparison 

of an individual's behavior across different partners to assess the 

extent of individual consistency in behavior. Consistency in behavior 

was expected to be reflected by the fact that an individual's behavior 

with different partners would be correlated, whereas low nonsignificant 

correlations would reflect inconsistent behavior. It had been hypoth

esized that individuals from nondistressed relationships would act with 

strangers in a fashion similar to how they acted with their spouse, i.e., 

their verbal behavior would be characterized by consistency. Greater 

similarity would be found with nondistressed than with distressed 

strangers. It was also hypothesized that the behavior of distressed 

individuals with their spouses would not generalize beyond the marital 

relationship. They would behave consistently towards strangers but 

differently with their spouse. 

Results concerning the stability of behavior with different 

partners show that spouses from distressed marriages behaved inconsis

tently with all partners. (Two correlations out of 30 were significant 

at £<.05). The verbal behavior of an individual from a distressed 

marriage with his or her spouse does not generalize to the individual's 

behavior with a stranger. Nor does the verbal behavior that a dis

tressed individual engage in with one stranger generalize to verbal 

behavior with another stranger. Distressed spouses seem to interact in 

a unique fashion with each individual encountered. This argues against 
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an exaplanation for the verbal behavior of these individuals that relies 

on the concept of behavioral consistency. Rather, the results give 

limited support to a social learning view of marriage, which maintains 

that the behavior of individuals within the marital dyad would be dif

ferent than it would be with strangers, but behavior would be charac

terized by consistency with strangers. This is because over time 

certain behaviors are learned within and maintained by the raarital 

relationship, whereas they are not in other relationships. However, 

the subjects in this study displayed much variability in their verbal 

behavior since they also behaved variably towards strangers in general. 

A social learning view of raarriage does not fully account for this 

behavior. 

The findings that emerged from the interactions of nondistressed 

spouses with various partners is less conclusive. Nondistressed hus

bands and to a lesser extent their wives showed some consistency 

towards individuals from distressed relationships as compared to their 

behavior together. (Three out of 10 correlation coefficients were 

significant.) Husbands behaved with nondistressed strangers on some 

measures as they did with their wives, but not on others. (Two out of 

5 correlations were significant.) Nondistressed wives showed no such 

consistency towards their husbands and nondistressed strangers. Non

distressed husbands, and again their wives to a lesser extent, showed 

some consistency in behavior towards strangers in general. (Three out 

of 10 correlations were significant.) In summary, these findings 

indicate that nondistressed husbands behaved somewhat consistently with 
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different partners. Nondistressed wives showed occasional consistency 

in behavior as well. 

Again, these findings do not support an explanation which is based 

on the concept of behavioral consistency for the verbal behavior of 

these partners, since inconsistency in behavior with different partners 

is shown. A social learning explanation of behavior does not fully 

account for these behaviors either, since in the case of husbands at 

least, some consistency (4 out of 10 correlations were significant) is 

displayed when comparing behavior towards either stranger and behavior 

towards the spouse. The behavior of wives is also not compatible with 

a behavioral consistency view of behavior. A general trend does emerge, 

however, indicating that the behavior of individuals from nondistressed 

relationships is somewhat more consistent toward various partners than 

is the behavior of individuals from distressed relationships. 

It is important to restate that the variables were measured in a 

different manner than they have traditionally been measured. Frequency 

counts of behaviors or rates per minute are appropriate measures of an 

individual's behavior when these behaviors are considered in isolation 

from the behavior of others with whom they are interacting. However, 

in order to compare the behavior of the individual with three different 

partners, proportional measurements (of talk time, intrusions, and suc

cessful interruptions) were used which took into account the behavior 

of each partner. Consideration of the change in the composition of the 

dyad was necessary in order to make meaningful cross dyadic comparisons. 
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The only other studies which looked at the relative stability in 

behavior of distressed and nondistressed spouses with different partners 

were the studies of Vincent et al. (1975) and Birchler et al. (1975). 

Unfortunately, they used different variables and different measures of 

their variables than were used in the present study. Nonetheless, it 

is useful to contrast the present findings with theirs. Their analyses 

differed somewhat from the present ones, it will be recalled, in that 

they combined the behaviors of the two strangers into an "averaged 

stranger" and compared the behaviors of an individual and his or her 

spouse with that individual and the averaged stranger. (The two studies 

are treated here as one since they involved similar analyses of exactly 

the same sample of couples.) Vincent et al. (1975) found no consis

tency in behavior for any subject when comparing positive problem 

solving and negative problem solving statements. In the problem solv

ing condition, which is similar to the present study, Birchler et al. 

(1975) found that nondistressed husbands behaved consistently towards 

strangers on positive social reinforcements, just as the nondistressed 

husbands did in this study on some variables. However, they behaved 

inconsistently on negative social reinforcements. 

The behavior of distressed husbands towards strangers was not 

consistent in the present study. Similar "stranger-stranger" correla

tions prevailed for both positive and negative social reinforcements 

in the Birchler et al. (1975) study. In addition, the "spouse-average 

stranger" correlation for negative behaviors of both nondistressed and 

distressed husbands, and for positive behaviors of nondistressed 
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husbands were not significant. The present study also obtained few (5 

out of 20) significant correlations when comparing the behavior of 

husbands towards spouses and husbands towards strangers. The only 

significant correlations obtained by wives under the problem solving 

condition of the Birchler et al. (1975) study were by distressed wives 

with strangers in general for both positive and negative social behav

iors. Wives did not show such consistency in the present study. 

While the results of the problem solving condition of Birchler 

et al. (1975) appear similar to the present ones, they did find some

what more consistency under a "conversation" condition and therefore 

concluded that "consistency is always found in response to strangers, 

and this suggests that the pattern of exchanges are specific to one's 

marital relationship" (p. 359). Actually, their problem solving con

dition results do not warrant this conclusion any more than do the 

results of the present study. In the present study, the consistencies 

in verbal behavior which do emerge do not appear to fit a cohesive 

pattern. Perhaps the individual's behavior is better understood when 

it is examined within the dyad, rather than across partners. This is 

what was done in Hypothesis IV, which is discussed next. 

Intradyadic Behavior 

Turning to the final hypothesis, individuals within couples were 

generally found to interact with their partner as their partner acted 

with them. For example, if a woman was frequently intruded upon by 

her partner, she tended to intrude upon him to an equal extent. 
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There is some evidence suggesting that when partners have a longer 

history of interacting together (e.g., marital spouses), they tend to 

resemble each other more than do pairs of strangers. But even strangers 

tend to resemble one another along process dimensions of communication. 

That is, individuals within a dyad are responsive to the unique qual

ities of the individual with whom they are interacting. The lack of 

consistent stability or variability across partners (as the correlation 

coefficients discussed under Hypothesis III showed) is perhaps best 

understood in situational terms. These results suggest a more inter

actional model of behavior than is implied in an explanation which 

relies solely on the notion of behavioral consistency or specificity. 

Each dyad is a unique social unit with two individuals acting upon 

and in response to one another. While intimacy or familiarity results 

in greater similarity of behavior, even dyads of strangers quickly 

evolve into an interactive system in which individuals act similarly 

with one another. Dyads are perhaps best studied not by comparing 

types of dyads or individuals from within dyads across partners, but 

by studying the unique interactions of the two individuals together. 

Social learning theorists contend that the interactions of an 

individual with his or her spouse are understood in terms of an ex

change of positive and negative behaviors. According to this view, 

both individuals attempt to maximize rewards and minimize costs. 

Nondistressed couples appear to be more successful than distressed 

couples in trading rewards. Some empirical support has been found 

for this theory. However, Gottman et al. (1977) have questioned 
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calling similarity in behavior reciprocity, because the contingency of 

one person's responses upon another is not necessarily demonstrated. 

The present results do not necessarily indicate reciprocity, but they 

certainly indicate that similarity in communication patterns occurs 

among marital couples but is not restricted to them. This similarity 

may be a feature common to dyads in general. 

With the exception of a few social learning studies, similarity 

in behavior among married couples has been studied infrequently. In 

one report, however, Dorfman (1968) found that in each of two therapy 

groups of four couples in which the husbands were problem drinkers, 

interspouse correlations for the number of statements emitted and 

number of statements received were significantly high. Married (and 

probably distressed) individuals resembled one another greatly on 

these variables, and more so than they did the other people in the 

group. Other studies have found similarity along process dimensions 

for dyads of strangers. Matarazzo, Weins, Matarazzo, and Saslow (1968) 

found that duration of speech, latency of speech, and interruption 

measures were correlated for interviewer and interviewee at the first 

(nontherapy) interview. Similarly, Lennard and Berstein (1960) found 

much initial similarity in the verbal behavior of patients and 

therapists. 

The results of the present investigation suggest that the verbal 

behavior of individuals in dyads is generally situationally determined, 

in that the behaviors are not consistent with different partners. Yet 

the behaviors are consistent within dyads , i.e., individuals interacting 

together appear to have similar behaviors. 
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Self-perception and Observed Change 

Questionnaire data was used in a post hoc fashion to determine 

whether individuals who view themselves as more variable in their 

behavior actually are when compared to individuals who judge themselves 

to be more stable. Differences which emerged were generally too small 

to be statistically significant, although they were all in the expected 

directions. The questionnaire used to assess the self-perception of 

behavior may have been too insensitive to do so accurately, or perhaps 

the method used to derive a change score yielded a too indirect measure 

of change. An area for future research is the area of self-perception 

of behavior and actual behavior among couples. Perhaps individuals in 

marital distress show a greater discrepancy between what they think 

they do and what they actually do than occurs with individuals from 

nondistressed relationships. That a certain amount of idealization of 

the mate—and hence distortion—occurs among marital partners has been 

known for some time (e.g., Corsini, 1956). What is not known is the 

extent to which individuals raisperceive their own behaviors and how 

this may affect the marital dyad. 

Implications and Future Directions 

The present study examined the consistency of individuals' behav

iors with different partners who were either spouses or strangers. 

With some exceptions, individuals were inconsistent. In terms of 

stimulus value, one might expect these two groups of people who are at 

opposite ends of the familiarity continuum to elicit quite different 
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behaviors. The nature of the partners used, then, strengthened the 

likelihood of finding inconsistency in behavior. An appropriate replica

tion of this study might involve comparing the behavior of an individual 

with two people who are much closer on the familiarity continuum, such 

as a spouse and a best friend. Such a test might increase the possibil

ity of finding behavioral stability with different partners. As 

Mischel (1968) pointed out in reviewing the arguments supporting the 

concepts of either consistency or variability in behavior, even though 

few behavioral consistencies have been empirically validated, people 

nonetheless tend to assume that others behave consistently. That is, 

they construct consistencies which may not be there, which allows them 

to see regularities in the environment, to see people as predictable, 

and to behave as if their environraent were more ordered than it raay in 

fact be. Jones and Nesbitt (1971) described an "actor-observer effect" 

which indicated that those undertaking an action and those observing 

the actor ascribe different causes to the behavior taking place. 

Actors attribute the causes of their behavior to environmental and 

situational contingencies, while observers explain the behaviors in 

terms of the personality traits of the actor. 

The present research has shown that the behavior of individuals 

in dyads—whether married couples or strangers—is to a large extent 

situationally determined. If this is indeed the case, and if the 

actor-observer effect prevails among marital couples (which remains 

to be shown) then there is within couples a built-in source for dis

agreement. One mate will insist that his behavior is due to the 
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situation, while the other will claim that it is due to the mate's per

sonality. Interestingly, Hicks and Piatt (1971) report that in an 

earlier survey of couples (Gurin et al., 1960), people from very happy 

marriages attributed difficulties in their relationship to situational 

causes, while people from less happy marriages attributed difficulties 

to relationship or personality factors of the spouse. More research 

needs to be conducted in this area to determine whether in fact the 

actor-observer effect operates among intimates, and how distressed and 

nondistressed differ in their locus of attribution. There raay be qual

itative dimensions differentiating distressed from nondistressed that 

have not yet been explored. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

This research project concentrated upon the measurement of behav

ioral variables that were relatively straightforward in their assess

ment and measurement. Distressed, nondistressed, and synthetic couples 

did not differ in terms of the interaction variables that were studied. 

Individuals from distressed marriages did not differ from their non

distressed counterparts on these variables. Possible reasons accounting 

for the lack of differences were examined in light of past research. 

The consistency of individuals' behaviors on these interaction variables 

was assessed. While there was some evidence of consistency only for 

nondistressed husbands with strangers, no definite trends emerged. 

Intradyadic behavior was examined, which resulted in some evidence that 

individuals, even when relative strangers to one another, behave sim

ilarly with one another. This finding may account for the lack of 

consistency across partners, since individuals were apparently respond

ing to the unique situation which each partner represented. Finally, 

self-assessed change taken from questionnaire data was compared with 

actual change. Self-assessment of change did not accurately reflect 

observed variability in behavior. 

That research using process variables is still needed within the 

fields of marital and family studies has been recently reaffirmed by 

Gurman and Kniskern (1978). As they point out, what is also needed is 

a multi-perspective approach including self-reports and measurement 
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of systemic variables as well. Perhaps in the future multi-dimensional 

assessments of families and couples will occur which can then be inter-

grated with theories of family and couple functioning. More immediately, 

investigations of differences and similarities among couples along a 

number of lines are still needed. Some of the variables of interest to 

this investigation have been used elsewhere in both the assessment and 

the implementation of change strategies with couples (e.g., Thomas, 

1977). However, as Thomas (1977) has noted, assumptions are raade about 

the nature and function of these relatively content-free variables when 

it may not be appropriate to do so for all couples or at all times. 

For example, there are times when intrusions facilitate rather than 

impede discussion. Perhaps future efforts should be directed towards 

clarifying the function of such process variables for different types 

of couples. 
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APPENDIX A: FLYER DISTRIBUTED TO THE PUBLIC 

VETERANS ADMINISTRATION 
AUDIE L. M U R P H Y M E M O R I A L V E T E R A N S H O S P I T A L 

7400 M E R T O N M I N T E R BOUI .EVARO 

S A N A N T O N I O , T E X A S 78284 

IN REPt-Y 
REFER TO: 

COUPLES: 

How do you solve problems and deal with disagreements? 

How do you relate to other married people? 

How do you and your spouse communicate? 

Couples are being given the opportunity co look ac these and other 
aspects of their relationship in a research project currently underwav 
at the Audie Murphy V.A. Hospital. Conducted by che Psychology Depart
ment, it is open to non-veterans as well as veterans, and any interested 
couple is invited to participate. Involvement in this project can be a 
positive growth experience for couples. No self-disclosure is necessarv 
Couples are never asked to discuss anything about themselves or their 
own relationship. Yet spouses are given an opportunity to get to .-cnov 
each other better, as they can compare for themselves how cney relate 
to each other and to other married people. 

v̂Hiat is involved? Interested couples are asked tc fill out brief 
forms on their background and extent of marital satisfaction. After 
they are matched with others, four couples are asked to come r:o one 
session only of about 2-1/2 hours. Times are arranged tc rr.eet inaivi^-
ual schedules, and can be on weekends, evenings, or weekdays. During 
the session, individuals read short stories about typical problems that 
couples frequently have, and then they discuss these stories with dif
ferent individuals. During part of the session an individual vill 
discuss stories with his or her spouse, and other stories with other 
married people. Afterwards, the participants fill out a few forms and 
meet with the researcher to discuss and share their experience. 

This is an opportunity for couples to self assess their relation
ship. For those wishing to, the session can serve as a self diagnosis, 
a chance to gauge relative strengths and weaknesses. Others may vant 
to use this as a growth experience, a springboard to further develop 3. 
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good relationship. In whatever way couples decide to use the occasion, 
they can make it into a meaningful experience, while at the same time 
enjoying the opportunity of meeting and exchanging views with other 
people. 

ANY MARRIED COUPLE MAY PARTICIPATE 

All couples will be awarded certificates of participation. For 
more information or to enroll, call the Audie Murphy V.A. Hospital, 
696-9660, ext. 214, 215, 216, or 217, and ask for Theo Lemaire and 
about the "Marital Project." 
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APPENDIX B: COVER LETTER AND CONSEXT F0R:>1 

VETERANS ADMINISTRATION 
A U D I E L. M U R P H Y M E M O R I A L V E T E R A N S HOSPITAL 

7400 M E R T O N M I N T E R BOULEVARD 

S A N ANTONIO, T E X A S 78284 

IN REPUY 

REFER T O : 

Dear Patron: 

A study of the communication patterns of marriea people is being 
conducted by the Psychology Department of the Audie L. Murphy Meniorial 
VA Hospital. Couples are needed, and your participation in this worth
while research project would be very much appreciated. 

A copy of the consent form is attached. As it states, you are 
being asked to participate in one session of approximatelv 2-1/2 hours. 
During your once-only involvement with the project, you vill net be 
asked to discuss anything personal or about your marriage. You vill be 
meeting with other individuals in pairs, to talk over short stories 
about marital conflicts. Your decision whether to participate or not 
will in no way effect your treatment here or with any other cooperating 
institution. Also, after deciding to participate, ycu are free to 
change your mind at any time. 

Your decision to participate would be very much appreciated. In 
addition, this study has potential benefits for '.'ou. You'].l have an 
opportunity to look at your own ways of dealing with typical -narital 
problems, and also at how you interact with other married people. In 
the past, participating couples have found this project to be relevanc 
to their own marital experiences, and they have evaluated the session 
as interesting and personally worthwhile. In addition, you'll have the 
opportunity to take a look at your own problem solving skills. 

I'll be happy to meet with you after the session to discuss this 
project and any comments you might have. I'll also be willing to 
arrange a session to give you more specific feedback on your own inter
actions. Upon the completion of the session, each couple will be 
issued a certificate of participation. If you have any questions, 
please feel free to contact me at the Outpatient Psychiatry Unit of the 
Audie L. Murphy VA Hospital (696-9660, ext. 214-21" . / 

Thanks for your consideration. 

THEO E. L£M-\IRE, M.A, 
Psychology Resident 
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AUDIE L. MURPHY MEMORIAL VETERANS 

ADMINISTRATION HOSPITAL 

Subject Consent for Participation in an 
Investigation of the Behavior 

of Married Couples 

You are invited to participate in a study examining the behavior of 
married individuals. We hope to learn something about how married peo
ple act with their spouses and with other people. You are being asked 
to be a possible participant either because you indicated an interest 
in participating or because you were referred to us as a couple who 
might be willing to participate. 

If you decide to participate, we will send each of you a brief question
naire and background information sheet to complete. These will give us 
some information about you and your marriage, and should take only 
about ten minutes to answer. Once these have been returned, we will 
call potential participants and arrange times to meet with them. 

Selected couples will be invited to come to one session about two and 
one-half hours long. Four couples will raeet with the researchers at 
any one time, and each person will be given stories about typical 
marital conflicts to read and rate. In the course of the session, you 
will be paired with other individuals to discuss the stories, and those 
discussions will be tape recorded. Afterwards, you will be asked to 
rate your discussions. Then, there will be an optional refreshment and 
discussion period to further explain the purposes of the project to you, 

At no time will you be asked to discuss anything personal or anything 
about your own marriage. The risks of participating in this study are 
therefore minimal. Perhaps you will feel a little uncomfortable or shy 
in talking to a stranger or in front of a tape recorder. The possible 
benefit to you from participating is that you may learn something new 
about your own style of interacting with different people as well as 
with your own spouse. Of course, we cannot and do not guarantee or 
promise that you will receive any benefit from this study. 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that 
can be identified with you will remain confidential and will be dis
closed only with your permission. If you give us your permission by 
signing this document, we plan to disclose the information in statis
tical form only. There will be no way to identify any specific 
individual participating in this study. 
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The only cost to you while participating in this study will be the cost 
of transportation to and from the meeting and baby-sitting costs, if 
applicable to your family. 

Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your 
future relations with the Audie Murphy VA Hospital or with the person 
or institution who referred you. If you decide to participate, you are 
free to withdraw your consent and to discontinue participation at any 
time without prejudice. 

If you have any questions, we expect you to ask us. If you have any 
additional questions later, Mr. Theo Lemaire, 696-9660, ext. 214 thru 
217 will be happy to answer them. 

You will be given a copy of this form to keep. 

YOU ARE MAKING A DECISION WHETHER OR NOT TO PARTICIPATE. YOUR SIGNATURE 
INDICATES THAT YOU HAVE DECIDED TO PARTICIPATE HAVING READ THE INFORMA
TION PROVIDED ABOVE. 

Date Signature Signature 

Signature of Witness Signature of Investigator 
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APPENDIX C: BACKGROUND INFORMATION SHEET 

Please complete all items. NAME: 

i- Age Date: 

2. Sex 

3. Occupation 4. Are you currently employed? 

5. Years of education completed - Circle One 

8 or less College 1 2 3 4 
High School 9 10 11 12 Graduate 1 2 3 4 

6. Length of present marriage: years months 

7. List the ages and sex of your children (Circle the ages of those 
children still living in your household.) 

8. Does anyone else live in your household? 

9. Family income (Circle One): 
$0 to 5,000 $5,001 to 10,000 $10,001 to 15,000 $15,001 to 
20,000 over $20,000 

10- Church affiliation (Circle One): Protestant Catholic Jewish 
None Other (please specify) 

Please check any of the following which apply: 

11. Ĥave you previously been divorced? 

12. Have you ever been separated? 

13. Are you currently a student? 

14. Is any family member currently in therapy or treatment for any 
psychological, emotional or adjustment problems? 

You Any of your children Your spouse 
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15. Ĥas any family member ever been in counseling in the past? 

You Any of your children Your spouse 

If yes, how long ago? 

16. Does any family member currently have emotional problems? 

You Any of your children Your spouse_ 

17. Ĥas any family member ever been arrested in the past three 
years for any sort of criminal offense or delinquency? 

You Any of your children Your spouse_ 

Phone number where you can be reached to arrange time: 
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APPENDIX D: LOCKE-WALLACE MARITAL 

INVENTORY 

NAME Circle one: '-lale Fdmaie 

Check Che dot on the scale below which best describes tne degree of iiappiness. everytnin, 
considered, of your present marriage. The middle point, "happy," represents che ae^ree 
of happiness which most people get from marriage, and che scale gradually ranges on cr.c 
side to those few who are very unhappy in marriage, and on che other, to chose few who 
experience extreme joy or felicity in marriage. 

Very 
Qnhappy 

Happy Perf-ctl:. 
Kapp.. 

State the approximate extent of agreement between you and ycur r.ace on cr.e following 
icems. Please check each column. ' 

Almost .Umosc 
Always .^ways Occasionally Frequentlv Always Alvays 
Agree .\gree Disagree Disa^rree Disagree Jisagrea 

Handling family 
finances 

Matters of recreation 

Demonstrations of 
-affection 

Friends 

Sex relations 

Conventionality 
(right, good, or 
proper conduct) 

Philosophy of life 

vvivs of dealing 
with in-laws 

10. 

11. 

13. 

14 

'.•:;ien uisagreemencs arise, chey usually result in: 
Husband giving in î'ife giving in Agreement bv nut'ial give and tatcc 

Do vou and your mate engage in outside interests together? 
All of them Some of them Very few of them N'one of them 

In leisure time, do you generally prefer: To be "on the go?" To stay at home? 
Does your mate generally prefer: To be "on the go?" To stay at home? 

Do you ever wish you had not married? 
Frequently Occasionally Rarely N'ev3r 

If you had your life to live over, do you think you would: Marry the same person 
Marry a different person Not marry at all 

15. Do you confide in your mate: Almost never Rarely In most things In everythin; 

file:///gree
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APPENDIX E: INVENTORY OF MARITAL CONFLICTS 

(IMC): CASE DESCRIPTIONS, ANSWER SHEETS 

AND RELEVANCY FORM 

Case Descriptions I 

1. Bob and Frank are good friends. Janis, Bob's wife, likes Frank but 
becomes overly annoyed when Frank gets a chance to visit them and 
drops by. She tells Bob to have Frank phone before visiting, but 
her husband feels that this would be insulting to his friend. He 
enjoys seeing Frank whenever he gets an unexpected chance to drop 
by. When Janis then says that she'll have to tell Frank to phone 
before visiting, this makes her husband angry. He feels his wife 
is making an unnecessary demand on his friend, and thus jeopardiz
ing their friendship. 

2. When Don finally gets home from work he takes off his jacket, tie 
and shoes, and makes himself comfortable with a can of beer. After 
dinner Don has a little more energy, so he goes back and puts away 
the various articles of clothing he has taken off. One day 
Francine tells Don he is sloppy and lazy and demands that he not 
leave clothes lying around, even for a short period of time. Two 
days later, Don forgets to do as his wife had demanded, and she 
angrily repeats her complaint. An argument develops. 

3. Nina has been looking for a pair of shoes to wear with her favorite 
dress. Upon finding a pair of shoes on sale, Nina just cannot 
resist and purchases them. Later that evening she shows her new 
purchase to Peter. He remembers that she already has many pairs of 
shoes and asks about the necessity of such a purchase at this time. 
Nina becomes outraged and accuses him of being cheap and 
inconsiderate. 

4. A conflict has arisen between Jack and Colleen following a party 
with friends. During the party. Jack talked to another woman, 
resulting in his wife becoming very angry. Following the party. 
Colleen angrily accuses Jack of intentionally ignoring her for the 
entire evening and becomes argumentative. 

5. Betty and Phil have been having marital difficulties for the past 
year. One of the problems has been Betty's extravagance. Now 
Betty insists on immediately seeking costly professional counseling. 
Phil points out that there simply is no money to pay for such an 
expensive venture until they can cut down their expenses some place 
else. Betty will not hear of waiting until money is available, and 
many arguments arise in the weeks to come. 
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Case Descriptions II 

1. Jim routinely arrives home from work at 5:00 P.M. and enjoys his 
dinner soon after his arrival. Susan has been a full-time housewife 
since the birth of their first child one year ago but she leaves her 
domestic chores undone. Jim has asked Susan if she would have the 
house clean and dinner prepared when he returns home. He doesn't 
feel he has to volunteer to help with her work, since by the time he 
gets home he has already put in a full day of work. Upon arriving 
home, Jim again finds the ironing board with a pile of clothes in 
the living room, a dining table that has not been set, and his wife 
sitting on the sofa reading a magazine again, putting off her re
sponsibilities. Upon viewing the situation, Jira appears very dis
couraged, whereupon Susan accuses him of always finding fault with 
her and angrily defends her behavior. 

2. It's Friday evening and the Carter family have a dinner engagement, 
which had been made the previous week. Frank comes home a half 
hour early so he can be sure to be ready on time. He showers, 
shaves and is dressed and ready to leave on tirae. But when it is 
time to go, Mary is still in the bathroom combing her hair and 
putting on makeup. Since Mary almost always makes them late this 
way, Frank becomes upset. Mary retorts that she isn't very con
cerned about being late since they always get where they are going 
sooner or later. 

Linda and Steve plan to take a weekend trip by car. While Linda 
is driving Steve to work on Friday morning, Steve hears a "pinging" 
noise and realizes that the spark plugs should be changed along 
with other minor adjustments. Since they plan to leave Friday 
evening and Steve has to work, he has to ask his wife to take the 
car to the garage. Linda complains about the other preparations 
she says she has to make for them and their two children but says 
she will have time to take the car to the garage, and agrees to do 
so. Later on the trip, Steve hears the "pinging" noise and real
izes the spark plugs have not been changed. It turns out that 
Linda took the car to the garage but did not bother to mention the 
spark plugs. Linda says that if Steve doesn't like the way she 
does things he can do them himself. Steve points out that he was 
unable to take the car to the garage and that when she agrees to 
do something she should do it. 

When Charlotte and Richard were living with Charlotte's family, a 
lot of ill will developed between Richard and his in-laws. 
Charlotte told her parents just about everything that happened, and 
when Richard told her to stop, his mother-in-law said she was hurt 
and told Charlotte to keep Richard in his place. Richard and 
Charlotte now have their own home, but the situation continues. 
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Richard will rarely visit his in-laws, but whenever he is not around 
Charlotte is on the phone with her mother passing on information and 
receiving advice. When Richard tells Charlotte again that she should 
stop telling things to her mother, Charlotte becomes enraged. 

At parties that Bob and Nancy attend, Nancy spends most of her time 
with the men present and obviously enjoys being with them. Bob is 
very concerned and has tried to tell Nancy that her behavior is 
interpreted as flirtatious and could lead to a romantic involvement 
with another man. Nancy denies this, but Bob knows from his own 
experience that this type of thing does frequently happen and feels 
that she is being inconsiderate of his feelings by not giving up 
this behavior. 
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Case Descriptions III 

1. When Jerry coraes home from work in the evening he is tired and likes 
to relax over a pleasant meal. After dinner he prefers to be alone 
with his wife. However, Betty does not understand Jerry's unwilling
ness to go out after a hard day's work, and she is after him to go 
out partying in the evenings. She tells Jerry he is a lazy do-
nothing. 

2. Dick and Diane have been married for three years. Dick likes his 
job and is anxious to get ahead. For the past year he has been vol
untarily spending a great deal of extra time at his work. Diane has 
repeatedly accused Dick of caring more about his job than he cares 
for her. Dick explains that his career is important to both of them 
and that it is necessary for him to work additional hours if he 
expects to get promoted. Diane refuses to listen to Dick's explana
tions and unreasonably demands that he substantially cut down his 
hours of overtime work. 

3. Tom is very concerned about his wife's smoking habits. Betty is a 
very heavy smoker and has a severe cough. Although Tom used to be 
a heavy smoker himself, he has now quit completely, so he is con
vinced that Betty could at least cut down. He has told her in 
detail about the health hazards involved in smoking and he has asked 
her to stop or at least cut down, if not for herself then because of 
her love for him. Betty's usual reaction has been to get sarcastic. 
She says she is trying but doesn't change. As a result there has 
been a series of arguments. 

4. Chuck is a football fan who likes to watch the pro games on Sunday 
afternoons. His wife Betty is upset at this, so she plans a series 
of activities for them together on Sundays and tells him he will 
have to give up the football garaes. Chuck feels that this is an 
unreasonable deraand. He points out that he works all week and 
should be entitled to a couple of hours of relaxation watching TV 
on Sunday. He reminds her that she watches many hours of soap 
operas during the week when he is at work. Chuck also reminds 
Betty that the other wives they know do not get so upset just be
cause their husbands watch football. Betty, however, continues 
to be annoyed and insists that he stop watching games. 

5. Each night Judy expects Larry to throw out the garbage right after 
they finish dinner. Larry agrees that taking out the garbage is 
his job, but disagrees that it must be taken out every night right 
after dinner. Larry feels it should be taken out either when it's 
full or the smell is strong, but not always every night right after 
dinner. Given this basic disagreement, Judy then proceeds to take 



the garbage out every night that Larry doesn't. (When it's not 
full or odorous). She does this in such a way that it implies 
Larry is forsaking his responsibilities to take out the garbage, 
but Larry doesn't feel this way, and her provocative behavior 
makes him angry. 

112 
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(Wives' Version) 

Case Descriptions I 

1. Bob and Frank are good friends. Janis, Bob's wife, likes Frank but 
is becoming increasingly annoyed with his unannounced and exces
sively long visits to their apartment, usually at mealtimes. She 
has suggested to Bob that he ask Frank to please phone before visit
ing, but her husband feels this would be insulting to this friend. 
Janis suggests that she might ask Frank to please phone before 
visiting, but this only makes her husband angry. After accusing his 
wife of interfering with his friendship, he refuses to discuss the 
matter further. 

2. When Don finally arrives home from work he immediately sits down and 
makes himself comfortable with a can of beer and scatters his jacker, 
tie and shoes on the furniture and/or floor, where they stay until 
some time after dinner. After putting up with this sloppiness for a 
while. Francine asks Don to stop tossing his clothes around the 
apartment, even if he does eventually pick them up. Two days later, 
Don repeats his usual performance as if Francine had said nothing. 
When she mentions it again, an argument develops. 

3. Nina has been shopping around carefully for some time to find a pair 
of shoes she can afford that will go with her favorite dress. She 
finally finds a satisfactory pair of shoes and is happy to discover 
that they are on sale. She purchases the shoes and takes them home 
to show her husband, Peter. He does not care whether or not the 
shoes are satisfactory. He doubts that they are necessary at all 
and fails to understand their importance to her or how much trouble 
she has gone to in order to save money. 

4. A conflict has arisen between Jack and Colleen following a party 
with friends. During the party. Jack becomes involved with another 
woman and ignores his wife. Colleen feels hurt and attempts to 
discuss her feelings of being neglected but feels she is not 
understood. 

5. Betty and Phil have been having marital difficulties for the past 
year. Betty is no longer reassured by having her husband minimize 
her unhappiness and wants to seek professional counseling. Phil, 
on the other hand, insists on holding off indefinitely before spend
ing money on counseling. He says she is far too extravagant. In 
the Weeks to come, many arguments arise because of their differing 
opinions. 
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Case Descriptions II 

1. Jim routinely arrives home from work at 5:00 P.M. and expects his 
dinner soon after his arrival. Susan has been a full time housewife 
since the birth of their first child one year ago. The child is at 
the stage when it's always into something and must be watched and 
cared for constantly. In spite of trying all day to get all the 
household chores done, Susan rarely gets finished. Nevertheless, 
Jim has asked Susan to have the house clean and dinner prepared 
when he returns home. He never volunteers to help out. Susan is 
exhausted and fed up with having to meet her husband's demands. 
When Jim arrives home she is resting a few minutes on the sofa read
ing a magazine before finishing putting dinner on the table. She'll 
probably finish the huge ironing pile after dinner. But now Jim 
flies off the handle at Susan, and she angrily defends her behavior. 

2. It's Friday evening, and the Carter family has a dinner engagement, 
which had been made the previous week. Frank surprises his wife by 
getting home from work a half hour early and uses the bathroom con
tinuously until it is almost time to leave. Since it takes Mary 
more than the few minutes Frank has left her to wash, comb her hair, 
and put on her makeup, it becomes obvious that they will be late 
for their appointment. Frank raises his voice and accuses her of 
always making them late. Mary tries to calm Frank down by saying 
that being a little late is not all that serious, but Frank just 
becomes more enraged and an argument develops. 

3. Linda and Steve plan to take a weekend trip by car. While Linda is 
driving Steve to work on Friday morning, Steve decides that the 
spark plugs need changing and that other minor adjustments should 
be made. He tells his wife to get the work done in time for them 
to leave that evening. Linda also has all the other preparations 
to manage for them and their two children but she manages to get 
the car to the garage and asks for a tuneup. On the trip, Steve 
hears a "pinging" noise, discovers that the spark plugs are the 
same ones he had been using, and blames his wife for the spark 
plugs not being changed. Linda feels that if he is going to be so 
picky about how things are going to be done, he should assume some 
responsibility for doing them himself. Steve tells her he was too 
busy. 

4. When Charlotte and Richard were living with Charlotte's family a 
lot of ill will developed between Richard and his in-laws. Richard 
told his wife to stop talking so much with members of her family. 
When Charlotte's mother found out how Richard felt, she was hurt 
and said she thought Richard was out of place to make such a demand. 
Richard and Charlotte now have their own home but the situation con
tinues . Richard will rarely visit his in-laws, so Charlotte's only 
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regular contact with them is by phone. Charlotte usually speaks only 
to her mother and only phones her mother when her husband is not 
around, but Richard is still not satisfied. Richard insists that 
Charlotte stop speaking with her mother. 

At parties Nancy prefers the company of men to the other women and 
spends much of the evening with them because she finds them intellec
tually stimulating and shares many of their interests. Nancy finds 
at parties that the women's conversations are limited to housekeeping, 
children, etc. Nancy is upset by Bob's accusations that her behavior 
may lead to involvement in an affair or, at the very least, misinter
pretation of her behavior by other people, which would cause gossip. 
She is deeply hurt by his lack of trust since she is a devoted wife 
and would not consider an involvement with another man. 
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Case Descriptions III 

1. Jerry regularly comes home from work, eats, and sirs down in front 
of the television screen for the entire evening. Betty is cooped 
up in the house ail day and feels that she will go crazy if she 
can't get out and have some sort of contact with other human beings. 
Jerry refuses to go out and so there is a disagreement between 
Betty and Jerry. 

2. Dick and Diane have been married for three years. Dick likes his 
job and is anxious to get ahead. For the past year he has been 
voluntarily spending a great deal of time at his work. Diane feels 
that their marital relationship is deteriorating due to the lack of 
time they are able to spend together. She attempts to explain to 
Dick that financial success will be meaningless if their marriage 
is destroyed in the process. Dick cooly tells his wife that her 
response is so immature that it is pointless to discuss the subject 
fujTther. 

3. Tom claims to be worried about Betty's health because she smokes so 
much and has a cough. He gives her endless detailed lectures about 
health hazards and is always demanding that she stop or cut down. 
Betty realizes that she smokes too much and is trying to cut down, 
but Tom's continued badgering is no help. Tom apparently feels that 
because he stopped smoking without any difficulty everbody else 
should quit too and should have no trouble doing so. He seems un
able to understand that it is difficult for her to change her smoking 
habits and he says that if she really loved him she would quit. 
Betty has tried to control herself and not get angry at Tom's con
tinuous comments, but Tom goes right on lecturing to her and even
tually there are a series of arguments. 

4. Chuck is an ardent sport fan who spends every Sunday afternoon glued 
to the television screen to watch football. His wife, Betty, is 
getting tired of being left by herself every Sunday, so she asks him 
to give up this part of football watching and plans some Sunday 
activities for them together. Chuck not only refuses to give up any 
football, but launches into a whole series of arguments to defend 
himself. He tells Betty that no one else's wife is as unreasonable 
as she is. He accuses her of spending her time watching soap operas 
while he is at work. He also tells her that since he works hard he 
should be able to watch football games if he wishes. Betty is upset 
by his attitude but continues to want him to spend Sunday with her. 

5. Each night Judy has to remind Larry to throw the garbage out after 
they finish dinner. Invariably, Larry forgets and leaves the kitchen 
without doing what he has agreed to do. Judy has felt that the best 
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thing to do is to throw the garbage away by herself and has been 
doing this later in the evening, when he notices this, Larry 
becomes angry with Judy, stating that this is his job. As Lar^^ 
continues to follow his old habits, Judy begins to do the chor;' 
herself, only to be angrily criticized by her husband. 
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Name 

Answer Sheet I 

I or J Couple # 

Instructions: It is very important that for EACH CASE you decide which 
spouse, either the husband or wife, is primarily responsible for the 
problem. For each case you should make ONE response for both Part A 
and Part B. Do not leave any questions unanswered. Complete each case 
before going on to the next item. 

PART A 

Who is primarily 
responsible for 
the problem? 
Check only one 

Husband Wife 

CASE 
SUMMARY 

1. Conflict over 
frequent visits by 
husband's friend 
and wife's 
annoyance. 

2. Conflict concerns 
ing husband's dis
tributing his shirt. 
tie, jacket and 
shoes around the 
apartment when he 
gets home from work. 

3. Conflict about 
wife's purchase of 
a pair of shoes to 
wear with new dress 

4. Conflict caused 
by wife feeling 
ignored by husband 
while at a party. 

PART B 

Which of the following would 
be a better way to resolve 
the conflict? Check only one 

Should Bob ask Frank to phone 
before visiting? 

OR 
Should Janis stop interfering 
in her husband's friendship? 

Should Don be able to relax 
this way before dinner? 

OR 
Should Don be more considerate 
of Francine by not scattering 
his clothes around? 

Is it reasonable for Peter to 
question the necessity of 
Nina's purchase? 

OR 
Should Peter try to understand 
Nina's well-planned purchase 
of these particular shoes? 

Should Jack be permitted to 
talk to another woman at a 
party without Colleen becoming 
upset? 

OR 
Should Jack be more attentive 
to his wife at parties? 



PART A CASE 
SUMMARY 

5. Conflict over when 
to seek professional 
help for the marital 
difficulties between 
Betty and Phil. 

PART B 

Is Phil justified in worrying 
about starting counseling 
without being able to afford 
it? 

OR 

Is Betty justified in feeling 
that their marriage is more 
important than any financial 
considerations? 
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Answer Sheet II 

Name I or J Couple // 

Instructions: It is very important that for EACH CASE you decide which 
spouse, either the husband or wife, is primarily responsible for the 
problem. For each case you should make ONE response for both Part A and 
Part B. Do not leave any questions unanswered. Complete each case 
before going on to the next item. 

PART A 

Who is primarily 
responsible for 
the problem? 
Check only one 

Husband Wife 

CASE SUMMARY 

1. Conflict concern
ing wife's inability to 
have house clean and 
dinner ready upon 
husband's arrival. 

2. Conflict over 
wife's lateness for 
dinner engagement. 

3. Conflict over car 
breakdown while taking 
a short weekend trip. 

4. Conflict over 
wife's conversations 
with her mother. 

PART B 

Which of the following would 
be a better way to resolve 
the conflict? 
Check only one 

Should Susan be reading a maga
zine when her household duties 
are not completed and dinner 
is not prepared? OR 
Should Susan try to be a better 
housekeeper? 

Should Mary make a greater 
effort to be ready on time? 
OR Should John have a greater 
understanding of why she is late? 

Should Linda thoroughly carry 
out her responsibilities once 
she has accepted them? OR 
Is Steve being unreasonable in 
blaming his wife for the work 
not getting done? 

Is Richard justified in becom
ing upset with Charlotte dis
cussing matters with her mother? 

OR Should Charlotte be 
able to speak freely with her 
mother? 
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PART A CASE SUMMARY 

5. Conflict over 
wife's conversations 
with men at parties. 

PART B 

Should Nancy realize that her 
behavior can be interpreted 
by other men as flirtatious 
and could unintentionally 
lead to further involvements? 

OR Should Bob trust 
his wife and not be upset 
that she is enjoying the com
pany of other men? 
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Answer Sheet III 

Name I or J Couple t/1 

Instructions: It is very important that for EACH CASE you decide which 
spouse, either the husband or wife, is primarily responsible for the 
problem. For each case you should raake ONE response for both Part A 
and Part B. Do not leave any questions unanswered. Complete each case 
before going on to the next item. 

PART A 

Who is primarily 
responsible for 
the problem? 
Check only one 

Husband Wife 

CASE SUMMARY 

1. Conflict 
regarding evening 
entertainment. 

2. Conflict over 
husband spending 
time at the office. 

3. Conflict over 
wife's smoking 

4. Conflict over 
TV football 
games. 

5. Conflict about 
responsibility for 
throwing the 
garbage away. 

PART B 

Which of the following would be 
a better way to resolve the 
conflict? Check only one 

After working hard all day should 
Jerry be allowed to spend a quiet 
evening at home with his wife? 
OR Should Jerry understand and re
spond to Betty's boredom by going 
out in the evening? 

Should Dick continue to devote the 
time that he knows is necessary to 
obtain advancement in his career? 

OR Should Dick spend more 
time with his wife? 

Should Tom feel he has the right 
to concern himself with his wife's 
health? OR Should Tom leave 
Betty alone and quit pressuring 
her? 

Should Chuck be able to watch foot
ball on Sunday afternoons? OR 
Should Chuck spend more time on 
Sundays with his wife? 

Is Larry neglecting his responsi
bility by not carrying out the 
garbage? OR Is Judy expect
ing too much by asking her 
husband to carry out the garbage? 
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IMC RELEVANCY FORM 

Name Couple Number 

1. Husband's friends coming over 
to visit too much» 

2. Husband leaving his clothes 
around the house. 

3. Wife's spending habits 
regarding clothing. 

4. Husband talking to other 
women at parties. 

5. Whether or not to go to a marriage 
counselor about problems. 

6. Wife not getting her household 
chores done. 

7. Not getting ready on time to 
to out for the evening. 

8. Wife not having the car 
repaired before a trip. 

9. Closeness of husband and wife 
to parents and in-laws. 

10. Husband forgetting to do 
household chores, 

11. Wife talking to other men 
at parties. 

12. Whether to stay home or go 
out in the evening. 

Have you and 
your spouse 

Have you known 
other couples 

had a similar who have had 
problem "i 

Yes No 

similar 
problems? 

Yes No 
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Have you and 
your spouse 
had a similar 
problem? 

Have you known 
other couples 
who have had 
similar 
problems? 

Yes No Yes No 

13. Amount of extra time the 
husband spends at work. 

14. Smoking habits of husband 
or wife . 

15. Whether to stay at home or go 
out on Sunday afternoons when 
football games are on TV . 
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APPENDIX F: INSTRUCTION FOR COMPLETING THE IMC 

This project is concerned with peoples' ideas about problems which 

sometimes arise in marriage. We are interested in how you feel about 

these kinds of disagreements and what your solution to these problems 

might be. 

You will be presented with brief descriptions of real cases of 

couples having some common conflicts. As in any conflict situation, 

there are two points of view presented in these descriptions. In some 

of the cases, some of you will learn about the conflict from the point 

of view of the husband, while the others will learn about the wives' 

point of view of the same situation. In each case however, you will 

each be given the same essential facts. Your task is to read each case 

and decide who is at fault in the disagreement between the spouses. 

For every case it is very important that you decide who is at 

fault in the conflict, even though this may be difficult. You should 

not indicate that both are to blame. Please do not leave any questions 

blank. 

I am now going to take you to separate rooms so that you can read 

and evaluate these cases. You will be given three sets of pages. The 

first set is a description of the cases for you to read. On the second 

set, please indicate who you feel is at fault in each story and what 

the solution should be. Please complete the additional page as it 

applies to your marriage. After you have filled out the forms, please 

open your door to let the assistant know that you have finished. 
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Read the stories carefully, as you will be discussing them later. 

Please do not leave any questions blank. Now, are there any 

questions? 
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APPENDIX G: TAPED INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE 

DISCUSSION PERIODS 

Period #1 

The assistant has just given to each of you an answer sheet which 
you previously completed. Please do not show it to your partner, but 
you may use it to help you recall your answers to the stories you are 
about to discuss. 

We would like you to fully discuss some of the conflicts you read 

about before and decide who is primarily responsible for the problem. 

As was previously mentioned, in some cases the descriptions you each 

read represented different points of view. For example, if you and 

your partner were involved in a disagreement and subsequently vou each 

were to tell me what happened during the conflict, it is very likely 

that each of you would have a different point of view. The stories you 

read are like that: they reflect the differences in opinions and per

ceptions that people have when they are in conflict. So the wife's 

form might present the story this way: 

"Jane accepted a luncheon date with Mr. Hansen, her new employer, 
'to get better acquainted.' Two of the other secretaries told 
Jane that Mr. Hansen regularly takes new employees to lunch. 
Bill, Jane's husband of three months, told her to cancel the 
date with Mr. Hansen. Since she would like to get off to a 
good start with her boss, she wants to keep this luncheon 
engagement." 

The husband's form, however, might be a little different, because 

it represents the other spouse's point of view about the same conflict 

situation. It might read: 

"Jane accepted a luncheon date with Mr. Hansen, her employer, 
'to get better acquainted.' Two of the other secretaries told 
Jane that Mr. Hansen gets very friendly with the female 
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employees. Bill, Jane's husband of three nionths, is suspicious 
of this invitation because he knows where this might lead and 
insists that she cancel the luncheon date." 

(The instructions common to all three dicussion periods follow.) 

PERIOD 1/2 

You have just been handed answer sheets which you completed earlier 
Please do not show these to your partner. These sheets will help you 
recall your answers to the stories you are about to discuss. 

We would now like you to fully discuss several more of the con
flicts which you read about earlier. This time you will be discussing 
different cases than you did last time. Again, the procedure is the 
same—you are to decide together who is primarily responsible for the 
problem and how it should be solved. As previously nientioned, in some 
cases the descriptions you read represented differences in opinions 
and perceptions that people have when they are in conflict. . . . 

(The instructions common to all three discussion periods follow.) 

PERIOD #3 

You have just been handed answer sheets which you completed earlier. 
Please do not show these to your partner. These sheets will help you 
recall your answers to the stories you are about to discuss. 

For a third and final time, we would like you to fully discuss 
several more of the conflicts which you read about earlier. Again, 
the procedure is the same as before. You are to decide together who 
is primarily responsible for the problem and how it should be solved. 
As previously mentioned, in some cases the descriptions you read 
represented different points of view. These represented the differences 
in opinions and perceptions that people have when they are in 
conflict. . . . 
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INSTRUCTIONS COMMON TO ALL THREE 

DISCUSSION PERIODS 

(Identical for each of the three discussion periods, and to be read 
after the introduction to each discussion period. These instructions 
are tape-recorded.) 

Do not be distracted by the differences in the details of the 
stories, for in every case each point of view contains all the essential 
facts. Our primary concern is how you resolve these differences which 
have created the conflict. 

In discussing these cases, it is important that you use only the 
information provided. Also, it is important that you resolve each dis
agreement before going on to the next case. Remember, however, you 
should only discuss the four cases which are indicated on the answer 
sheet that was handed to you by the assistant. 

I want to emphasize the importance of this study for understanding 
the behavior of married people. Therefore, it is vital to our research 
that your answers be thoroughly discussed. However, since you only 
have a limited time in which to discuss these cases, please try to come 
to an agreement in each case as quickly as possible and then move on to 
the next case. 

We will have a tape recorder on so that no one will have to be 
present in the room while you are discussing these items. You will 
have a total of about 15 minutes in which to discuss all four cases. 
If you finish before that time, please turn off the tape recorder and 
open the door to signal that you have finished. At the end of the 15-
minute period the assistant will come and tell you to stop. 

Your individual answer sheets for the set of stories you are about 
to discuss this time have already been handed to you. These should 
help you recall your answers to each item. However, while discussing 
these cases, do not show your partner your answer sheet. You do not 
have the case descriptions to refer to, so do the best that you can in 
remembering the details of the cases. 

The joint discussion form being handed to you is to be used for 
recording your joint answers. On it are marked the four stories that 
you are to discuss this time. Please discuss only the four stories 
and no others. On part A, the two of you must decide which spouse is 
primarily responsible for the problem. On Part B, you are presented 
with two possible solutions. You must either reach agreement on one 
of these, or else agree on your own solution to the problem. In that 
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case, summarize it briefly and quickly under the "Case Summary." Remem
ber, your stories are slightly different, and we want you to resolve 
these differences. Now, the assistant will turn off the tape recorder, 
answer any questions you may still have, and put in the recording tape. 
When you are ready, turn on the recorder, and begin discussing the 
stories. 
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APPENDIX H: POST EXPERIMENTAL QUESTIONNAIRE 

YOUR NAME NAME OF PARTNER 

PLEASE CIRCLE THE APPROPRIATE ANSWER: 

1. How much did you enjoy discussing the cases with this partner? 

Very little A little Somewhat A lot Very much 

2. How personally involved did you become in discussing the cases 
with this partner? 

Very little A little Somewhat A lot Very much 

3. During the discussion with this person, was your behavior very 
similar to or very different from how you normally discuss things 
with people you do not know well? 

Very similar Similar Neither Different Very different 

4. Was your behavior very similar to or very different from how you 
normally discuss things with your spouse? 

Very similar Similar Neither Different Very different 

5. How comfortable were you in discussing these cases with this person? 

Very uncomfortable Uncomfortable Neither Comfortable Very 
comfortable 

6. How much talking did you do with this partner? 

Very little Some A fair amount A lot Very much 

7. How often did you interrupt this person? 

Rarely Infrequently Sometimes Often Very often 

8. When you did interrupt, how often did your partner yield to you? 

Rarely Infrequently Sometimes Often Very often 

9. With this partner, how often were you the one who initiated the 
discussions of the stories? 

Rarely Infrequently Sometimes Often Very often 
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10. With this partner, how often were you the one who got in the last 
word in discussing the stories? 

Rarely Infrequently Sometimes Often Very often 

11. Overall, how much did you dominate the discussions with this 
partner? 

Very little A little Somewhat A lot Very much 

12. How often was your point of view accepted? 

Rarely Infrequently Sometimes Often Very often 

13. Generally, how satisfied were you with the solutions arrived at 
with this partner? 

Very satisfied Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied Very dissatisfied 

GENERAL QUESTIONS 

1. Did you have enough time to discuss the cases? 

Yes No 

2. How true to life did the cases you discussed seem? 

• • • • • • 

Not a t a l l Real 

3. What do you think was the major purpose of this project? 

4. Did you dislike anything about participating in this project? 
If so what? 

5. Any additional comments 


