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ABSTRACT 

From the inception of Family Science as a discipline, researchers have shown 

great interest in understanding the workings of marital relationships. This efTort 

intensified with relatively recent statistics on high rates of divorce and marital failure. In 

the 50th anniversary issue of the Journal of Marriage and the Familv. several authors 

discussed the dominating presence of topics related to marital quality throughout the 

history of family research (Adams, 1988; Nye, 1988). Although the most examined 

human social relationships in our field, prominent researchers still suggest that the 

workings of a marriage are unknown to us (Gottman, 1994; Nye, 1988). One limitation 

of past research on marital quality has been the dominating presence of prediction-based 

research. Although conventional methods have furthered our understanding, scholars 

have suggested that divergent, interpretive data may produce "new insights" which may 

enhance or challenge conventional thinking (Elder, 1981; Jayaratne, 1983; Walker & 

Thompson, 1984). Various research strategies, placed under the broad label of 

qualitative methods have attempted to empower respondents by allowing them to describe 

a phenomenon of interest. The present study modeled the qualitative research method 

advanced by Paul Colaizzi (1978). The primary research goal of his descriptive approach 

is to allow the respondents to answer the question, what does it mean to have a successful 

marriage in our own historical time? More specifically, the research questions addressed 

were: How will the respondents describe successful marriages? How well do the 

emergent themes correspond with the themes delineated from the review of current 



measures of marital quality? To what extent do group differences or similarities exist 

between researchers and lay respondents? Ninety-eight respondents provided detailed 

descriptions of events that exemplified successful marriages. Descriptive analysis 

generated the following 16 global themes of marital success: relationship climate, daily 

nurturing, supportiveness, overcoming hardships, differences disagreements, 

communication, knowledge of spouse, growth and learning, relationship vs. Individual, 

commonalities, individual characteristics, equal partnership, teamwork, longevity and 

resiliency, spirituality, and outside influence. It was found that among others, general 

emergent themes such as spirituality, supportiveness, individual and mutual growth, and 

knowledge about the spouse, were not represented in many of the widely utilized 

measures of marital quality. 



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Given that the U.S. has one of the highest marriage rates among developed 

countries, it appears that marriage is still important to many of us in fulfilling both social 

and personal needs. The significance of marital relationships in our culture is evident 

from the extensive exposure this topic has in popular culture and the volumes of research 

devoted to the well-being of marital couples. 

Thus far, the research community has made a valiant effort in meeting the 

challenges of understanding a topic that Bert Adams (1988) maintained is the "softest of 

concepts," in the sense of being the farthest removed from easily measurable or 

understandable in all of social sciences. In the 50th armiversary issue of the Journal of 

Marriage and the Family, several authors discussed fifty years of family research from 

1937 to 1987 (Adams, 1988; Nye, 1988). These authors stressed the dominating presence 

of topics related to marital quality throughout the history of family research. In tallying 

all of the topical listings in the Journal of Marriage and the Familv from 1937-1987, Nye 

(1988) found that the topics related to the quality of marriage had the largest number of 

listings in every year except 1967. Recent decade reviews also indicated that the topic of 

marital quality has been and continues to be the most widely studied outcome variable in 

the marriage and family field (Berardo, 1981; 1990; Glenn, 1991; Spanier & Lewis, 

1980). Social scientists' interest in marital fimctioning has not abated since the 50th 

anniversary review. A literature search of journal articles published within the last ten 

years using the key words marital quality, marital satisfaction, marital adjustment, marital 
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happiness, and marital interaction generated over 600 articles (excluding duplicates). 

Although one of the most examined human social relationships in our field, 

prominent researchers such as John Gottman (1994) still suggest that the workings of a 

marriage are unknown to us. This sentiment is mirrored by Nye in his 50th aimiversary 

review of marriage and family research. In his review, Nye (1988) contended that we 

have not come much closer than Burgess and Cottrell's (1939) influential study in which 

every characteristic imaginable was correlated with marital success but ultimately 

accounted for only 25% of the variance. 

As will be discussed in the following review of the literature, several limitations 

may account for this lack of understanding. One such limitation is the concentration of 

our efforts on relating every conceivable variable to a concept that we may not quite 

understand. From the onset of empirical work on marital relationships, researchers have 

focused on predicting rather than understanding the phenomenon. There is no denying 

we have learned much from prediction-based studies, however, by relying so heavily on 

prediction-based research, we run the risk of making irrelevant the very phenomena under 

study (Karlsson, 1993). The sentiment that social science has generally failed to study 

its phenomena in a meaningful way was expressed by Fisher (1970), a phenomenological 

psychologist who claimed, 

"...social science concentrates on the discovery of the manipulative determinants 
of the phenomena it wishes to investigate. And since these determinants 
themselves are designated and defined in terms of their determinants, the result is 
that the traditional scientist knows precisely and reliably how something which he 
doesn't know what it is influences something else which he doesn't know what it 
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is. He knows only the quantitative relationship between two unknowns." (Fisher, 
1970 cited in Colaizzi, 1978, pg 56). 

Karlsson (1993) agreed that without a clear understanding of '"what" the phenomenon is, 

examination of "how" the phenomenon is related to other aspects of life experiences 

becomes meaningless. 

Another limitation of past research has been the tendency to examine marital 

quality as a stable phenomenon. The current knowledge of marital quality has thus far 

evolved through the lens of a very homogeneous group of people - mainly researchers 

and their samples which often resembled the demographic characteristics of the 

researchers. Additionally, researchers have defined quality marital relationships for their 

subjects by providing the items which represent the essence of the phenomenon. While 

researcher-based definitions of marital quality then have been examined using samples of 

mainly white, middle-class professionals, the definitions of what is good and bad, or what 

is functional and dysfunctional in marital relationships have been generalized across 

diverse groups of people and diverse life experiences. 

Our understanding of the concept has not only been viewed as stable across 

diverse groups of people, but across time as well. Albeit cultural shifts in expectations 

and ideologies regarding marriage have been acknowledged, past and current research 

still examine marital quality utilizing definitions and measures developed in a very 

different historical time. As will be evident in the following review of the literature, the 

most widely utilized measures of marital quality borrowed heavily from ideas and 
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measures developed by Burgess and Cottrell (1939) and Terman (1938). The Locke-

Wallace Marital Adjustment Test (MAT), which is arguably one of the most widely 

utilized measures of marital quality by contemporary researchers, was developed in 1959. 

Much has changed since the 1930s when Burgess and Cottrell published their 

notable work. Clearly, cultural changes such as increased work opportunities for women, 

shifting powers in gender, diversity of family forms, easier access to divorce, and the 

loosening of social and moral norms regarding marital behaviors have had an immense 

influence on marital relationships (Cancian & Gordon, 1988; Pagnini & Rindfuss, 1993; 

Thompson & Walker, 1989). 

Cooney (1993) articulated that one of the most significant results of such changes 

has been to allow greater diversity not only in marital patterns and statuses, but also in 

opportunities for greater individual choice and variable life course experience regarding 

marriage. Although the virtue of such normative changes is constantly being debated, 

researchers generally agree that rapid changes in social values and norms introduced a 

sense of ambivalence in marital relationships. Contemporary couples are faced with the 

difficult task of redefining marital roles which at one time seemed so clear. In the midst 

of such change and the resulting ambivalence, greater numbers of couples have been 

reporting more marital and personal distress (Glenn, 1991; Popenoe, 1993) and opting to 

end their marriages (Martin & Bumpass, 1989). 

This perceived breakdown in traditional marriages has had a subtle, but significant 



influence on our understanding of marital relationships. One of the most provocative 

events driving the research in this area is the high rate of divorce which has been reported 

to be anywhere from 1/2 of ail marriages (Cherlin, 1981; Glick, 1984) to 2/3 of all 

marriages (Martin & Bumpass, 1989). Our resources and energies thus have been 

directed toward describing and examining marital failure rather than marital success. 

Although much can be learned from asking what makes marriages fail, a bias can occur 

when we attempt to define successful marriages indirectly through research examining 

dysfunctional or unstable marriages. In effect, it often leads to defining marital success 

as the absence of those factors leading to divorce or as those factors which lead to marital 

stability. This concern was echoed by Wallerstein (1996) who contended that although 

the research on marriage is extensive, very little exists about relationships in happy 

marriages. As of 1993 when she completed the second wave of her in-depth interview 

study of happily married couples, she found little research where happy marriage, as 

subjectively defined, was the focus of an in-depth inquiry. 

The above limitations raise questions about the standards by which we evaluate 

marital quality in contemporary marriages. It is often difficult to challenge the definition 

of a phenomenon once it becomes standardized and/or institutionalized. However, the 

research community has a responsibility to challenge existing conceptual and operational 

definitions of the phenomenon under study. To this effort, we should question whether 

the researcher-driven definitions of marital quality accurately reflect real life experiences 

of people who experience the phenomenon in the current historical context. This study 
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proposes to begin to answer this question by utilizing a research method which allows 

participants to describe what it means to live a successful marriage in the contemporary 

United States. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This review will outline the current state of research on marital quality and discuss 

in more detail the limitations highlighted in the Introduction. To accomplish this task, the 

review will first explore prediction-based research on marital quality. The purposes of 

this discussion are to examine the extent to which social scientists are interested in 

understanding the relationship between marital quality and a wide of range of social 

relationships and to impress upon the reader why it is so critical that we have a firm 

understanding of marital quality. Second, it will explore how we have come to define and 

operationalize marital quality through a review of measures of marital quality and related 

concepts. Lastly, the review will outline past and present theoretical and conceptual 

discussions regarding marital quality. 

Predicting Marital Quality 

A literature search of journal articles published within the last ten years using the 

key words marital quality, marital satisfaction marital adjustment, marital happiness, and 

marital interaction generated over 600 articles. An examination of these articles indicated 

that researchers are very much interested in predicting both success and failure in 

marriage. The variables assessed to predict marital quality and related concepts have 

included personal, relational, familial, and extra-familial factors. Although the 

abundance of articles precludes the discussion of such works in their entirety, the 

following will provide a brief, but representative look at the factors assessed to predict 
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the quality of marriage in the past decade. 

Individual Characteristics 

Interest in individual characteristics as predictors of marital quality has been 

strong from the onset of research on marital quality. Given that much of the early and 

following research on martial relationships was conducted by psychologists and 

sociologists, it should not come as a surprise that personality and demographic variables 

were the most commonly assessed predictor variables of marital quality during the first 

40 years of research on marital relationships (Hicks & Piatt, 1971). Currently, interest in 

individual characteristics as predictors has declined in favor of "relational" characteristics 

such as dyadic communication. Despite this decline, the review of the past ten years of 

research suggests that interest in examining individual characteristics as predictors of 

marital quality is still strong. 

Researchers have argued that individual psychopathic deviance is consistently the 

best predictor of relationship distress across many areas of marital functioning (Snyder & 

Regts, 1990). Individual characteristics such as intelligence, dominance, ego strength, 

and self-concept (e.g., Kim, Martin, & Martin, 1989), Type A personality in men and 

women (Dielman, Leech, Miller, & Moss, 1989; Sullaway & Morell, 1990), and identity 

development (Rotenberg, Schaut, & O'Connor, 1993) were all found to be related to 

martial satisfaction for both husbands and wives. 

In addition, individuals' sex role orientation has been found to be highly related to 

individuals' reports of marital quality. Generally, husbands and wives who score high on 



both feminine and masculine traits were more satisfied with their marriage. In contrast, 

only the feminine traits of their respective spouses were found to be positively related to 

one's own marital satisfaction (Jimi & Grimm, 1993; Langis, Sabourin, Lussier, & 

Mathieu, 1994; Peterson, Baucom, Elliott, & Farr, 1989). In a related study, men who 

scored low on feminine traits reported less satisfaction with their marriages (Campbell & 

Snow, 1992). Results from a longitudinal study suggested that individuals' sex role 

orientation is predictive of later marital satisfaction as well (Bradbury, Campbell, & 

Fincham, 1995). 

Research on the relationship between various physical and mental health states of 

individuals and marital quality was also notable in the last decade. One of the most 

widely studied health issues in relation to marital quality during the last decade was 

depression (usually wives' depression). Research in this area indicated that clinical and 

subclinical depression of wives is related to both husbands' and wives' marital 

dissatisfaction (Beach, Martin, Blum, & Roman, 1993; Bums, Sayers, & Moras, 1994; 

Gotlib & Whiffen, 1989; Schmaling & Jacobson, 1990). Other health related problems, 

including PMS (Frank, Dixon, & Grosz, 1993), Alzheimer's disease (Wright, 1991), 

breast cancer (Carter & Carter, 1993), and alcoholism (O'Farrell & Birchler, 1987; 

Zweben, 1986), have been shown to be negatively related to martial satisfaction. Ptacek, 

Ptacek, and Dodge (1994) argued that coping strategies, rather than actual mental and 

physical health, may be the key to predicting marital satisfaction among couples with 

health problems. 



Sexuality was another issue of interest to marriage researchers during the past 

decade. Much of the research on the sexuality-marital quality link was directed at 

women's sexuality. For example, females who had greater interest in engaging in sex, 

had higher levels of sexual arousal, and those who masturbated reported greater levels of 

satisfaction with their marriages (Hurlbert & Apt, 1994; Hurlbert & Whittaker, 1991). In 

a study where both husbands and wives were interviewed, it was found that the wife's 

affective orientation towards sexuality was a better predictor of both husbands' and wive's 

adjustment than the husband's affective orientation toward sexuality (Smith, Becker, 

Byrne, & Przybyla, 1993). Another study of over 6,000 married persons found that 

sexual inactivity was linked to less happiness in marriage and greater likelihood of 

separation. However, sexxial inactivity was also related to fewer arguments over sex and 

other marital issues, a lack of physical violence, and fewer numbers of children 

(Donnelly, 1993). 

Relational Characteristics 

The 1980s has seen an explosion in research examining the relational 

characteristics of marriage (Duck, 1990). Not only has research on marriage attempted to 

move toward dyadic predictor variables, but attempts have also been made to assess 

marital quality as a dyadic variable as well. Although issues such as relational 

commitment (Bauserman & Arias, 1992) and love and intimacy (Lawson, 1988) have 

been examined relative to couple satisfaction, research on dyadic communication and 

cognitive processes dominated dyadic research in the past decade. 
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Aube and Linden (1991) reported that quality of marital communication explains 

at least 15% of the variance in marital satisfaction across different socioeconomic groups. 

Representative of marital communication research are those studies examining the 

beneficial influence of quality marital communication. Positive marital communication, 

including expressiveness, self-disclosure, use of pet names, and humor, was reported to 

be positively related to couple satisfaction (e.g., Bruess & Pearson, 1993; King, 1993; 

Lamke, 1989; Rosenfeld & Bowen, 1991; Rust & Goldstein, 1989). On the other hand, 

negative marital communication, such as coerciveness, demand-withdraw, interruptions, 

negative reciprocity during discussions, and hidden agendas, was shown to be negatively 

related to marital satisfaction (Filsinger & Thoma, 1988; Krokoff, 1990; Noller, Feeney, 

Bonnell, & Callan, 1994). 

Marital conflict also received attention from researchers interested in marital 

communication. While some researchers suggested that conflict avoidance is detrimental 

to marriage, (Crohan, 1992; Noller, et al., 1994; Sabourin, Laporte, & Wright, 1990), 

others found that conflict avoidance may play a functional role in marital relationships 

(Krokoff, 1991). 

Research on marital communication also indicated that gender differences may 

exist in the relationship between marital communication and marital satisfaction. 

Independent studies reported that quality marital communication was consistently related 

to the wive's marital satisfaction while its effect on husbands was smaller or 

nonsignificant (Acitelli, 1992; Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Lamke, 1989). Houlihan, 
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Jackson, and Rogers (1990) also reported that the quality of marital communication at T1 

predicted satisfaction at T2 for wives but not for the husbands. 

Cognitive processes, albeit an individual's thought process by nature, have also 

been studied extensively in the context of the marital dyad. Researchers examining 

cognition in close relationships contend that the study of knowledge structures may be a 

theme that could unify existing research on close relationships (e.g., Fincham, 1994). 

They further argue that dyadic research caimot be understood external to covert processes 

such as relationship perceptions and beliefs and causal attributions (Bradbury & Fincham, 

1990; Fincham, 1994). 

Authors of review articles on cognitive processes in close relationships noted that 

experimental, clinical and longitudinal data suggest that causal attributions influence 

couple satisfaction (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Truax & Jacobson, 1989). Generally, 

nonfavorable causal attribution for negative spousal behaviors was related to marital 

dissatisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 1989a; Fincham & Bradbury, 1993; Fincham & 

Grych, 1991; Lussier, Sabourin, & Wright, 1993; Sabourin, Lussier, & Wright, 1991). A 

longitudinal study suggested that causal attribution is also predictive of later marital 

satisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 1993). 

In addition to causal attributions, other cognitive processes such as similarity in 

perceptions and relationship beliefs between spouses regarding marriage have been 

shown to be related to martial satisfaction (Burleson & Denton, 1992; Deal, Wampler, & 

Halverson, 1992). Another study found that the discrepancy between one's expectations 
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for his or her spouse's relational behavior and one's perceptions of his or her spouse's 

actual behavior significantly predicted marital satisfaction (Kelley & Burgoon, 1991). 

Familial Characteristics 

Family researchers have attempted to place marriages within the context of family 

systems. Researchers became interested in how such factors as intergenerational 

attachment, transition to parenthood, and parent-child relationships influenced marital 

relationships. During the last decade, the focus has been placed on the effect children, 

especially newborns and adolescents, have on the parents' marriage. 

Most studies suggest that couples with children are less satisfied with their 

marriages than couples without children. The exceptions to these reports are couples who 

are childless due to infertility. Research on the stress of infertility is somewhat 

conflicting. While some studies indicate that infertility has a negative effect on marital 

satisfaction (Andrews, Abbey, Halman, 1991; Ulbrich, Coyle, & Llabre, 1990), others 

argue that infertility stress does not influence marital satisfaction (Leiblum, 1993). 

For other couples, research suggests that the negative effect on marriage occurs as 

early as the birth of the fu^ child (Belsky, Lang, & Rovine, 1985; Harriman, 1986; 

Tomlinson & Irvin, 1993) and lasts through adolescence (Papini & Roggman, 1993; 

Steinberg & Silverberg, 1987). Such findings led researchers to seek the conditions under 

which the negative relationship between the presence of children and marital satisfaction 

exists. One such study found that nonmothers and mothers differed in marital adjustment 

only if the mothers had two or more children, had male children, or were working outside 



the home (Abbott & Brody, 1985). Others found that the relationship was mediated by 

such factors as the temperament of the child (Fish & Stifter, 1993), 

confirmation/disconfirmation of expectations regarding sharing of child-care and 

housekeeping responsibilities (Meckel & Ruble, 1992), and the amount of change parents 

perceived to be occurring (Harriman, 1986). Still others argued that different processes 

explain the decline in marital adjustment for husbands and wives (Wright, Henggeler, & 

Craig, 1986). 

Researchers have also argued that the decline in marital satisfaction has been 

exaggerated (Fine, VoydanofiF, & Donnelly, 1994; Koeske & Koeske, 1992; Kurdek, 

1993). Kurdek (1993) reported that only some aspects of the decline in marital 

ftmctioning are attributable to the presence of a child. The results from his four-year 

longitudinal study suggested that first-time parents and control nonparent couples 

reported similar declines in consensus, satisfaction, and affective expression. The only 

difference was that parents reported a greater decline in joint activities. Others have 

argued that the negative relationship is a spurious one ~ couples with small children are 

less likely to divorce even when they are unhappy, thus a greater number of unhappy 

people are retained among parents than among nonparents (Abbott & Brody, 1985; 

White, Booth, & Edwards, 1986). 

External Characteristics 

Researchers have also examined factors external to the couple or parenting as 

potential predictors of marital quality. The effect of employment has been of great 



interest to those exploring marital relationships. During the past decade, studies on the 

efTect of employment on marital relationships suggested that husbands' and wives' work 

outside the home, especially a career, is positively related to marital satisfaction (Feinauer 

& Williams, 1989; Olds, Schwartz, Eisen, & Betcher, 1993; Spade, 1994). This positive 

relationship is mediated by such factors as extent of family involvement (Karambayya & 

Reilly, 1992; Kingston & Nock, 1987; Rosin, 1990), wives' perceptions regarding their 

provider role (Perry-Jenkins, Seery, & Crouter, 1992) and work decisions and sex-role 

attitudes (deTurck & Miller, 1986; Ray, 1990). 

Exploration of employment and dual career issues heightened researchers' 

interests in factors related to fairness and equity in marital processes, including decision 

making and division of household labor. Studies suggest that perceptions of fairness 

rather than actual behaviors are better predictors of marital quality. For example, 

perceptions of fairness in the division of household labor (Dancer & Gilbert, 1993), 

perceived equity in decision making (Aida & Falbo, 1991) and perceived fairness in 

contribution to relationships (Fincham & Bradbury, 1989b) all were strongly related to 

marital satisfaction among dual career couples. On the other hand, perceived inequality 

was inversely related to marital satisfaction (Whisman & Jacobson, 1990). 

External factors have also been of great interest to those exploring marriages in 

later life. Researchers have noted that marital satisfaction may be greater in later stages 

of the life cycle because of diminishing demands of nonmarital roles (Lauer, Lauer, & 

Kerr, 1990). Thus much of the research on marital quality in later life focused on the 



effect of retirement (Askham, 1994; Higginbottom, Barling, & Kelloway, 1993; Lee & 

Shehan, 1989) and departure of children (Lee, 1988; White & Edwards, 1990). 

Other external factors which have been of interest as predictors of marital quality 

include social networks and support (Acitelli & Antonucci, 1994; Cotton, Cunningham, 

& Antill, 1993; Hanson, Fallon, & Novotny, 1991; Julien & Markman, 1991), religion 

and spirituality (Heaton & Pratt, 1990; Ortega, Whitt, & Williams, 1988; Wilson & 

Filsinger, 1986), and cohabitation (Booth & Johnson, 1988; Watson & Demeo, 1987). 

Issues regrading gender also received much attention during the last ten years. 

Research cited previously suggested that many personal, dyadic, and familial factors have 

a greater influence on wives' marital satisfaction than on husbands' satisfaction (e.g., 

Abbott & Brody, 1985; Acitelli, 1992; Andrews et al., 1991; Belsky et al., 1985; 

Harriman, 1986; Houlihan, et al., 1990; Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Lamke, 1989; Smith 

et al., 1993; Ulbrich et al., 1990). In addition, Levinson, Carstensen, and Gottman (1993) 

confirmed previous findings that women tend to be less satisfied with their marriages 

than men. They further added that women in unsatisfactory marriages were more likely 

to have mental and physical health problems. In a study examining duration of marriage 

and marital satisfaction, Glenn (1989) found that the negative correlation between 

duration of marriage and marital satisfaction existed only for wives. 

Gender-role attitudes have also been explored in relation to marital quality. There 

have been some indications that husbands and wives who hold nontraditional gender-role 

attitudes were less satisfied with their marriages than those who held traditional gender-



role attitudes (Lueptow, Guss, & Hyden, 1989; Lye & Biblarz, 1993). However, when 

social desirability was taken into account, the above difference became nonsignificant 

(VanLear, 1990). Other studies found that the more egalitarian the husband is relative to 

the wife, the greater the couple adjustment (Li & Caldwell, 1987). Still others argued that 

similarity in gender-role attitudes, rather than the type of gender-role attitude husbands 

and wives holds, is a better predictor of couple adjustment (Lye & Biblarz, 1993). 

Summary of Prediction-based Research 

This brief, but representative review of factors assessed to predict marital quality 

suggests the importance social scientists place on the quality of marital relationships 

relative to all levels of social relationships. However, these studies rarely answer the 

challenge issued by researchers such as Colaizzi (1978) and Karlsson (1993) who contend 

that prediction-based studies often neglect issues related to "what" the phenomenon is 

thus maidng meaningless the question of "how" the phenomenon is related to other 

aspects of life experiences. 

In all fairness to individual scholars, however, it is customary to rely on the 

collective expertise of the research community to offer valid and reliable measures of the 

phenomenon of interest. This brings us to the question, what do we currently know about 

marital quality? According to Sabatelli (1988), social scientists believe that a concept is 

only as good as its measures. Therefore, the most fimctional path to understanding the 

concept of marital quality may lie in the way marital qioality has been operationalized 

over the 50 year history of research on marital relationships. 
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Reviews of Measiires of Marital Quality 

In the course of this review of the literature, it became increasingly clear that 

integrating and summarizing the existing literature on measures of marital quality would 

not be an easy task. Although a variety of obstacles have hindered the integration 

process, the following three factors contributed foremost to this difficulty. First, the sheer 

quantity of available measures has prompted some researchers to claim that there are 

many measures of marital quality as there are articles on the topic (Johnson, White, 

Edwards, & Booth, 1986). This researcher's review of all articles which included some 

measure of marital quality and published in the Journal of Marriage and the Family from 

1983-1993 resulted in the finding that nearly half of the studies either developed their 

own measure or used a global, one item question to assess marital quality (See Table 1). 

Second, the operational definitions have ranged anywhere from happiness, adjustment, 

and stability to related concepts of intimacy, love, trust, conflict, etc., making 

comparisons extremely difficult. Finally, the cross-fertilization of items across many of 

the myriad measures (each with different operational definitions) constrains this 

researcher's effort to "give credit where credit is due." 

In the face of these obstacles, the following discussion of the existing measures of 

marital quality will be limited to tracing the historical path for the most widely used 

instruments. Although George Hamilton (1929) is often credited with the first major 

study on the quality of marriage, it was two studies following which were most unpactful 

on the way we operationalize marital quality today. In independent summaries of 50 
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years of family research, Nye and Broderick agreed that the first major empirical studies 

on marital quality surfaced in the mid thirties with the launching two major studies - the 

first by Lewis Terman and the second by Ernest Burgess and Leonard Cottrell (Broderick, 

1988; Nye, 1988). Broderick (1988) also noted that the majority of current measures used 

to assess marital quality, including the Locke-Wallace (1959) Marital Ajustment Test and 

Spanier's (1976) Dyadic Adjustment Scale, borrowed heavily fi-om their measures. In 

light of these observations, the review will begin with measures developed by Lewis 

Terman along with Ernest Burgess and Leonard Cottrell in their pioneering studies on the 

quality of marital relationships. 

To the extent the information is available, eight measures of marital quality will 

be considered based on the following: 

1. the purpose of the study; 

2. the terminology used and operational or conceptual definitions; and 

3. major themes of the measure. 

Lewis Terman's Index of Marital Happiness 

Purpose of the studv. The primary purpose of the research for which Terman 

developed the Index of Marital Happiness was not instrument development per se, but 

rather to search for psychological and psychosexual correlates of marital happiness. 

Before he could fiilfill this goal, it was necessary to develop an adequate measure of 

marital happiness. In developing his measure, Terman noted: 

"the scale that we have devised for the prediction of marital happiness is not the 
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outcome of imier musings of the problems of marriage. It is a by-product of our 
analysis of data supplied by 792 husbands and their wives about themselves and 
about their marital adjustments and maladjustments." (p. 5) 

The data for the measure were collected in conjunction with the data collected for 

the correlates. The four-year study was sponsored by the Institute of Family Relations, 

Los Angeles. The respondents, including a total of 1,133 married couples and 109 

divorced couples, were recruited primarily through the help of Dr. Paul Popenoe who was 

then the director of the Institute of Family Relations. Many of the respondents were 

families of those attending Family Relations Conferences. Others were invited to several 

sessions of the conferences with the understanding that they would be participating in a 

project on the quality of marital relationships. Of the total sample, 792 married couples 

completed the Index of Marital Happiness. The sample was predominantly white, 

educated, white collar and professional. The results from this study were published in a 

book titled, "Psychological Factors in Marital Happiness" (Terman, 1938). 

Terminology and definition. Terman utilized the term "marital happiness" as the 

operational definition to describe the quality of marriage relationships. At one point in 

the text he added that the label "marital happiness" was arbitrary and that other terms, 

such as marital success, would also be satisfactory. He did note, however, that 

"compatibility" was inadequate because it failed to reflect the inHiviHnal's satisfaction 

with the relationship. Although Terman did not define the term explicitly, he argued that 

marital happiness is an aspect of a successful marriage that can be reliably measured 

through respondents': 
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"11 subjective ratings of the marriage; and 2) factual information on husband-wife 
agreement or disagreement about various matters, on methods used in resolving 
disagreements, specific issues in marriage that are unsatisfactory, on regrets over 
the choice of mate, and on consideration that may have been given to separation 
or diifllCS " (p- 3) 

In general, Terman concluded that high agreement, little friction, and minimum regret of 

chosen mate defines marital happiness. He was also quick to note that these do not 

"cause" marital happiness but rather "mirror" it. 

M^jor themes of the IMH. Terman suggested that marital happiness could not be 

measured using a single item because the meaning of marital happiness will vary across 

individuals and across time. In order to establish the validity and the reliability of the 

measure, Terman used multiple items to measure marital happiness. Although Terman 

purported that the development of his measiire was data-driven, in actuality, the initial 

items were selected based on what Terman and his research team considered "would 

likely reflect the operation of a central happiness factor" (Terman, 1938, p. 50). In 

addition, Terman consulted with Ernest Burgess regarding factors central to marital 

happiness. The five major themes of the Index of Marital Happiness are as follows: 

n joint activities - including items such as "Do you engage in outside interests together?" 

with ratings ranging from "all of them" to "none of them;" 2) disagreements - respondents 

were asked to report on the extent to which they "always agree" to "always disagree" 

about various issues ranging from financial matters, demonstration of affection, to dealing 

with family members; 3) instability - including items such as "Have you ever seriously 

contemplated separation" and "Do you ever regret your marriage;" 4) global happiness -



estimated mutual happiness by a single global question, "Everything considered, how 

happy has your marriage been?" ranging from "extraordinarily happy" to "extremely 

unhappy"; and 5) complaints - which consisted of approximately 60 items of possible 

complaints related to the marriage from the differences in education to spouses' poor 

habits and personality flaws. 

Burgess and Cottrell's Index of Marital Adjustment (1939) 

Purpose of the studv. The study in which the Index of Marital Adjustment (IMA) 

was developed is considered by many to be a pioneering exploration of marital success. 

The results of this study were published in a book titled, "Predicting Success or Failure in 

Marriage" (Burgess & Cottrell, 1939). The purpose of the project was threefold: first, to 

define marital adjustment: second, to seek out factors associated with marital success or 

failure; and third, to gain the ability to predict before marriage whether it would be happy 

or unhappy (p. 15). Of the 7,000 mailed questionnaires, 526 couples met the research 

criteria (in order to control for duration of marriage, they had to have been married more 

than a year and fewer than six years) and returned completed questionnaires. The 

respondents were predominantly white, Protestant, with husbands holding mostly white 

collar, professional positions. 

Terminology and definition. Although the authors purported to be examining 

"marital success," the heart of their project centered around a concept they labeled 

"marital adjustment." The distinction between the two terms was often unclear as they 

appeared to be used interchangeably throughout the text. In the method section, however. 



they suggested that marital atjjustment like happiness is a critical component of marital 

success. Marital adjustment, according to Burgess and Cottrell, may be defined as one in 

which "the patterns of behavior of the two persons are mutually satisfying" (p. 47). 

M^or themes of the IMA. In order to develop an adjustment index, a list of items 

were drawn from published results of past research which included a preliminary 

investigation by the authors. From this initial list. Burgess and Cottrell selected items to 

be included in the Index of Marital Adjustment based on how well each of the items fit 

the following five major assumptions of martial adjustment. First, it was assumed that 

one important determinant of adjustment in marriage is the extent of perceived agreement 

between husband and wife on matters that are considered critical issues in relationships. 

These issues included handling finances, dealing with family members, and 

demonstration of affection. The respondents were asked to rate the level of their 

agreement on these and other issues on a scale from "always agree" to "always disagree." 

Second, it was assumed that a substantial number of common interests and joint activities 

was a favorable indication of adjustment. Thus the index included such items as "How 

often do you engage in outside interests together?" Third, it was assumed that the more 

overt demonstration of affection, the greater the marital adjustment. Therefore items such 

as "How often do you kiss your husband(wife)?" and "How often do you confide in your 

mate?" were included. The fourth assumption was comprised of a notion that poorly 

adjusted couples would have more complaints about their marriage. Thus items 

pertaining to the instability of marriage such as "Do you ever wish you had not married?" 



were included. Lastly, it was assumed that poorly adjusted couples would report more 

negative feelings such as loneliness, being miserable, and irritability, and have lower self 

confidence than well-adjusted couples. Thus respondents were asked to check "yes" or 

"no" to a list of these "feelings" and also asked if, in general, they felt self-confident about 

their abilities. 

Locke-Wallace's Short Marital Adjustment Test ri959) 

Purpose of the project. Despite its age, the MAT is among the most widely used 

instruments by contemporary researchers. The purpose of the project was to develop a 

reliable and valid test of marital acjjustment and prediction using a limited number of 

items. According to Locke and Wallace, previous measures of marital adjustment 

(ranging from 26 to over 200 items) were not ftmctional because they included 

"superficial" items. Their goal was to gain parsimony without significant losses in 

reliability and validity. The authors acknowledged that the sample used to test the 

reliability and validity of the measure was quite similar to the samples from both the 

Terman (1938) and the Burgess-Cottrell's (1939) studies. The 236 subjects were 

predominantly a white, educated, protestant, white collar and professional, urban group. 

Terminologv and definition. Locke and Wallace were mainly interested in the 

concept of "marital adjustment." According to the authors, marital adjustment is the 

accommodation of a husband and wife to each other at a given time. Although the role of 

an individual's marital happiness was not discussed, a global happiness item was included 

in the overall assessment of marital adjustment. They did not indicate whether marital 



happiness was a product of the "accommodation" process, or as Terman (1938) along 

with Burgess and Cottrell (1939) contended, was an additional dimension of the overall 

quality of marriage. 

M^or themes of the MAT. During the development process, all available 

measures were critically reviewed and items were selected based two criteria including; 

1) the level of discrimination achieved in the original studies and 2) whether they were 

deemed important to the area of marital adjustment as judged by the authors. Although 

the authors reviewed many measures, each of the selected items can be found in either the 

Index of Marital Happiness (Terman, 1938) or the Index of Marital Adjustment (Burgess 

& Cottrell, 1939). 

The major themes of the MAT included: H global marital happiness - including 

one item consisting of the degree of happiness of the present marriage; 2) extent of 

agreement and disagreement on issues such as family finances, philosophy of life, 

demonstrations of affection, and sex; 3) joint activities - including the extent to which 

they engage in outside activities together; 4) instabilitv - including the item "Do you ever 

wish you had not married?"; and 5) the extent to which they confide in one another. 

Qrden and Bradbum's Relation of Marriage Adjustment Balance Scale (1968) 

Purpose of the project. The purpose of Susan Orden and Norman Bradbum's 

study was to develop a theoretical model of the structure of "marriage happiness" that 

would be useful for diagnosis, analysis, and prediction. Although the Marriage 

Adjustment Balance Scale (MABS) has become nearly obsolete, its development process 
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has been pivotal to the development of later scales and the way we currently 

conceptualize marital quality. The data for the development of the MABS were part of a 

longitudinal study conducted in 1960s on the psychological well-being of married people. 

The probability sample of 1,738 married people, 781 husbands and 957 wives, was drawn 

from four metropolitan areas including Detroit and Chicago. A description of the sample 

was not provided. 

Terminologv and definition. Although their measure was labeled "marital 

adjustment," the crux of their theoretical model centered around the concept of "marital 

happiness." Their model of marital happiness was based on previoxis work by Bradbum 

and Caplovitz (1965) on the structure of psychological well-being. Bradbum and 

Caplovitz suggested that general "happiness" is a fimction of two independent 

dimensions, those of positive and negative affect. According to Orden and Bradbum, 

marital happiness; 

"...may be viewed as a resultant of two independent dimensions, a dimension of 
satisfactions and a dimension of tensions. Both dimensions are related to 
marriage happiness, yet they appear to operate independently in specifying levels 
of happiness. Satisfactions are positively related marriage happiness, and tensions 
are negatively related to marriage happiness. Tensions and satisfactions are, 
however, virtually independent of each other. Thus, happiness in marriage may be 
viewed as a function of the balance between the satisfactions and tensions 
experienced in the marriage." (p. 715) 

M^or themes of the MABS. Guided by their defmition of marital happiness, 

Orden and Bradbum first constructed two checklists, one related to the "tensions" in 

marriage and the other related to the "satisfactions" in marriage. In developing the index 



of tensions in marriage, they selected relevant items from existing scales including that of 

Burgess and Cottrell (1939), Locke and Wallace (1959), and Terman (1938). Thus, the 

index of tensions included the extent of disagreements about marital issues including 

economic (household expenses, husband's job), recreational (leisure time, time spent 

away from the home, time spent with friends), and personal aspects of the spouse 

(irritating personal habits, being tired, not showing love). 

Interestingly, the authors noted that it was much more difficult to develop an 

index of satisfaction because of "lack of precedents" — meaning that the existing 

measures did not provide items adequate in measuring satisfaction. Orden and Bradbum 

are inadvertently implying that the existing measures purporting to measure various 

"positive" constructs of marriage such as happiness, adjustment, and success really may 

be better indicators of "negative" aspects of marriage. The dilemma faced by Orden and 

Bradbum lends support to the argument made in the introduction that the research 

community has defined positive marital quality indirectly through the negative aspects of 

marital relationships. In light of this difficulty, the authors formulated a list of "activities" 

indicative of the positive aspects of marriage. The items tapped both the interpersonal 

and social facets of marriage. The interpersonal items included having a good laugh or 

sharing a joke, spending an evening chatting together, doing something the partner 

particularly appreciated, and being affectionate. The items of social nature included 

going to a movie, theater, or sporting events; going out to eat; visiting friends together; or 

entertaining friends at home. The respondents were asked if they had experienced any of 
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the above in the past several weeks. Statistical tests indicated that while tensions and 

satisfactions were independent of each other, each was related to marital happiness in an 

opposite direction. 

According to Orden and Bradbum, the MABS is unique in their acknowledgment 

of the influence of environmental forces on marital adjustment. They contended that their 

predecessors' theoretical concerns regarding marital adjustment were primarily 

psychological in nature and were mainly focused on personality dispositions. Noting that 

adjustment is not a static, predispositional concept, the authors were more interested in 

how the marriage made the respondents fesl in the last few weeks. 

Soanier's Dyadic Adjustment Scale f 1976^ 

Purpose of the studv. Spanier contended that the previous scales were limited in 

that they were only useful for examining relationship adjustment of marital dyads. The 

DAS was developed for assessing relationship adjustment for both marital and nonmarital 

dyads. Since its development, the DAS, along with the Locke-Wallace Marital 

Adjustment Test (1959) became one of the most widely used instruments by 

contemporary researchers. In my own investigation of studies reported in the Journal of 

Marriage and the Familv in which marital quality and related concepts were measured, I 

found that approximately 35% used the DAS or the MAT (See Table 1). Spanier (1988) 

reported that to date, over 1,000 studies have used the DAS to measure marital quality. 

Although the purpose of the study was to develop a measure of adjustment also 

useful for non-marital relationships, Spanier assessed the validity and reliability of the 
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measure using a sample of married (n=218) and divorced persons (n=90). Spanier's 

sample was similar to previous studies and included predominantly white, Protestant, 

working to middle class respondents. 

Terminology and definition. Although Spanier, like his predecessors, was 

interested in relationship "adjustment," he replaced the word "marital" with the word 

Table 1 
Measures of marital qualitv published in the Journal of Marriage and the Family from 
1983-1993. 

DAS/MAP Self-developed 1-2 item globaf* Other pre-
developed' TOTAL 

Total 
# used 

40 27 27 21 115  

% used 35% 23.5% 23.5% 18% 100% 

'DAS= Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976) 
MAT= Marital Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959) 

'^ost common global items asked respondents "How satisfied" or "How happy" they were with their 
marriage. 
"^Included such scales as MSI (Snyder, 1979) and the Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (Schumm, et ai. 
1983). 

"dyadic" for a more inclusive look at intimate relationships. Two theoretical 

assumptions guided Spanier in his development of the DAS. First, similar to Orden and 

Bradbum's (1968) conceptualization, dyadic adjustment was assumed to be a process 

rather than a state. Thus researchers should not only be able to predict or evaluate a point 

on a continuimi of adjustment from well-adjusted to maladjusted, but they should also 

attempt to measure movement along the continuum. Second, he contended that dyadic 

adjustment is a qualitative dimension which can be evaluated at any point in time on a 

dimension from well-adjusted to maladjusted. Consistent with this point of view, dyadic 
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adjustment can be defined as a 

"process, the outcome of which is determined by the degree of: 1) troublesome 
dyadic differences; 2) interpersonal tensions and [)ersonal anxiety; 3) dyadic 
satisfaction; 4) dyadic cohesion; and 5) consensus on matters of importance to 
dyadic functioning." (p. 17) 

M^or themes of the DAS. In developing the DAS, all items ever used in any 

scale measuring marital quality were identified. Ailer eliminating duplicate items, three 

judges examined the remaining items for content validity. Second, the 200 remaining 

items were included in a questionnaire and sent to a sample of 218 married, 94 divorced, 

and a small number of never-married cohabiting persons. In the last step, items were 

eliminated based on statistical analyses. First, frequency distributions were examined and 

those items with low variance and high skewness were eliminated. Second, t-tests were 

performed and if the differences between the means of married and divorce samples were 

not significant at the .001 level, then the items were dropped from the scale. Lastly, the 

remaining 40 items were factor analyzed, mainly to assess the adequacy of the author's 

definition of marital adjustment. Of the 40 items, 8 were eliminated due to low factor 

loadings. In accordance with Spanier's conceptual definition of marital adjustment, the 

32 items of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale grouped into four meaningful factors (dyadic 

satisfaction, cohesion, consensus, and affectional expression). 

According to Spanier, the procedure used to develop the DAS is an extension of 

the work by Terman (1938) and Locke and Wallace (1959). Thus, the following major 

themes of the DAS should sound quite familiar. First, 15 items assessed the extent of 



agreement or disagreement on issues such as handling family finances, demonstration of 

affection, philosophy of life, and dealing with friends and in-laws. Second, seven items 

assessed various conflict and instability issues including how often they have discussed or 

have considered divorce, how often they get on each other's nerves, and how often they 

quarrel. Third, an item assessed their demonstration of affection by the frequency with 

which they kiss their mate. Fourth, five items assessed joint activity including how often 

they engage in outside activities together and how often they work together on a project. 

Fifth, two items assessed intimacy including the item being too tired for sex (was 

problem within the past few weeks). The two remaining items assessed the degree of 

happingss in the relationship and the perceived future success of the relationship. 

Snyder's Marital Satisfaction Inventory fl979'> 

Purpose of the project. Upon examination of the literature, Snyder found that 

marital research had suffered from a lack of measures adequately assessing the 

complexities of "marital interactions." According to Snyder, global measures, which 

have been the most frequently utilized measures of marital quality, failed to address the 

different dimensions of marital interactions. He also noted that scales such as the Locke-

Wallace MAT are too heavily contaminated by social desirability to be effective. Given 

these limitations, the goal of his study was to develop a well-constructed self-report 

measure with which to assess the multiple dimensions of marital interaction. A well-

developed measure, according to Snyder, will fimction in two ways: one, the measure will 

predict marital satisfaction and two, it will be able to discriminate between troubled 
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(those in therapy) vs. nontroubled (those in the general population) couples. 

Terminology and definition. Although Snyder used the term "marital satisfaction" 

to label his scale, his discussions mainly focused on "marital interactions." Snyder did 

not explicitly define either one of the terms, however, it was fairly clear from his 

diccussicns that multiple dimensions of marital interactions "lead" to marital satisfaction. 

Mqjor themes of the MSI. The items indicative of the various dimensions of 

marital interactions were collected from the literature, many of which were taken directly 

from existing scales or instruments. A total of 440 true-false items were classified into 

11 nonoverlapping scales (the authors did not discuss how the items were classified, nor 

did they discuss how they obtained the 11 scales). The 11 dimensions of marital 

interactions and sample items are as follows: 1) Conventionalization. The author defines 

conventionalization as the tendency of people to appraise their marriages in socially 

desirable directions. A sample item from this scale includes "There is never a moment 

that I do not feel head over heels in love with my mate." 2) Global Distress. These items 

reflect subjects' overall dissatisfaction with marriage. A sample item includes "My 

marriage has been disappointing in several ways." 3^ Affective Communication. The 

items in this scale assess the general dissatisfaction with the amount of affection and 

understanding expressed by the spouse including, "I am not sure my spouse ever really 

loved me." 4) Problem-Solving. This scale is designed to assess the ineffectiveness of 

problem-solving skills and an inability to resolve disagreements. A sample item includes 

"My spouse and I seem able to go for days without settling our differences." S*) Time 



Together. These items reflect a lack of common interests and dissatisfaction with the 

quantity and quality of leisure time. A sample item includes "My spouse and I don't have 

much in common to talk about". 6) Disagreement about Finances. This scale assesses 

disagreements about family finances. A sample item includes "My spouse buys too many 

things without consulting with me first." 7) Sexual Dissatisfaction. This scale assesses 

general dissatisfaction with sexual activity and includes items such as "My spouse 

sometimes shows too little enthusiasm for sex." 8) Role Orientation. These items 

measure the adoption of a traditional vs. nonconventional orientation towards marital and 

parental sex-roles. The subjects are asked to report true/false on items such as "There 

should be more day care centers and nursery schools so that more mothers of young 

children could work." 9) Family History of Distress. This scale assesses dissatisfaction 

with family of origin experiences. A sample item includes "My parents didn't 

communicate with each other as well as they should have." 10) Dissatisfaction with 

Children. This scale reflects parental dissatisfaction with children and includes items 

such as "Having children has not brought all of the satisfactions I had hoped it would." 

11) Conflict Over Childrearing. These items assess conflict regarding childrearing 

practices. The scale includes items such as "My spouse and I seem to argue more 

frequently since having children." 

Roach. Frazier. and Bowden's Marital Satisfaction Scale figsn 

Purpose of the project. The fate of the Marital Satisfaction Scale (MSS) was 

much like many of the others and has seen little use, but the authors' attempt at 



conceptual clarification during its development process has been critical to the study of 

marital relationships and thus warrants some recognition. The MSS was developed in 

response to the authors' argument that past measures of marital relationships lacked both 

empirical and conceptual soundness. The authors contended that traditional concepts 

such as marital happiness. su££gss, and adjustment suggest static states which fail to 

address the dynamic nature of marital relationships. 

Furthermore, the authors argued that the dyadic process purported to be measured 

by the Locke-Wallace MAT and the DAS cannot be measured using self-report measures 

since self-reporting is so strongly contaminated with one's perception of the state of the 

marriage. Thus past self-report measures of "dyadic adjustment" suffer greatly from this 

contamination. The authors indicated that these conceptual limitations of past measures 

point to a need for a valid and reliable instrument which not only measures attitudes vs. 

dyadic processes, but which also assesses change in the level of attitudes toward marital 

relationships at any given time. 

The sample used to determine the validity and the reliability of the original MSS 

included 88 volunteers, 80% of whom were professionals in education. An additional 

309 individxials and the 88 original respondents were utilized in order to demonstrate the 

validity and the reliability of the revised MSS. The second sample was predominantly 

yovuig, white, college educated (most were graduate students and faculty from a large 

university) and had been married from 1-4 years. There were 139 males and 170 females. 

Terminology and definition. According to the authors, "marital satisfaction," 



unlike concepts such as "success," "happiness," and "adjustment," is by definition, an 

attitude which is subject to change over time. The authors define marital satisfaction as 

the "perception of one's marriage along a continuum of greater or lesser favorability at 

any given time" (p. 539). Thus in order to adequately measure the "attitude" toward 

marital relationships, the following criteria were followed during the item selection 

process. First, items were required to deal solely with opinion toward some aspect of 

marriage rather than be cognitive in nature or ask to recall past marital behaviors. 

Second, each item had to have the probability of evoking agreement and disagreement 

from subjects in a normal population. Third, the items had to be capable of reflecting 

change between pretest and posttest usage (before and after interventions). Fourth, in 

order to avoid contamination from social desirability or conventionalization, items must 

not be worded to evoke unreasonable responses. Fifth, the items could not be drawn from 

the traditional item pool used by Locke and Wallace (1959), Spanier (1976), and Snyder 

(1979). The intent of the last criterion was to insure a complete change from concerns of 

marital adjustment toward the couples' attitude toward their marital relationships. Lastly, 

the items had to have a single scaling style throughout making the scoring scheme as 

simple as possible. Also, in light of Orden and Bradbum's (1968) discussion about the 

satisfactions and tensions dimensions of marriage, the MSS was to focus solely on the 

satisfactions dimension. 

M^ior themes of the MSS. The initial list of items was generated from two 

sources including suggestions by the literature on marriage relationships and Roach's 
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(first author) experiences with marital therapy and marital enhancement workshops. 

Although the contents of the MSS were not divided into specific dimensions as in the 

previous measure, several broad "attitudinal" themes can be delineated from the true/false 

items. These themes include; 1) positive/negative perceptions of the marriage - including 

positive items such as, "My life would seem empty without my marriage" and "My 

marriage helps me toward the goals I have set for myself and negatively worded items 

such as "My marriage is too confining to suit me" and "My marriage has 'smothered' my 

personality;" 2) positive/negative perceptions of the spouse - including positively worded 

items such as "My spouse inspires me to do my best work" and "My spouse regards me as 

an equal" and negatively worded items such as "My spouse seems unreasonable in his/her 

dealings with me" and "My spouse makes unfair demands on my time;" 3^ instability -

including such items as "My present marriage is not one I would wish to remain in 

permanently" and "I am afraid of losing my spouse through divorce;" 41 satisfaction with 

mutual interactions - including items such as "I frequently enjoy pleasant conversations 

with my spouse" and "My spouse and 1 enjoy several mutually satisfying outside interests 

together;" 5) satisfaction with sexual activity - including items such as "I look forward to 

sexual activity with my spouse with pleasant anticipation" and "An unhappy sexual 

relationship is a drawback in my marriage;" and 6) global happiness/satisfaction -

including an item "I am definitely satisfied with my marriage" and an item "My present 

marriage is definitely unhappy." 



Norton's The Quality of Marriage Index (1983^ 

Purpose of the project. Once again it is not the scale itself, but the conceptual 

discussion of marital quality and the process of developing the scale that has been of 

interest to those who study marital quality. According to Norton, researchers have, in the 

past, either constructed a measure of marital quality reflecting its proposed 

multidimensionality or developed a unidimensional index of marital quality which in turn 

can be used to see how it relates to other phenomena of interest. Norton argued that the 

latter is a more concise empirical tool because it would not obscure the properties that 

make up the dependent variables as opposed to the independent variable. For example, 

according to Norton, the multidimensional measures of marital quality, including the 

Locke-Wallace MAT and the DAS, are limited because, by definition, these contain 

variables that are expected to be strongly associated with marital quality, such as adequate 

communication, satisfaction, and adjustment. He further argued that if such variables are 

included as properties of the dependent variable of marital quality, then researchers may 

mask potentially interesting relationships these predictors may have with overall marital 

quality. 

In addition to his conceptual criticisms, Norton contended that psychometric 

decisions made during the development of the Locke-Wallace MAT and the DAS have 

potentially misrepresented the true nature of marital quality. Marital data, from Terman's 

to the present study, has been inherently skewed - people tend to say that their marriage 

is happy. Thus, according to Norton, dropping highly skewed items as part of a 
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psychometric decision may have the effect of misrepresenting the true nature of marital 

quality. 

Norton further argued that inappropriate weighting and disproportionate 

weighting is also dangerous due to potential misclassifications of happy vs. unhappy 

couples. The DAS, for example, obscures the distinction between a couple having a good 

marriage with low sexual relations and one having a bad marriage with frequent sexual 

relations. Norton did not deny the importance of the relationship between such variables 

as effective communication, adequate sexual relations, and agreement on important 

aspects of marriage with the overall quality of marriage, but felt that including these as 

properties of marital quality would negate their usefulness as predictors. This then would 

impede any attempt at discovering the exact nature of the relationship these variables may 

have with the overall quality of marriage. In light of these criticisms, Norton proposed to 

develop a unidimensional, evaluative measure of marital quality which would not "hide 

or distort potentially interesting, albeit sometimes subtle, independent variables" (p. 142). 

Terminologv and definition. Perhaps to steer clear from past measures of marital 

relationships or due to his bias towards more "imidimensional" descriptions of the quality 

of marriage, Norton chose the more umbrella term "marital quality" to label his measure. 

Norton's definition of marital quality was implicit in his discussion of the goal in 

developing the Quality of Marital Index (QMI), which was to measure the "essential 

goodness of the relationship gestalt" (p. 143). In other words, marital quality is an 
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evaluative concept describing the "goodness" of the relationship as a whole. Thus, 

similar to Roach et al. (1981), Norton feh that a measure of marital quality should be a 

strongly evaluative one. 

He used several criteria in developing the items for such an evaluative index. 

First, an evaluative index should only include items that have similar semantic values. 

Semantically, an item should have two characteristics: I) there should be some indication 

of "preference;" 2) there should be a notion of "commendation." In other words, marriage 

is "good" because it has certain properties and marriages with these properties are 

preferable to marriages without them. An item such as "We have frequent sexual 

relations" would not meet the above criteria because it does not include an element of 

commendation nor does it imply preference. The second criterion requires that items be 

included even if data for the items are likely skewed because they intrinsically reflect the 

evaluative nature of marital quality. Third, an evaluative index should be restricted to a 

relatively small number of normative items so that potential nonevaluative covariates 

(such as adjustment and communication skills) can be investigated as a research question 

regarding how they fimction in the marital relationship. 

M^jor themes of the QMI. The initial items were selected from a scale previously 

developed by Norton titled the Partner Communication Scale (PCS). The PCS was 

developed as an attempt to understand how communication variables related to marital 

quality. Of the 261 items, 20 items were selected because they fit the above criteria as 

being evaluative. The final QMI asks the respondents to rate on a 7-point scale from 
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"very strong disagreement" to "very strong agreement" the following five statements: 1) 

We have a pood marriage: 2) My relationship with my partner is very stable: 3) Our 

marriage is stcQUg; 4) My relationship with my partner makes me happy: and 5) I really 

feel like part of a team with my partner. The sixth item asks the respondents to rate "The 

degree of happiness, everything considered, in your marriage" on a 10-point scale ranging 

from "very unhappy" to "perfectly happy." 

Schumm. et al.. Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (1983) 

Purpose of the project. According to Walter Schumm et al., (1983) many existing 

scales used to assess marital satisfaction or adjustment have been designed for assessment 

in marital and family therapy. In order to discriminate potential problem areas, these 

scales often included large numbers of items. The authors concluded that for the purpose 

of basic survey research, a valid but more global, parsimonious measure was warranted. 

Terminologv and definition. The Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (KMS) was 

developed based on the theoretical comments of Spanier and Cole (1976) on the 

conceptual distinctions between questions about spouse, marriage, and the marital 

relationship. Corresponding to these concepts, the KMS asks, "How satisfied are you 

with your husband as a spouse?" "How satisfied are you with your marriage?" and "How 

satisfied are you with vour relationship with your husband?" The respondents are asked 

to rate these three questions on a 7-point scale from "extremely dissatisfied" to 

"extremely satisfied." 



Summary of the Ei^>ht Measures of Marital Quality 

Although the above measures of marital quality were based on a wide range of 

terminology, operational definitions, and theoretical foundations, and were developed 

across a span of over 40 years, there were consistent themes across the measures. Three 

of the themes were deemed critical to marital quality in all of the measures except for the 

global measures by Norton (1983) and by Schumm et al. (1983). These themes include: 

1) the extent to which joint activities and common interests are shared; 2) the extent of 

agreement/disagreement regarding marital issues; and 3) the degree of marital 

stability/instability. In addition, four themes were deemed critical by at least three of the 

measures. These themes include: 1) items assessing global happiness or satisfaction with 

the marriage (deemed critical in six of the measures); 2) items regarding demonstration of 

affection: 3) questions regarding satisfaction with sex: and 4) items regarding various 

complaints about the spouse. 

All of the items in the various measures can be accounted for in the above seven 

themes with the exception of a surprisingly few distinct themes. Burgess and Cottrell 

(1939) included individuals' negative feelings within the marriage. Spanier (1976) 

included an item assessing the respondents' belief about the fiiture success of the 

relationship. Snyder (1979) assessed several distinctive themes including problem 

Sglvjng skills, rolg origntation. distress in family of origin, and distress related to fhiMiSD 

and child rearing. 

Two conclusions can be drawn regarding the consensus reached among the 



various measures of marital quality. The most logical argument would contend that 

consensus was reached because the above instruments have truly captured the essence of 

the phenomenon. The second conclusion that can be drawn is that such a consensus was 

reached because the development of the latter instruments was so heavily reliant upon the 

development of the earlier ones. It is the position of this study that these two hypotheses 

are not mutually exclusive. Although the themes which emerged during the 

developmental processes of earlier measures may have indeed captured the essence of 

marital quality for their time, it should not follow that the same themes would be 

applicable to contemporary marriages. However, not only have successive measures 

borrowed heavily from earlier ones, but we are still utilizing measures developed over 30 

years ago. This issue, along with others will be examined in the following review of the 

current discourse regarding the operationalization of marital quality. 

Current Discourse Regarding the Operationalization 

and Conceptualization of Marital Quality 

Despite over five decades of research, criticisms of the measures designed to 

assess marital quality continue to overshadow much of the progress made in marriage 

research. In the following pages, past and current methodological and conceptual 

concerns, as well as the research on positive qualities of marriage will be discussed. 

Methodological Concerns 

If it is accurate to suggest that a concept to social scientists is only as good as its 

measures, then our concems over the measures of marital quality are well founded. 



Methodological criticisms of existing measures of marital quality have run the gamut 

from poor psychometric decisions to sampling biases. The following sections will be 

limited to discussions of those methodological concerns which have had the most direct 

influence on the current dissatisfaction with the way marital quality has been 

operationalized and conceptualized. The methodological concerns to be addressed 

include: validity issues, sample selection biases, and consequences of making empirical 

decisions without a sound conceptual and theoretical basis. 

Content validitv. Although Terman's (1938) Index of Marital Happiness and 

Bvffgess and Cottrell's (1939) Index of Marital Adjustment are rarely used to assess 

marital quality, such a great number of the items in the subsequent measures originated 

from these two measures that the discussion must conunence with their measures. 

Content or face validity for both of the above measures was established by having judges 

(namely, the authors and other researchers) examine the items for accuracy and 

appropriateness. Although this procedure may be an acceptable practice for establishing 

content or face validity, it has led some scholars to question, "Who defined the quality of 

marriage?" 

The feminist discourse specific to the androcentric bias in social sciences has 

provided one of the most productive forums for discussing this issue. Feminist social 

scientists have argued that through their ability to define reality for others, the ideology, 

methods, and the interpretation of traditional scientific research have sustained the needs 

of males (Harding, 1991; Laws, 1971; Riger, 1992). This androcentrism occurs at all 



levels of research including when concerns are initially being identified and defined 

(Riger, 1992). More specific to research on marital quality, feminist scholars have argued 

that marital adjustments and failures have traditionally been operationalized in such a way 

that wives not only needed to make more adjustments throughout marriage, but also were 

held responsible for its upkeep and failure (Bernard, 1971; Cancian, 1986; Laws, 1991; 

Witkin, 1989). 

Even if one successfully argued for the appropriateness of choosing the above 

methodological steps to establish validity, it is the development process for subsequent 

measures which compels us to suspect the validity of current measures of marital quality. 

Many of the most frequently used measures, including the MAT and the DAS, borrowed 

heavily fi-om Burgess and Cottrell's Index of Marital Adjustment and Terman's Index of 

Marital Happiness without regard for the appropriateness of the historical time in which 

the original scales were developed (Sabatelli, 1988). 

Many social and structtiral changes have occurred since Burgess and Cottrell 

launched their study and Locke and Wallace developed the MAT. Changes that have 

transformed the way contemporary couples approach their daily lives and relationships 

and plan for the future of their relationships include: changes in the function of marriage 

from bearing and socializing the children to the personal happiness of its members (Hare-

Mustin, 1988; Sussman, 1993); a decline of women's economic dependency within 

marriage (Cooney, 1993; Glick, 1988); social and technological advances in fertility 

(Cooney, 1993; Glick, 1988); less restrictive legal and social mores governing separation 



and divorce (Cooney, 1993; Glick, 1988; Norton & Moorman, 1987); an increase in 

acceptance of cohabitation (Cooney, 1993); an increase in interreligious, interracial and 

other outgroup marriages (Glick, 1988); and a reduction of mortality and increased life 

expectancy (Cooney, 1993). To those who hold to the view that the quality of marriage is 

an inherently static and dichotomous concept (e.g., the properties that define you as either 

adjusted or not does not change over time), this is perhaps a moot argument. 

Construct validitv. Before the original measures were established, the method for 

demonstrating construct validity of measures of marital quality was to correlate each of 

the items with a global item rating the extent of happiness in marriage. Thus in 

establishing construct validity, the original researchers were attempting to mirror an item 

which they in fact admitted was too unstable and highly skewed and which others have 

insisted was highly confounded by marital conventionalization. Once scales of marital 

quality were available, construct validity of successive measures was often established by 

correlating a newly developed measure with earlier measures. For example, Locke and 

Wallace who borrowed heavily from Burgess and Cottrell, demonstrated construct 

validity by correlating the MAT with the original Index of Marital Adjustment. Construct 

validity of the DAS, with many identical items to the MAT, was established by 

correlating it with the MAT. Since the original and subsequent measures utilized the 

same pool of items along with similar scaling, the relationship between the two related 

measures may be a spurious one. Although they may be related because they measure the 

same construct, it is just as plausible that they are related because they share common 
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method variance or share identical items. 

Criterion/discriminant validity. Adequate validity of measures generally assures 

social scientists that we are measuring what we want to measure. Validity concerns, 

however, have cast doubt on the assertion that current measures are indeed assessing 

marital quality. Several researchers have argued that currently popular measures may be 

measuring constructs other than marital quality. Both Laws (1971) and Witkin (1989) 

noted that measures such as the MAT, DAS, and the MSS (and also Burgess and 

Cottrell's Index of Marital Adjustment) have demonstrated criterion-related validity 

through their effectiveness in discriminating between divorced and nondivorced or 

clinical and nonclinical populations. Both Laws (1971) and Witkin (1989) argued that 

the differences between divorced and nondivorced couples may really be reflecting 

differences in "commitment to marriage" rather than the quality of the marital 

relationship. Likewise, the differences between clinical and nonclinical populations may 

in actuality be reflecting "proneness to problem-solve" or "willingness to confront 

problems." 

Others contend that the measures may be assessing social desirability or marital 

conventionality rather than quality of marriage (Edmonds, 1967; Wi, 1967). According 

to these authors, measures such as the MAT are scored and weighted to exaggerate the 

incidence of extreme socially desirable responses so that the most conventional persons 

become defined as better adjusted. For example, those individuals who report that they 

never have any conflict with their spouses or share ail of their activities together (even if 
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this answer may not reflect true experiences in their marriage) tend to be defined as better 

adjusted than those who may admit to having some disagreements about marital issues. 

It was also argued in the present paper that many of the measures of marital 

quality are in fact assessing negative aspects of marriage (e.g., disagreements, conflict, 

instability). It should not surprise us that such measures are found to be highly 

discriminatory of divorced and nondivorced, and clinical and nonclinical couples. 

However, the fact that nondivorced or nonclinical marriages are statistically less likely to 

exhibit negative marital behaviors does not by itself satisfy the question of what makes 

marriages work well. 

Sample selection biases. As alluded to previously, researchers have often charged 

that what is known about marital and family relationships has typically been provided by 

white, highly educated, middle class respondents (Crohan & Veroff, 1989; Laws, 1971). 

The sample characteristics of most of the studies reviewed were quite similar. Not only 

were the researchers themselves traditionally white, middle to upper middle class 

professionals, but the respondents were as well. However, instruments such as the DAS 

and the MAT have been used to examine marital quality in many other populations. 

Comparative studies demonstrate the potential dangers of examining a concept 

through the eyes of specific groups. According to Cancian (1986), love and relationship 

intimacy traditionally have been defined through expressions of feelings, verbal 

disclosure, and marital harmony, and not on instrumental help. She argued that this may 

be especially true among the more affluent, since less affluent people were more likely to 



view practical help and financial assistance as a sign of love. Empirical studies have 

supported this assertion for other groups as well. For instance, a comparative study with 

black and white couples demonstrated that black spouses viewed practical help as 

significantly more critical for the way they feel about each other and their relationship 

than white couples (Taylor, 1990). Crohan and Veroff (1989) found that characteristics 

such as education and income differed in their relationship to overall marital quality for 

black and white couples. For example, income was positively related to relationship 

competence for black couples and negatively related for white couples. 

In a cross-cultural comparison study between American couples and Japanese 

couples, it was found that while expressive (interaction) aspects were equally important to 

both groups, instrumental (socioeconomic) aspects were significantly more critical to 

Japanese spouses than American spouses (Kamo, 1993). In a large cross-cultural study, 

Dion and Dion (1993) examined romantic love and psychological intimacy in five 

cultures. Cultural comparisons were made based on individualistic (Canada, U.S.) vs. 

collectivistic societies (China, India, Japan). The authors found that romantic love and 

psychological intimacy were significantly more important in marriages in individualistic 

societies than collectivistic societies. In yet another study, 1,000 British couples reported 

that expressive variables such as love and intimacy were more fundamental to marital 

satisfaction than socioeconomic factors (Weisfeld, Russell, & Weisfeld, 1992). 

Although comparative studies have shown that differences among groups exist, 

researchers have often generalized their findings and universalized their definitions of 



marital quality. In their review of the marital research during the sixties, Hicks and Piatt 

(1971) noted that many studies concluded that nonwhites tended to report less happy 

marriages. The authors argued that rather than drawing the conclusion that nonwhites 

have less happy marriages, the results from such findings should prompt us to question 

the generalizability and the validity of the operational definitions of current measures in 

examining nontraditional populations. 

Consequences of empirically-driven decisions. Another criticism which continues 

to plague existing measures of marital quality involves the common practice of making 

empirically-driven decisions without solid conceptual or theoretical foundations. For 

example, Norton (1983) criticized the DAS for the psychometric decision made by 

Spanier to eliminate highly skewed items from the final measure. This decision allowed 

Spanier to achieve a greater range, thus increasing the discriminatory power of the 

measure. According to Norton, research has demonstrated that the nature of marital 

relationships inherently involves skewed data. Thus when decisions are made to 

eliminate items which most of the respondents reported in the desirable direction, the 

result of such decisions is the loss of critical items. Consequently, the measures may not 

sufficiently reflect what most people would agree is critical to achieving a quality 

relationship. 

Decisions regarding the numbers of items to be included in a measure of marital 

quality were also frequently made without sound conceptual or theoretical foundations. 

For example, Terman (1938) along with Burgess and Cottrell (1939) indicated that their 
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respective measures required more items than a single happiness item in order to facilitate 

the establishment of validity and reliability of the measure. Yet they both attempted to 

emulate the construct measured by a single, global "happiness" item without sufficient 

explanation as to how or why their multiple-item measure was different or similar to the 

single happiness item. 

Snyder (1979) also included numerous items (280) in multiple scales for the 

specific goal of therapeutic diagnosis. Yet he also claimed that the MSS can be utilized 

to measure overall satisfaction with the quality of the marital relationship. Conversely, 

Locke and Wallace (1959), and Schumm et al. (1986) were concerned about space and 

time in survey research and desired a shorter measure. Schumm et al. (1986) for 

example, demonstrated that three global items were both a valid and a reliable way to 

assess satisfaction with spouse, marriage, and the marital relationship. 

The consequences of such decision making is that the measures may fail to reflect 

what most people would agree is critical to achieving a quality relationship. As Colaizzi 

(1978) would contend, in reducing a phenomenon to levels necessary for quantification, 

we lose the essence of human experience. Hammersley (1989), in summarizing Blumer's 

views on social science theories and methods, also concurred that when a concept is 

reduced to satisfy empirical standards, the original meaning of the concept is often lost. 

Summary of the methodological concerns. The above discussion addresses 

several of the limitations forwarded in the introduction. First, it brought to light the 

criticism that in concentrating of our efforts on "predicting," we have neglected other 



methods, especially those emphasizing "imderstanding" the phenomenon. Hamilton, 

credited with the first major empirical work on marital relationships, lamented that 

professionals looking at marriage "talk too much about how human nature 'ought' to 

function and don't pay enough attention to 'how* it actually does function" (Hamilton, 

1929, p. vi). This was true for both Burgess and Cottrell's (1939) and Terman's (1938) 

research projects. Terman began his report with the phrase, "In the positivistic spirit of 

our time..." and went on to attempt to find "every psychological correlate" of marital 

happiness. Burgess and Cottrell's work went beyond psychological correlates to include 

"every possible correlate" to explain "as much variance" of marital success as possible. 

In doing so, the marital quality measures became merely a means to an end - something 

made up to accommodate their primary research interest, one of prediction. Since then, 

literally hundreds of variables have been used to predict marital quality without a clear 

understanding of the phenomenon itself Thus we are once again led to ask, "How can we 

predict something that we do not understand?" 

It is imperative that we do not discount the knowledge advanced through studies 

concentrating on prediction. Gottman (1991) argues that prediction is central — for 

without knowing the cause we cannot improve people's lives. Gottman and colleagues' 

work on predicting divorce (Gottman, 1991; Gottman, 1994) has indeed been central to 

our understanding of marital processes and marital instability. I would add, however, that 

social scientists should continuously ask, "What are we predicting?" If the scientific goal 

is indeed to "improve people's lives" as Gottman argues, then it appears more critical that 
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the phenomenon one is predicting adequately represents how people live the phenomenon 

in their daily lives. 

One reason we need to periodically take stock of our representation of a concept is 

that the way the phenomenon is experienced in people's lives may change over time. The 

above discussion relative to methodological concerns supports the argument that 

conventional understanding of marital quality may be outdated. Burgess and Cottrell's 

(1939) and Terman's (1938) methods and results would not be a problem if their measures 

did not so heavily influence both the MAT and the DAS, the currently most widely used 

measures of marital quality. Given the statistical and research tools available at the time, 

their methodological accomplishments were commendable. However, it was the habitual 

borrowing of their items across successive measures without regard for the historical time 

in which they were developed that was more problematic. Ironically, as the DAS has 

been one of the most scrutinized and criticized measure of martial quality, it was Spanier 

himself who indicated the problem with this approach when he claimed, 

"The limitations of operationalization have made theoretical discussions about the 
topic unproductive. Their methodology (of previous measures) was defensible for 
their time, but their conceptualizations, in retrospect, do not seem to be grounded 
in convincing theory. Unfortunately, subsequent work in the area drew heavily on 
previous formulations." (Spanier & Cole, 1976, p. 130). 

One response of contemporary researchers faced with the methodological 

shortcomings has been to opt for creating their own measures for their prospective 

studies. As noted in Table 1, nearly 50% of all studies including some aspect of marital 

quality as reported in JMF from 1976-1993 developed their own measure to assess 



marital quality. Not only has this process concemed researchers due to perceived lack of 

adequate validity and reliability, but it has also led to a myriad of dissimilar operational 

and conceptual defimtions. This practice established a literature base that is extremely 

difficult to integrate, hindering our understanding of marriage relationships (Johnson et 

al., 1986; Spanier, 1985). 

The above discussion of methodological limitations also highlights the problem 

whereby a concept is understood through the lens of a limited group of people. Not only 

were the broad definitions of the phenomenon predetermined by researchers, but the 

items to be included in the respective measures were often selected based on researchers' 

biases as well. In addition, the discussion of sampling biases and the often outdated data 

should prompt us to question whether we can generalize our findings both to 

contemporary marriages and across different groups of people. 

Such methodological limitations have prompted some researchers such as Judith 

Laws (1971) to maintain that the only innovative and convincing information regarding 

marital quality has come from strictly conceptual or theoretical discussions of the 

concept. Thus the following review of the literature will detail past and current 

conceptual and theoretical discussions regarding marital quality. 

Cgnggptvml and Thgoretical Pisctfssions 

During the late 1960s and the early 1970s, questions arose regarding the ways 

researchers had come to understand and conceptualize the quality of marital relationships. 

This is perhaps not surprising given the historical context in which there was much unrest 
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in the U.S., especially regarding the traditional role of women in our society (see e.g.. 

Laws, 1971). The following discussion will be organized into various frameworks within 

which researchers have attempted to achieve conceptual clarifications. The order of the 

issues to be addressed include: 1) a call for semantic precision, 2) individual vs. relational 

properties of marital quality, and 3) the negative and positive dimensions of marital 

quality. 

A call for semantic precision. For many marriage researchers, the lack of 

semantic agreement not only reflects the traditionally confusing state of the literature on 

marital relationships, but also hinders future efforts to gain conceptual precision (Hicks 

& Piatt, 1971; Johnson et al., 1986; Lively, 1969; Schram, 1979; Spanier & Lewis, 1980). 

Semantic distortions in marital quality research can be traced to works by Burgess and 

Cottrell 1939), and Terman (1938) who frequently utilized terms such as marital success, 

marital happiness, marital compatibility, and marital adjustment interchangeably. Since 

then, semantic distortions have led to a lack of defmitional agreement in which "similar 

operational definitions are attached to different labels, and conversely, similar labels are 

attached to very different operational measures" (Johnson et al., 1986, p. 32). 

This predicament prompted researchers such as Lively (1969) to advocate the 

elimination from the field all existing terminology describing quality of marital 

relationships. He contended that too many connotations have become attached to existing 

concepts such as marital happiness, marital success, and marital adjustment that if not 

eliminated, they will "continue to lead to the setting up of straw men, sacred cows, and 
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blind alleys which are treated as real" (Lively, 1969, p. 114). Like Klein, (1973, cited in 

Spanier & Cole, 1976) who advocated the use of the more umbrella term "marital 

quality," Lively (1969) suggested that marital experiences previously referred to as 

satisfaction, happiness, and adjustment should be labeled "marital interactions." Use of 

this umbrella term, according to Lively, will eliminate the need to make often confusing 

distinctions between old concepts so that one can focus on the more important matter of 

understanding marital interactions. 

On the other hand, others have urged researchers to deal with the problems of 

conceptual and operational clarifications by striving toward improving and clarifying 

existing concepts rather than generating new terms (Spanier & Cole, 1976). If more 

umbrella-like terms such as marital quality and marital interaction are to be utilized, 

Spanier and Cole asserted that the change be more inclusive by substituting the word 

"marital" for the term "dyadic". 

Although this debate is far fi-om being resolved, researchers have responded to 

both arguments by utilizing a broader umbrella term and also by attempting to clarify 

existing concepts. As suggested by Klein (1973, cited in Spanier & Cole, 1976) and 

Lively (1967), many of the contemporary marriage and family researchers have moved 

toward the more broad, operational definition of "marital quality" to describe the overall 

state of a marriage (Johnson et al., 1986). 

In an attempt to clarify existing terms, researchers have included concepts such as 

marital satisfaction, marital happiness, marital adjustment, marital interaction, and marital 



instability as independent dimensions of marital quality. The above related concepts of 

marital quality have been definitionally organized into three general categories: a) those 

representing a more subjective, evaluative component including marital satisfaction and 

marital happiness; b) those representing a more objective, multidimensional component 

including marital adjustment and marital interaction; and c) marital instability (whose 

place in the overall picture of marital quality is still being debated). Following are the 

currently most widely accepted descriptions of the related concepts of marital quality. 

Historically, marital satisfaction and happiness were unquestionably the most 

widely used concepts to describe and examine marital quality. Earlier definitions of 

marital satisfaction and marital happiness were often identical to current definitions of 

"marital quality" and included "marital adjustment" as part of the definition. For 

example, Terman (1938) asserted that marital happiness could be reliably measured 

through both subjective ratings of the marriage and objective information on various 

dyadic interactions. More recently however, descriptions of marital satisfaction and 

marital happiness have shifted solely to the domain of subjective evaluation of the overall 

quality of marriage. These concepts have focused on the individuals' attitudes or 

impressions toward the partner and the relationship. Words such as "subjective" and 

"valuative" often accompany descriptions of both martial satisfaction and happiness. 

Due to their clearly subjective focus, some researchers argued that the relational 

property of marriage could not be adequately assessed by marital satisfaction and marital 

happiness. These researchers underscored that since marital satisfaction focuses on the 
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indjvi^^uar*; perception of marriage, the unit of analysis should be the individual rather 

than the dyad (Anderson, Russell, & Schumm, 1983; Sabatelli, 1988; Schram, 1979). 

This stipulation prompted those researchers who were interested in "relational" rather 

than "individual" properties of marriage to search for a more objective, interaction-based 

defmition of marital qiiality. 

Currently, the preferred operational definition of marital quality is marital 

adjustment or marital interaction. Marital adjustment traditionally had been defmed in a 

more institutional, role focused manner in which husbands and wives were able to adapt 

to each other by enacting appropriate roles (Burgess &. Cottrell, 1939; Locke & Wallace, 

1959). Recently, however, the definition has shifted to include those processes that are 

deemed necessary in order to achieve a functional marital relationship (Sabatelli, 1988; 

Spanier, 1976). According to Sabatelli (1988), these processes include, but are not 

exclusive to such dyadic behaviors as frequency and quality of interactions, agreement on 

important marital issues, open communication, and an ability to resolve conflicts 

satisfactorily. 

Marital adjustment and marital interaction, unlike marital satisfaction and marital 

happiness, are theoretically objective in nature and attempt to extract relational 

characteristics of the marriage rather than the individual's feelings about the marriage. 

Thus instead of reporting how they "feel" about their relationships, the respondents 

should remain objective in reporting their dyadic interactions (Sabatelli, 1988). 

Traditionally, marital instability has most often been defined as the absence or 



presence of separation and divorce. Currently, the definition has broadened to 

incorporate a cognitive component to assess couple's "proneness" to divorce or separate 

(e.g.. Booth, Johnson, & Edwards, 1983). Included in more recent measures of marital 

instability are reports by married couples that they have or have not considered separation 

or divorce or had thoughts about ending the marriage. 

As alluded to previously, there are still some disagreements among marital 

researchers relative to the fit between marital instability and marital quality. Prior to the 

1960s, nearly all positive correlates of successful marriages had been found to be 

negatively related to divorce and instability. Thus researchers often equated stable 

marriages with happy marriages and unstable marriages with unhappy marriages (Hicks 

& Piatt, 1971). In time, marital stability came to be utilized as a proxy for marital quality 

(Laws, 1971). The evidence that many individuals remain in low quality relationships, 

however, led researchers to rethink the role of marital instability in reference to marital 

quality (Cuber & Harroff, 1963; Heaton & Albrecht, 1991; Levinger, 1976; Thibaut & 

Kelly, 1959). 

Since then, marital stability has been defined both as a component of marital 

quality (e.g. Marks, 1989) and as a dimension entirely separate fi-om marital quality (e.g. 

Lewis & Spanier, 1979). Still others claim that the role of marital instability in reference 

to marital quality differs with, for example, duration of marriage. Crohan and Veroff 

(1989) concluded fi-om their study that the evaluation of stability is not distinguished as a 

separate factor fi-om the evaluation of happiness (marital quality) during the first few 
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years of marriage but becomes separate with the increase in duration of marriage. 

Although researchers are still quite uncertain as to the role marital instability plays 

relative to marital quality, abnost every multiple-item measure of marital quality includes 

marital instability as a component of marital quality. With the exception of Schunun et 

al's (1983) three-item measure of marital satisfaction, all of the previously discussed 

measures included some assessment of marital instability. 

It is evident from the list of measures discussed that the conceptual distinctions 

made among the three categories are not reflected in the measures of marital quality. For 

example, the measure of marital happiness by Terman (1938), and the measures of 

marital adjustment by Burgess and Cottrell (1939), Locke and Wallace (1959), and 

Spanier (1976), and the measure of marital satisfaction by Snyder (1979) each included 

items representing the three categories including the subjective ratings of global marital 

happiness, the objective ratings of dyadic interactions, and degree marital instability in a 

single scale. 

Other illustrations of this can be found in the authors' discussions of the 

measurement development process. For example, in developing a measure of "marital 

adjustment," Orden and Bradbum's (1968) discussions and definitions were solely 

focused on a concept of "marital happiness." Likewise, Snyder (1979), who developed a 

measure of "marital satisfaction," concentrated his discussions to "marital interactions." 

Individual vs. relational properties of marital qualitv. In the midst of conceptual 

and theoretical discourses on marital quality, a question emerged which was often 
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considered more central to achieving conceptual clarification ~ whether the properties of 

marital quality are individual or relational in nature (e.g. Johnson et al., 1986; Thompson 

& Walker, 1982). Sabatelli (1988), in his review of the most utilized measures of marital 

quality, argued that one of the leading causes of the lack of conceptual precision was that 

such measures blended items assessing both individual and dyadic properties into a single 

measure. 

In order to facilitate the understanding of the history of the discourse regarding the 

individual vs. the relational properties of marital quality, we need to return to the first 

major empirical works on marital relationships. Before the field of family studies was 

firmly established, the initial work on marital relationships was advanced by 

psychologists and sociologists. At the time of their respective research projects, both 

Lewis Terman and George Hamilton were prominent psychiatrists. For both, individuals' 

personality characteristics played a key role in determining the quality of marital 

relationships. As noted previously, the bulk of Terman's Index of Marital Happiness 

included satisfactions/dissatisfactions regarding the psychological or personality traits of 

the partner. 

Ernest Burgess and Leonard Cottrell, along with Jessie Bernard, who published a 

series of articles beginning in the early 1930s, were prominent sociologists who included 

more interactional or relational components in the study of marital relationships. 

Although these authors were interested in what we may define as more "relational" 

properties of the couple relationship, such as extent of agreement and mutual interactions, 
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they too were very firm in their beliefs that personality and demographic characteristics of 

the individiial were fundamental to assessing the quality of the marital relationship. Thus 

Burgess and Cottrell included such items as individual's self-esteem and sense of 

loneliness and personal happiness in their Index of Marital Adjustment. 

With the establishment of the field of family studies, however, researchers were 

urged to explore the dyad and the family as units of analyses. However, as indicated by 

Hicks and Piatt (1971) in their review of research on marital happiness and stability, 

many of the works beginning in the 1940s concentrated solely on the statistical relating of 

demographic and personality variables to marital quality. Thus it appears that much of 

the work in the early years pertained to the effect of individual properties on the quality of 

marital relationships. 

More recently, researchers have argued that assessing the "relational" properties is 

the only way we can fully understand the workings of a marriage (Duck, 1990; Spanier, 

1981). Burgess, Locke, and Thomas (1963), for instance, argued that an individual's 

perception of marital happiness is an unsatisfactory measure of the state of a marriage 

because it cannot account for the relational characteristics of marriage, especially in 

situations where one spouse may be happy and the other not. According to Thompson 

and Walker (1982), important properties of marital relationships, such as agreement, 

similarity, frequency of interaction, decision making, power etc. can only be examined 

dyadically because these properties are "interactionally constructed" between the two 

individuals in the relationship. 



The argiiment that important marital properties are interactionally constructed by 

the two individuals in the relationship was supported empirically by Johnson, Amoloza, 

and Booth (1992) in an eight year longitudinal study of a national sample of married 

persons. The authors reported that the correlations of marital quality variables between 

an earlier marriage and the new marriage generally showed very low, negative and 

nonsignificant relationships. According to the authors, these nonsignificant correlations 

support the idea that the basis of one's judgment regarding the state of the current 

marriage is the condition of that particular marriage rather than the person's tendency to 

judge all marriages in which they were involved from the same perspective. Thus they 

concluded that marital quality is a dyadic property that cannot be explained primarily by 

individual's evaluations of the marriage. 

Another empirically oriented argimient favored by those in the interactional, 

relational camp is that without examining specific relational properties we cannot truly 

understand the complexity of marital relationships and ultimately cannot successfully 

discriminate between those who have a high quality marriage and those who have a low 

quality marriage (Burgess & Cottrell, 1939; Johnson et al., 1986; Snyder, 1979; Spanier, 

1976). 

Countering the above point of view are more recent theoretical and empirical 

arguments which revolve less around personality and demographic characteristics of 

individuals and more on affect, attitudes, and cognitions. The members of this camp 

contend that the affect one experiences in the relationship is central to the overall 



assessment of marital quality (Bradbury & Fincham, 1987; Crohan & Veroff, 1989; 

Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986; Huston & Robins, 1982; Norton, 1983). Some further 

argue that, methodologically, one cannot adequately measure dyadic properties because 

the measurement will be confounded by individual perceptions regarding the relationship 

(Norton, 1983; Roach et al., 1981). These scholars agree that the relational properties of 

marriage may be important in "predicting" the overall quality of marriage, but feel it is the 

affective or the evaluative component of the individual's experiences that truly captures 

the quality of relationships. 

Crohan and Veroff (1989) provided empirical evidence demonstrating the central 

role that affect plays in the overall evaluation of the quality of marriage. Among the four 

factors which emerged from their study was a strongly affective one they labeled "marital 

happiness." The results of further analyses indicated that the factor that was most 

correlated to others was the strongly affective one. Not only did a greater number of 

items cluster around this factor, but greater reliability was guaranteed. These findings led 

the authors to conclude that if they were to suggest only one dimension from the ones 

they had uncovered to assess marital well-being, it would be marital happiness. 

Others argue that although affect is important, it is through individual's cognitive 

processes that the quality of marital relationships can ultimately be understood (Coyne, 

1990; deTurck & Miller, 1986). These researchers suggest that maladjustment and 

marital problems exist because they are maintained through enduring biases and 

distortions in the thoughts of individuals. Huston and Robins (1982) argued that marital 



interactions are important because it is through interactional experiences that people 

formulate general schema about their partner and about their relationship. Over time, 

these subjective conditions develop into the relatively stable attitudes and beliefs one 

holds about the partner and the relationships which are central to assessing the quality of 

one's marriage. 

In practice, the individual and relational properties have traditionally been blended 

into a single measure of marital quality (Sabatelli, 1988). All of the previously discussed 

measures, with the exception of measures by Norton (1983) and Schumm et al. (1983), 

blended individual and relational properties. Spanier (1976), for example, indicated that 

"marital adjustment" takes place when troublesome marital differences are reduced 

(relational), interspousal tensions and personal anxiety are reduced (relational and 

individual), satisfaction is increased (individual), and dyadic cohesion and consensus on 

matters of importance are enhanced (relational). Similarly, Locke and Wallace (1959) 

indicated that "marital adjustment" is achieved by individual's happiness with the present 

marriage (individual), high couple agreement on important marital issues (relational), 

quality dyadic interactions (relational), and high stability (individual - as measured by the 

item "Do you ever wish you had not married?"). 

Norton (1983) and Schumm et al. (1983), on the other hand, developed measures 

which are solely evaluative. These measures assess individuals' happiness or satisfaction 

with various asj)ects of the marital relationships. These global measures, however, have 

gained little acceptance, and many contemporary researchers are opting to utilize the 
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MAT or the DAS to assess marital quality (Heyman, Sayers, and Bellack, 1994). Some 

have argued that global measures of happiness and satisfaction assess constructs that are 

too unstable and too easily affected by environmental forces outside of marriage to be 

useful as an operational definition of complex processes such quality marital relationships 

(Orden & Bradbum, 1968; Roach et al., 1981). 

The conceptual and theoretical distinction regarding the individual/relational 

nature of marital quality, however, may be less critical for the purpose of this study where 

a fuller understanding of successful marital relationship may tap both individual and 

relational characteristics. The individual/relational distinction may be more critical to 

prediction-based research where, as a general rule, precision and parsimony define 

success. According to Colaizzi (1978), conventional approaches to research are limited 

precisely because such distinctions are necessary. He argued that we lose the "essence" 

of a phenomenon — what people experience in their daily lives — when we utilize 

reductionistic approaches to understand human experiences. 

Negative and positive dimensions of marital quality. Another framework under 

which conceptual clarifications of marital quality have been attempted is the two-

dimensional consideration of marital quality. It has been theorized and generally 

accepted that marital quality describes both positive and negative characteristics of 

marriage (Braiker & Kelly, 1979; Bryant & Verhoff, 1984; Powers & Olson, 1993; Orden 

& Bradbum, 1969). For example, Orden and Bradbum (1969) theorized that marital 

quality encompassed both a positive dimension they labeled "satisfactions" and a negative 
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dimension they labeled "tensions". Analyses of their data indicated that there were no 

significant relationships between the satisfactions and tensions items. Nevertheless, the 

two dimensions were both highly correlated, albeit in different directions, with the overall 

quality of marriage. These results led the authors to conclude that the positive and 

negative dimensions are independent dimensions rather than dimensions on opposite ends 

of a single continuum. Braiker and Kelly (1979) also forwarded a theoretical argimient 

that the positive and negative experiences and evaluations of marriage (love and conflict, 

respectively) are independent dimensions of overall marital quality. 

Johnson et al. (1986) arrived at a similar conclusion empirically using interview 

data from their national probability sample of 1,845 married persons. From the structured 

interviews, the authors developed five scales reflecting separate dimensions of marital 

quality including marital instability, marital satisfaction, marital interaction, extent of 

disagreements, and perception of problems in the marriage (interestingly, these 

empirically driven dimensions are nearly identical to the dimensions of Spanier's DAS). 

Further analyses resulted in the emergence of two distinct factorial structures. The 

authors designated these two empirically driven dimensions as positive dimensions of 

marital quality (including interaction and satisfaction) and negative dimensions of marital 

quality (including problems, disagreements, and instability). At a basic level, they found 

the emergence of these two distinct dimensions to be true across gender and across 

marital duration subgroups. 

As discussed previously, one of the most provocative events driving the research 



in our discipline has been the high rate of divorce. This reactive approach to research 

began with the onset of studies on marital quality. For example, Burgess and Cottrell 

(1939) justified their research on marital quality by citing the "alarming" rate of divorce 

as one divorce in every six marriages. Thus much of our research has been directed at 

finding "causes" of marital failure. In doing so, the positive dimension of marriage has 

continuously been defined indirectly by researchers whose primary interest has been 

marital failure. The implicit assumption has been that the opposite of what makes 

marriages fail makes marriages successful. 

The measures purporting to assess the positive dimensions of marital quality lend 

support to such claims. Marital satisfaction and adjustment measures often do so through 

items reflecting marital disagreements, instability, conflict, and complaints about the 

spouse. Snyder's (1983) Marital Satisfaction Scale, for example, assesses satisfaction 

with marriage through disagreements, marital conflict and conflict over childrearing, 

distress in family of origin, and dissatisfaction with dyadic communication. It becomes 

clear why Orden and Bradbum (1968) found it so difficult to select items from earlier 

measures that reflected solely positive aspects of marriage. Such frustrations, along with 

findings that negative relationship events alone were not significantly related to global 

satisfaction for either husbands or wives (Heyman et al., 1994; Johnson & O'Leary, 

1996), led some scholars to advocate examining marital success for its own sake 

(Wallerstein, 1994, 1996). Glenn (1991) articulated this point well in his discussion of 

recent trends in marital success. He stated. 
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"In spite of social scientists' strong interest in social indicators and research on 
social and cultural change, there is no good evidence on the trend in marital 
success in the United States in recent years. There is of course ample evidence on 
the trends in divorce, but, as most authors who discuss the divorce data point out, 
they are not by themselves adequate evidence of the trend in marital success..." (p. 
261) 

Trends in Successfiil Marriages 

Several longitudinal studies, including those by Markman, Gottman, Wallerstein 

and their colleagues have been most influential in illuminating the workings of a 

marriage. Since 1980, Markman and colleagues have conducted a large-scale 

longitudinal investigation focusing on early detection of marital distress (see e.g., 

Markman, 1992; Markman, Floyd, Stanley, & Storaasli, 1988; Renick, Blumberg, & 

Markman, 1992; Stanley, Markman, St. Peters, & Leber, 1995). One hundred thirty-five 

couples who were planning to be married for first time were recruited to participate in the 

initial phase of the longitudinal study. With the exception of those who broke up prior to 

marriage, the couples were contacted for follow-ups approximately every year and a half 

Couples were asked to have videotaped conversations about various marital issues with 

their spouse and then provide self-reports relative to the conversations and other marital 

issues. Markman (1992) indicated that a key theoretical question that has been the 

focus of much of his research has been the question of what causes marital distress. In 

general, Markman and colleagues found that they could predict with 90% accuracy who 

will go on to divorce or be unhappy vs. those who will be happy and stable based mainly 

on how couples communicate and handle conflict (Markman, 1992; Renick et al., 1992). 
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By incorporating a program designed to teach effective communication and constructive 

arguing skills for a number of the couples, the same authors reported a 50% decrease in 

the rates of relationship break-up and divorce. Markman and colleagues also forwarded 

that positive aspects of relationships do not naturally diminish over time, but are actively 

eroded by destructive conflict patterns (Notarius & Markman, 1993; Stanley et al., 1995). 

For the past two decades, Gottman and his colleagues also conducted longitudinal 

investigations of hundreds of couples with a focus on the prediction of marital dissolution 

(e.g., Gottman, 1991, 1993, 1994; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Gottman & Levenson, 

1992). Couples were videotaped talking about the events of the day, a major area of 

continuing disagreements, or a pleasant topic. The individuals were then asked to recall 

and self-report on affect experienced and perceptions of specific moments of their 

interaction. In addition, individuals were assessed on a variety of psychophysiological 

measures. Observations were also taken from some couples who spent 24-36 hours in an 

apartment laboratory as they normally would at home. Several years later, the couples 

were contacted for follow-up assessments of marital quality and stability. The videotaped 

interactions and observational data were coded for specific emotions, facial expressions 

of emotion, problem-solving, behaviors, and visual gaze patterns. 

Gottman and colleagues' findings concur to a large extent with the findings by 

Markman and colleagues. The central finding of their work suggests that marital conflict 

and the balance between positive and negative styles of resolving conflict are the keys to 

predicting marital stability. While volatile, validating, and avoidance conflict styles were 
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found to facilitate marital stability, hostile and detached conflict styles were found to be 

disruptive of marital stability. The main difference between the styles supporting stability 

vs. disrupting stability is the balance of positivity and negativity of speaker behavior. The 

positive to negative ratio for the three stability facilitating styles was 5:1 (no between 

group differences), whereas for stability disrupting styles, it was 0.8:1. Gottman and 

colleagues also found gender differences in patterns of conflict expression and resolution 

which had an influence on marital stability. Most notably, husbands' "stonewalling" 

conflict-related behavior was found to be one of the best predictors of martial instability 

(Gottman, 1991, 1994). 

Wallerstein, an influential scholar in the area of the effects of divorce on families, 

argued that the work of Gottman and colleagues were studies of marital stability and not 

of success or happiness (Wallerstein, 1996). After an exhaustive review of the existing 

work on marital relationships, Wallerstein foimd that with the exception of longitudinal 

studies by Lauer and Lauer (1986) and Kaslow and Hammerschmidt (1992), few have 

asked directly "what makes a marriage work well, for whom, and under what 

circumstances" (p 217). After interviewing hundreds of long-term happily married 

couples, the two longitudinal studies found that friendship and liking each other were 

common factors in happy marriages. 

Dissatisfied with existing research relative to what makes marriages work well, 

Wallerstein embarked on a longitudinal study of 50 happily married couples. The criteria 

for participation included: a legal marriage lasting for at least nine years, having at least 
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one child by the marriage, and both spouses indicating that they have a happy marriage. 

The couples were interviewed together and independently and were asked questions about 

childhood experiences, family of origin, early relationships during adolescence and prior 

to marriages, courtship history, decision to many, what is happy and disappointing about 

marriage, and expectations, doubts and fears of marriage (Wallerstein, 1994, 1996). The 

couples were asked to return two years later for a follow-up interview. 

Contrary to Gottman and colleagues, findings from this study suggest that the 

mere presence of conflict or how conflict is resolved by itself is less salient to those in 

happy marriages than the psychological meaning they place on the overall context of the 

relationship. According to Wallerstein (1994, 1996), divorce is likely when couples fail 

to construct a strong marital framework that can withstand the often inevitable stresses of 

life. 

Heavily influenced by Erickson's identity theory, Wallerstein framed the results of 

her study into nine psychological tasks couples must address throughout the life course of 

marriage in order to build solid foundations. Brief descriptions of the nine psychological 

tasks advanced by Wallerstein follow: 

1. Separate psychologically from their families of origin: The couple must separate 

psychologically from respective families and create a new and different kind of 

connectedness between the two of them. 

2. Build marital identity: Individuals must outgrow adolescent's "me"-centeredness to 

create a "we" identity respective to their spouse. Communication is critical to the marital 
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identity building process because "disclosure and sharing of information is used to 

understand and identify with the other, to modify the relationship, and shape one's 

behavior accordingly" (p. 646). The marital identity must also allow for each partner's 

autonomy. Wallerstein postulates that the continual tension between togetherness and 

autonomy is at the heart of many marriages. 

3. Establish a good sex life: One of the most vulnerable areas of marital relationships and 

extremely sensitive to daily life pressures, a couple must establish a pattern of a 

satisfactory sex life that can overcome external obligations. Wallerstein theorizes that a 

good sex life can have a restorative effect by countering some of the stresses and 

disappointments of daily life. 

4. Make psychological room for children: This task involves expanding the marital 

relationship to make psychological room for children. Similar to the continual tension 

between togetherness and autonomy, a couple must deal with the tension between 

demands of parenthood and nurturance of the marriage. 

5. Confront crises: Crises in life are inevitable and the couple must maintain a firm bond 

in the face of adversity. 

6. Establish marriage as a zone of safety and nurturance: A marriage must be a place that 

is safe for not only positive aspects of being human such as love and pleasure, but also for 

negative aspects such as hate, conflict, and dependency. Relative to conflict, this would 

entail learning to disagree and being able to stand one's ground without fear of negative 

consequences. 



7. Build a fun relationship: Advancing that boredom is the greatest enemy of marriage, 

Wallerstein stressed that some tension is necessary in marriage. This task entails building 

a marriage that is f\m and interesting. Husbands and wives in this study often spoke of 

hirnior as one of the key aspects of what makes their marriages fun. 

8. Provide nurturance and support: Partners should be able to nurture and comfort each 

other and to satisfy each other's needs for emotional support. 

9. Keep relationships alive: The ability to maintain early romantic, idealized images of 

falling in love when faced with realities and changes wrought by time. 

Summary 

The review of the existing literature demonstrates that extensive work has been 

accomplished in understanding marital processes. It also challenges our understanding of 

the workings of contemporary marriage by illuminating potential limitations of the steps 

taken (or not taken) by social scientists to imderstand this phenomenon. Notwithstanding 

the limitations discussed in the review of the literature, the work to date may have indeed 

adequately captured people's experiences relative to what makes marriages work. 

However, it would be dangerous to simply assume that to be true. As social scientists, we 

tell stories about people's lives, and thus it is our responsibility to investigate whether the 

reality we have defined for others is indeed an accurate reflection of their life experiences. 

Some social scientists have argued that one way to provide that "reality check" is 

through the use of qualitative methods. Although data gathered from conventional 

methods have furthered our understanding of marital quality, others assert that 



interpretive or divergent data is also necessary in order to produce "new insights" which 

may enhance or challenge conventional understanding (Elder, 1981; Glenn, 1990; Snyder, 

1992; Walker & Thompson, 1984; Wallerstein, 1996). Elder (1981), for example, argued 

that our understanding of marital processes has been limited because research has been 

mostly convergent in which the goal was to proscribe broad conventions of acceptable 

marital behaviors. Mirroring concerns of phenomenologists such as Colaizzi (1978), 

feminist scholars have also argued that social scientist's preference for conventional, 

predictive methods have oversimplified people's everyday experiences (Jayaratne, 1983; 

Walker & Thompson, 1984). Feminist scholars further argue that such results have then 

been utilized to develop broad norms which often negatively impact women . For these 

and other reasons, marital researchers have stressed the need to make greater use of 

contributions from qualitative research on marital relationships (Glenn, 1990; 

Wallerstein, 1996). 

Purpose of the Current Smdv 

Parallel to Wallerstein's (1994, 1996) longitudinal study of happy marriages, this 

study examined marital quality through the question, "What makes marriages succeed?" 

as opposed to the more frequently asked question, "What makes marriages fail?" This 

study attempted to gain a better understanding of marital quality through a qualitative 

research approach based on a phenomenological perspective. More specifically, it 

employed a descriptive research methodology forwarded by Paul Colaizzi (1978). 

According to Colaizzi, traditional methods disregard himian experience in their attempts 



to quantify the phenomenon of interest. In contrast, Colaizzi's "descriptive approach" 

attempts to understand human experience by allowing respondents to describe a 

phenomenon through events in their own life experiences. 

One of the limitations discussed above implied that researcher-driven definitions 

of marital quality may not adequately capture the essence of the phenomenon. Personal 

experiences from both family researchers and lay professionals were tapped and the two 

emergent definitions were compared to examine whether the nature of their work 

predisposes family researchers to define marital success differently than lay professionals. 

Measures were also be taken to gather data from diverse ethnic groups as well. In 

summary, the purpose of this project is to better understand the positive aspect of marital 

quality, mainly marital success, as described through the life experiences of a diverse 

group of respondents. 
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CHAPTERS. METHOD 

Qualitative Research Methods 

In its broadest sense, this study employs a qualitative research method to answer 

several research questions. Since qualitative research methodology is an umbrella term 

for an extensive range of methods, this section will begin with a brief discussion of 

qualitative research methods. Qualitative methods in family research encompass multiple 

perspectives (e.g., feminism, phenomenology, constructivism, postmodernism, etc.), 

theoretical frameworks, and epistemologies and utilize multiple approaches and 

techniques (e.g., observations, interviews, narratives, etc.) to examine and interpret 

phenomenological experiences of family members. It is not feasible to describe 

qualitative methods as one methodological approach. The difficulty of obtaining a 

parsimonious description of qualitative methods is exemplified by Allen and Walker's 

(1992) discussion of feminism, which scholars often equate with qualitative resezirch. 

According to the authors, feminism is a "perspective (a way of seeing), an epistemology 

(way of knowing), and an ontology (a way of being)" and not a specific method. 

However, feminist approaches are primarily qualitative. Likewise, phenomenology, the 

strategy used in the present study, also describes a worldview, a perspective, and a 

methodology which is by nature, qualitative (Colaizzi, 1978). 

What makes a research strategy "qualitative?" Although the answers are both 

numerous and varied, some commonalities do exist. One common thread of qualitative 

research is construction of meaning (Gilgun, 1992; Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). 
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Individuals construct meaning around a phenomenon and researchers attempt to capture 

that meaning and give the emergent meaning structure (Daly, 1992; Murphy, 1992). 

Much of qualitative research is rooted in assumptions of the symbolic 

interactionism perspective (Detzner, 1992; Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). The 

assimiptions of symbolic interactionism most applicable to qualitative research are; 1) 

meanings develop from our language and our interaction with the world; 2) individuals 

behave according to the meanings they ascribe to their interactions; and 3) reality is 

constructed and created through meanings that are interpreted and reinterpreted over time 

through cultural and experiential lenses of each person (Detzner, 1992). Albeit 

subjectivity of formulating meaning is key, the symbolic interaction perspective also 

acknowledges that experiences and meanings can be and indeed are widely shared 

(Stryker, 1959). Such shared experiences and meanings can represent the social structure 

of an event or interaction. The goal of the researcher is to identify such shared meanings 

(via recurring expressions, perceptions, and behaviors) and to determine the underlying 

patterns emerging from the constructed meanings (Detzner, 1992). Symbolic 

interactionism provided for qualitative researchers not only conceptual foundations and 

linkages, but also the language to describe research processes. 

There are other common features of qualitative methods. Qualitative researchers 

attempt to make sense of written or pictorial data rather than numerical data. Moreover, 

all stages of the research process, including conceptualizing, collecting, analyzing, and 

interpreting data tend to be qualitative (Gilgxm, 1992). Qualitative researchers also 
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attempt to allow the respondents and informers to represent the phenomenon of interest 

(Daly, 1992). Empowering respondents by allowing them to define their own 

experiences and explain their own views has been lauded as one of the key advantages of 

qualitative methods (Riger, 1992; Walker & Thompson, 1984). Finally, qualitative 

research is often inductive (Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). The definition of a 

phenomenon is not predetermined, rather the data itself gives meaning to a phenomenon. 

This, however, does not preclude qualitative researchers from organizing data analysis 

and interpretation around theory or making theory building a major goal (Gilgim, 1992; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1965). 

Qualitative Research as Phenomenoloeists See It 

A brief background in phenomenology is warranted as it will be the approach 

employed in this study. Phenomenologists contend that existential issues people face in 

real life are critical to understanding the essence of phenomenon (Colaizzi, 1978; 

Karlsson, 1993). Thus phenomenologists attempt to understand experiences of people 

using exemplars of the experience in question. Although it shares much with other 

primarily qualitative approaches, the specific goal of phenomenology differs from other 

approaches. For example, the goal of the grounded theory approach is to derive formal 

theory from data (Murphy, 1992). For feminists, the goeil is to improve women's lives by 

centering their research on the needs of women and incorporating women's voices into 

the body of knowledge (Allen & Walker, 1992). Perhaps most closely aligned with the 

constructivist approach, the main goal of the phenomenological approach is to describe 
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the phenomenon through subjective experiences of individuals. It asks questions such as 

what is it, what does it entail, and how is the phenomenon experienced in people's daily 

lives. 

In a book titled, "Psychological Qualitative Research from a Phenomenological 

Perspective," Karlsson (1993) summarized the eight key attributes of phenomenological 

approaches. First, the data, analysis, and results reported are all qualitative in structure. 

Second, the research goal is to be descriptive rather than explanatory. This approach 

answers questions of "what" and "how," and not "why." Third, the results of this 

approach delineate meaiung structures rather than facts. Phenomenologists acknowledge 

that events experienced by people may have facts (e.g., what happened, who, where), but 

they are more interested in the meaning placed on the event. Fourth, rather than testing 

the correctness of hypotheses or constructed theory, this approach remains open to the 

text and allows the structure to emerge from the text. Fifth, phenomenologists avoid 

explaining or describing the concept for others. Instead, researchers allow individuals to 

define the phenomenon through their own experiences. Sixth, this approach is 

hermeneutical in nature and focuses on deepening understanding rather than on 

predictions of outcomes. Seventh, phenomenology is a life-world study - this approach 

is interested in how individuals live the phenomenon in their daily lives rather than 

individuals experience the phenomenon the way it was intended by the researcher. 

Lastly, this approach views an individual as a determiner of the meaning of his or her 

world and not as a passive receiver of stimuli. Karlsson further argues that meaningful 
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experiences should be studied directly, not through operationalizing them. 

Research Questions 

Given the above characteristics, it would be antithetical to the assimiption of the 

phenomenological approach to formulate hypotheses to guide the current study. Rather, 

this study will be guided by a series of research questions outlined below: 

I. How will the respondents describe successful marriages? 

A. What thematic categories will emerge (Colaizzi, step 4)? 

B. What is the overall structure of marital success as defined by the 

respondents as they experience the phenomenon in their daily lives 

(Colaizzi, step 6)? 

II. How well do the contemporary clusters of themes and the final emergent 

descriptions of marital success "fit" our understanding of the construct? 

A. How well do the emergent themes correspond with the themes delineated 

from the review of the measures of marital quality? 

B. How well do the emergent themes correspond with the dimensions of 

marital quality discussed in the review of the literature (e.g., negative vs. 

positive, individual vs relational)? 

III. To what extent do between-group similarities and differences exist? 

A. What are the differences/similarities in the emergent thematic categories 

1) between researchers and lay professionals? 

2) among Anglo, Hispanic, and African-American ethnic groups? 
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B. How do the emergent descriptions of marital success differ 

1) between researchers and lay professionals? 

2) among Anglo, Hispanic, and African-American ethnic groups? 

Participants 

Given that one interest of this study was to examine whether researcher-driven 

definitions of the construct of marital quality reflect experiences of the lay population, 

both researchers and lay professionals were contacted. The sample for the researchers 

and/or family professionals were recruited using a directory from a professional 

organization, the International Society for the Study on Personal Relationships (ISSPR). 

In order to control for potential cultural differences, international members of the above 

organizations were not contacted. In addition, ISSPR members from the University of 

Arizona were not contracted for the reason that many members had knowledge of the 

nature of this study. Given the interest in examining whether researchers' experiences 

adequately reflect experiences of the lay population, only data gathered from members 

who defined their primary research interest as dyadic or couple relationships were 

utilized. The sample for the lay group was recruited from two metropolitan 

telephone directories. To facilitate ethnic comparisons and increase the numbers of both 

Hispanic-American and African-American respondents, telephone directories from 

central and south Tucson areas and Minneapolis areas were utilized. Given that the 

general return rate for mail questionnaires is approximately 25-35%, 150 potential 

respondents from each telephone directory were contacted (total = 300). 
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Of the 300 questionnaires sent to lay professionals, 98 were returned due to 

undeliverable addresses. Of the 43 (21%) questionnaires that were returned, 29 (14%) 

were completed. Of the 298 questionnaires sent to ISSPR members, 11 were returned 

due to bad addresses. Of the 84 (29%) questionnaires that were returned, 69 (24%) were 

completed. The 15 uncompleted questionnaires were sent back in response to the 

instruction to return uncompleted forms if they did not wish to receive reminder letters. 

Of those who returned the completed questionnaires, 59 were women and 39 were 

men. Although an attempt was made to recruit both Hispanic and African-American 

participants, 92% of the respondents were Caucasian, 3% were Hispanic, 3% were 

African-American, and 1% were Asian. The ages of the respondents ranged from 25 to 

89 with a mean age of 44 years. Sixty-four percent of the respondents were currently 

married. Another 20% were cohabitating or seriously involved with someone. 

Approximately 52% of the 36 respondents who were currently not married, had never 

been married. The length of marriage for those currently married ranged from one to 47 

years with a median of 10.5 years. 

Procedure 

All potential respondents were contacted via the mailing system. The initial 

mailing included a cover letter explaining the purpose of the project and a questionnaire 

packet (see appendix A for the items sent in the initial mailing). Approximately two 

weeks after the initial contact, reminder postcards were sent to those who did not return 

their completed/uncompleted questionnaires. 



The questionnaire was limited to two parts, including the demographic 

characteristics form and the open-ended question regarding marital success. The 

demographic information form will be utilized to obtain information such as respondent's 

age, gender, ethnic membership, relationship status, occupational status, and primary area 

of research interest (for family-professionals only). 

According to Colai2zi (1978) one of the most critical steps in descriptive 

methodology is the formulation of research questions. The success of the questions 

"depends on the extent that they tap the subjects' experiences of the phenomenon as 

distinct from their theoretical knowledge of it" (p. 58). Colaizzi does acknowledge that 

the meaning one places on the experience is, by nature, embedded in cultural norms. 

However, he argues that meaning is also embedded in the more immediate context 

(specifically, the event described) and the idiosyncratic experiences of the individual. 

Given this discussion, the respondents in this study were not asked to answer the 

question, "What makes marriages successful?" Although such a direct question may be a 

legitimate one in another context, it may have resulted in answers that were more 

theoretical than experiential in nature. Thus respondents in this study were asked to recall 

an event that exemplified a successful marriage. The respondents were then asked to 

recount a detailed description of the situation and to provide reasons why they felt the 

event illustrated a successful marriage (see Appendix A). 

The use of the term "marital success" in this study may be questionable 

particularly given the continuing controversy over the myriad of existing terminologies 



utilized to describe the quality of marriage. Although most researchers have moved 

toward the umbrella term "marital quality," this term is problematic given the goals of 

this particular study. As previously noted, it is generally accepted that marital quality 

describes both positive and negative characteristics of marri^e. Regardless of the 

terminology researchers use to label these dimensions of marital quality, it appears that 

they do exist, and thus examination of both is necessary to fully understand the workings 

of a marriage. It has also been argued that past trends in marital research have 

underemphasized the positive experiences of marriage. 

Given the above discussion, the term marital success was chosen for two reasons. 

First, semantically speaking, the term "marital success" has both denotative and 

connotative meanings that are singularly "positive." Second, the phrase "successful 

marriage" may be more easily identifiable by the lay population than for instance, "quality 

of marriage," "satisfaction with marriage," or "adjustment to marriage." 

Data Analysis 

A Descriptive Approach 

This study does not purport to define for others what it means to live successful 

marriages. Nor will it proscribe a set of behaviors to follow in order to have a successful 

marriage. Instead, this study employs a descriptive, phenomenological approach 

forwarded by Colaizzi (1978) to describe how successful marriages are lived by people 

within the current historical and social context. 

According to Colaizzi (1978), one of the first tasks of the descriptive process is to 



examine one's own biases and tendencies. How might my uniquely personal experiences 

and personality shape the research process? Qualitative research is admittedly an 

extremely personal one. Questions such as why am I involved with this phenomenon, 

how might my uniqueness shape my selection and interpretation of this phenomenon, and 

how might my personal inclinations and predispositions to research value, influence, or 

bias how I investigate the phenomenon should be addressed (p. 55). For 

phenomenologists, such self-monitoring, and thus the recognition of one's own 

predispositions, is critical to the analytical and interpretive processes. Once recognized, 

the biases can be used to understand one's interpretation of the meanings people place on 

their life experiences. In doing so, the researcher allows others a glimpse of why certain 

decisions were made during the research process. 

Given the above discussion, I will share with you some of my own experiences 

that may have shaped and guided this study. First and foremost, I am currently living this 

phenomenon. Over the last six years of our marriage (and four years prior to marriage) 

my husband and 1 have built and nurtured a wonderful relationship. Among the most 

defining characteristics of our marriage are our sense humor and the "living in the now" 

philosophy of life. Making sacrifices in our relationship for future rewards has never 

been our strength. 

Personally, I tend to be a perpetual optimist who enjoys life and other people. 

One of my favorite pastimes is listening to people's stories. A fnend of mine once joked 

that I could not go the grocery store without coming home with at least one life story of a 



fellow shopper. Every one of us has lived a unique life and has stories to tell. I become 

energized by their stories - learning about people, seeing the world through their eyes, 

seeing my world through their eyes, etching their stories into my mind for reflection or 

future reference, and adding to the schema I have about the world. What I do not like to 

do is dictate to people how they should live their lives. I do share my own stories and 

what I know about our world, but I leave it up to the individuals as to how they want to 

assimilate such information. 

Professionally, I have been trained in the tradition of quantitative research 

methods. Although I have come to value the philosophies and the principles behind such 

methods, I have been increasingly drawn to altemative methods of understanding 

people's lives. Given my love of listening to people's stories, my interest in qualitative 

methodologies should not come as a surprise. My background in this method has been 

limited. Although I have been involved in several research projects employing qualitative 

methods, this study is the first one in which it was the primary method of investigation. I 

have read extensively, talked at length with other scholars, and have sought out sessions 

at professional conferences to leam about this line of inquiry. What I have come to 

realize is that the best way to leam about this method is to actually experience it - and 

what better forum for learning than in graduate school where you do not have to be an 

expert, where mistakes are permitted, and where you have a group of scholars aiding you 

in your endeavor? 

The above background has influenced my choice of the phenomenon of inquiry 



and the method by which to investigate it. As a person who likes to see the goodness in 

people, I have always been disturbed by social scientists' disproportionate interest in 

negative human experiences and human failings over human triumphs. Because 

variability is so critical, our research success is often correlated with respondents 

reporting poor functioning. Measures of healthy functioning are often littered with items 

diametrically opposed to what we want to measure. This, along with my personal and 

professional interest in the workings of marriages, led me to choose marital success as the 

phenomenon of inquiry. I agree with the scholars that there is not only room for, but a 

need for a qualitative look at this phenomenon. The phenomenolocial approach as 

forwarded by Colaizzi (1978) was attractive to me as an initial strategy because of its 

simplicity in answering the question "what" it means to live a successful marriage in the 

contemporary United States. 

Colaizzi (1978) employed the following descriptive method in a study where the 

respondents were asked to recall the personal impact a selected text had on them. The 

first step suggested by Colaizzi is to read through all available descriptions of the 

phenomenon in order to obtain a general "feeling" for them. My initial strategy was to 

retype all of the returned protocols (term utilized by Colaizzi to describe data from one 

case) using a word processor. The completed text was read through on three separate 

occasions. 

The second step consists of what Colaizzi labeled "extracting significant 

statements." In this step, each response is examined for phrases or sentences pertaining 



directly to descriptions of successful marriages. These units are then extracted from the 

text while repetition of such units is eliminated. On my fourth reading through of the 

text, I began highlighting significant statements. I then went back through the text to 

ensure that I did not miss other significant statements. In order to ensiu-e that the 

statements I selected would reflect the data and were not simply an idiosyncratic decision 

made by myself, a disinterested party (a graduate student) was asked to highlight 

significant statements as well. Differences (which were few) were resolved by the 

inclusion of all statements highlighted by both myself and the disinterested party. The 

text was narrowed to include only the selected statements. Although any repetition was 

to be eliminated, the large amount of data generated by this study precluded the feasibility 

of doing so (Colai2zi used a small graduate class as his sample). 

Before describing the next step, it should be noted that my quantitative 

background somewhat interfered with my progress in following Colaizzi's analytical 

strategies. I had spent several weeks teasing the key words out of each phrase and 

literally counting the number of times such words surfaced. This type of activity is 

antithetical to the phenomenological approach as meaning is lost by extracting the words 

out of the context in which the words were used. In addition, phenomenologists attempt 

to account for every reality and not simply the ones that seem to be the most commonly 

shared. This somewhat frustrating detour became the turning point in my understanding 

of this approach. In my disappointment with the emergent themes from the above 

activity, in my discussions with my advisor, and in revisiting the texts on 
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phenomenology, I had an "ah-ha" experience that redirected the course of my analyses to 

better fit the principles outlined by phenomenologists, including Colaizzi. 

In the third step, which Colaizzi labeled "formulating meaning," meaning is to be 

attributed to each significant statement. Colaizzi cautions that in attributing meaning, we 

do not go beyond what is expressed in the data. For example, if a respondent were to 

write "we both like to bike, read, and go out dancing," one could formulate a meaning of 

"having similar interests and hobbies" whereas formulating a meaning "spending leisure 

time together" would go beyond the data. 

This step was difficult for me not only because of the large amount of data with 

which I was working, but also because the extracted statements appeared to speak for 

themselves. Colaizzi provided the following example on how one should attribute 

meaning. When one person wrote, "It was as if the characters in the novel were 

purposely dredging up the most personal of my own philosophical beliefs," Colaizzi 

formulated the meaning as "The book's different characters reflect the different 

dimensions of the self, or the different selves of the subject." He then quoted, "let that 

which shows itself be seen from itself in the very way it shows itself from itself (p. 59). 

Given this philosophy, I had difficulty reformulating statements such as "There are many 

pieces of marriage but respect or admiration are the foundations of a successful 

relationship" to make them more meaningful than as stated by the respondent. 

It was also difficult to follow Colaizzi's steps in isolation from one another. For 

example, Colaizzi's next step is to aggregate the formulated meanings into "clusters of 
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themes" or content categories common to the individual descriptions. However, I found 

that uncovering emergent themes common to the respondents' protocols caimot be 

detached from the formulation of meaning for each extracted statement. Thus 

aggregating meanings into common themes and formulating meaning for extracted 

statements occurred somewhat simultaneously. In positioning the extracted phrases under 

an emergent theme, I attributed meaning to them. For example, the statement "We are 

very compatible when it comes to how we want to run our lives and how to bring up our 

children " was placed under a thematic category of commonality/compatibility rather than 

a category more specific to child rearing. Thus for each statement, I asked the question 

"What is the central meaning of this phrase?" 

As suggested by Colaizzi, the clusters of themes were compared with the original 

descriptions in order to validate them. Validation of the themes occurs if all statements 

contained in the original descriptions are accounted for in the clusters of themes, and if all 

themes reflect meaning implied in the original descriptions. During this activity, I found 

that several statements were broken down further than the ideal. For example the phrase, 

"/ was willing to be open andflexible" was extracted from its context of "when 

confronted with something I did not want to do. " In these cases, I placed the phrases 

back into context and rescrutinized the global themes for any necessary changes in 

meaning. It should be noted that such changes were not necessary. 

Steps three and four are pivotal to the descriptive approach. This is where 

researcher's insight and interpretation become key and in turn, self-monitoring of the 
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interpretive process becomes critical. One of the greatest difficulties I experienced during 

this process was encountering statements that seemed appropriate for more than one 

category of themes. Constant self-monitoring and discussions with faculty members 

enabled me to move forward during these potentially paralyzing moments. When faced 

with this difficulty, I asked two central questions: "What is the central meaning the 

respondent is conveying" and "Would the essence of the emergent theme change because 

of the placement decision?" Upon further consideration, I found that these statements 

often were critical to making linkages among the emergent themes. 

A further validating step was also taken during this stage of data analysis. A 

disinterested peer was asked to take the extracted statements and categorize the 

statements into common themes. In addition, a faculty advisor was provided with a list of 

common themes and their descriptive statements to examine the fit between the 

descriptive statements and their respective themes. The three parties then met through the 

course of a full work day to discuss the emergent themes, to negotiate differences, and to 

reach consensus. Inclusion of the third person in the negotiation process ensured that one 

person did not dominate in the decision making. 

Initially, I had identified 17 emergent themes and the disinterested peer generated 

69 emergent themes. We began with the 17 global themes and discussed each theme in 

relationship to the 69 themes identified by the second coder. We concluded that many of 

the 69 categories could be consolidated under the 17 more global themes. For example, 

three of the 69 themes, communication, good listening skills, and not blaming (during 
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communication) were all represented by one of the 17 emergent themes labeled 

"communication." To examine the congruency with which the two coders were defining 

the themes, the statements making up each theme were also examined for similarities. 

Once the negotiations and the consolidations of the themes were completed, we were able 

to agree on 16 final themes. Given the diversity across the three members relative to age, 

ethnic background, and marital experience (one never-married, one recently married, one 

married for over six years), the consensus we were able to reach gave credibility to the 

final list of emergent themes. 

In the fifth step, the results fi-om the earlier steps were integrated into an 

exhaustive description of the emergent themes. Accounting for each descriptive 

statement, the global themes were described in detail. In the last step, an exhaustive 

description of the investigated phenomenon was formulated. During this stage, 

descriptions of the emergent themes were summarized, connections were made among 

the themes, and idiosyncratic statements (ones that did not fit in any of the global themes) 

were examined and discussed in the context of their uniqueness. 

Validitv 

In conventional methods, the principles of objectivity and stability of data become 

the foundation of evaluating the reliability and validity of the results. The notion of 

objectivity and stability, however, are antithetical to the tenets of descriptive methods. 

Thus conventional models for evaluating reliability and validity are ineffectual for those 

employing descriptive methods. However, Guba and Lincoln (1989) have noted that 
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reliability and validity of the results can be assured, albeit the processes for achieving 

them may differ firom conventional methods. 

Cuba and Lincoln (1989) described these evaluative techniques as dependability, 

confirmability, and transferability. Dependabilitv is concerned with the stability of data 

in another place and time given that the phenomenon is examined using the same 

approach. Confirmability is concerned with objectivity in as much as the results are not 

simply made up by the researcher, but rather are based in contexts and experiences apart 

from the researcher. Lastly, transferability is concerned with the generalizability of the 

results. 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), all three means of gaining credibility can 

be achieved by providing explicit descriptions of the research process. Whereas in 

conventional methods, the researcher establishes credibility and generalizability of the 

results, in the descriptive approach, the receivers (anyone who may be interested in the 

results of the study) are given the responsibility of evaluating the credibility of the results. 

The receivers are also empowered to make the decision as to whether the results of the 

study can be applied to their own situations. For their part, the researchers are 

responsible for: 1) setting out all descriptions of the contexts in which the study took 

place, 2) providing factors which may have influenced the evaluator to make the 

decisions and interpretations they made during the research process, and 3) presenting the 

raw data and the processes used to compress them available for inspection. 

In this study, an attempt was made to be explicit about the research goals, factors 
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that led me to ask the research questions, and my rationale for the choice of method of 

inquiry. I have also included both the questionnaire (see Appendix A) and the extracted 

statements under each category (see Appendix B). The above information was presented 

so that others may replicate this study and evaluate the credibility of the findings. In 

addition, this study sought to enhance the credibility of the data and resulting findings by: 

1) going back to the original text to ensure that the emergent categories have indeed 

captured the essence of the respondents' experiences, 2) arranging a disinterested party to 

explore the data and participate in selected stages of the data analysis process, and 3) 

teaming with two other individuals through a negotiation-consensus building process 

during the identification of the final emergent themes. 

Limitations of This Approach 

The strength of the descriptive approach lies in the richness of its data. However, 

this very strength also creates difficulties when analyzing and reporting the data. There 

is much less standardization in the ways in which data can be analyzed ~ leaving much to 

the creativity and interpretation of the researcher. This reality can often be both a curse 

and a blessing for researchers. On the one hand, this creative and interpretive process 

allows the researcher to be a part of the data. Researchers actually observe the emergence 

of themes and the processes that underlie the emergent themes. On the other hand, 

without standardized techniques and established formulas, researchers are left to make 

many difficult decisions. One key element of this type of analytic process is to be self-

reflective about every decision one makes during the process. One is constantly asking if 
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the interpretation is really what the data is describing or if my personal agenda is biasing 

the interpretation. This type of process is often extremely time consuming and the 

researcher can easily become vulnerable to frustration and impatience because unlike 

with quantitative data, the results cannot be generated quickly by typing in a series of 

commands. In addition, the richness of the data leaves the researcher in a quandry about 

the level to which the rich data should be reduced. Related to the level of reduction are 

questions such as how much information do you report, in what form should you present 

the results, should descriptions be more global or specific, and which selected text do you 

use as exemplars. 

While results from quantitative measures are questioned for their validity (have 

we captured the essence of the construct under study), their standardization allows for a 

strong argument for reliability (Rank, 1992). On the other hand, while results from the 

qualitative data may provide a strong argument for their validity, their reliability is 

questionable. Phenomenologists, however, would not consider this potential lack of 

reliability a major issue. Reliability is most often described as the consistency of the 

results being repeated if the study is replicated using same method in other contexts 

(Cook and Campbell, 1979). Phenomenologists would not measure success through the 

assessment of stability. Rather, phenomenologists would expect differences given their 

high reliance on the subjective experiences of the respondents (Colaizzi, 1978). Such 

differences in themselves would generate interesting research questions. 
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CHAPTER 4. RESULTS 

The results will be reported in three parts: 1) an exhaustive description of the 

phenomenon as emergent from the global themes, 2) a comparison of the emergent 

themes from this study with themes from the reviewed measures, and 3) a comparison 

between the research/family and lay professionals. 

An Exhaustive Description 

Although most respondents recounted events in their lives that exemplified 

marital successes, a number of them also implied that one event could not adequately 

represent successful marriages as marriage bonds are built and strengthened over time 

through diverse patterns of interaction. Marriage can be in any given time good or bad, 

positive or negative; successful interactions may occur one day and not the next. 

Nonetheless, the respondents were able to use events in their lives to describe processes 

or patterns that characterize success in marriage. The order in which the emergent themes 

will be described is not arbitrary. In exercising the flexibility and the creativity that is 

allowed the researcher with qualitative data, 1 specifically selected to begin with the 

description of the '"relationship climate" because the respondents described this emergent 

theme as the "foundation" of successful marriages. From this point, I examined the 

descriptions of the remaining themes to create a flow of descriptions from one theme to 

the next. This strategy was followed until all emergent themes were described. Table 2 

provides a list of the emergent themes along with a brief description of each theme. 
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Table 2 
Characteristics of Successful Marriaees: Emercent Themes and Short Descriotions 

Theme Description 

1) Relationship 
Climate 

Domains such as respect, love, and trust, friendship make up the 
'foundations" of successful marriages. 

2) Daily Nurturing "Active" and "mutual" involvement; Nurturing keeps marriages 
vital. 

3) Supportiveness Support in times of personal and interpersonal stress; Promotion of 
spouse; Defense of spouse. 

4) Overcoming 
Hardships 

Key discriminator of successful/unsuccessful marriages; Gaining 
strength firom overcoming diversity. 

5) Differences and 
Disagreements 

Ability to deal with personal and interpersonal differences. 
Resolving differences, creating a safe climate, and the ability to 
live with and celebrate differences. 

6) Communication Creating a safe climate for communication 

7) Knowledge of 
Spouse 

Knowing and understanding the spouse; Facilitates interaction 
with spouse; Knowledge of spouse's family history. 

8) Growth and 
Learning 

Continual individual, mutual, and relationship growth. 

9) Relationship vs. 
Individual 

Individual well-being; Relationship well-being; The balance 
between the two. 

10) Commonalities/ 
Compatibility 

Compatible world views, philosophies on life; Common activities 
and interests. 

11) Individual 
Characteristics 

Personality traits such as kindness, outward focusedness, moral, 
and positivity, are conducive to successful in marriages. 

12) Equal 
Partnership 

Give and take; Satisfied w/ division of labor; Equity in 
responsibilities. 

13) Teamwork Working together towards a common goal. 

14) Longevity and 
Resiliency 

Positive outlook for the future of marriage; Persistence; 
Relationship length. 

15) Spirituality Faith in God; Marriage rooted in spiritual life; Christian alues. 

16) Outside 
Influence 

Supportive external network; External integrative force. 
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The foundation of successful marriages as described by the respondents is what I 

labeled ^''relationship climate.^'' Many expressed climates are comprised of elements 

which regulate the "tone" of interaction and thus are the cornerstone of successful marital 

relationships. One respondent wrote: 

The 'tone' of daily interactions critically differentiate successful marriages from 
less successful ones. 

The results indicate that many elements make up the "tone" or the "climate" in which 

marital relationships thrive. Such elements can be grouped into three major domains: 

cognitive appraisals, emotionality, and liking. 

The cognitive domain includes elements such as respect, trust, and commitment. 

The respondents described successful marriages in which spouses respected one another's 

boundaries and individual worth. This is often manifested in a show of courtesy or the 

use of the "golden rule" in marital interactions. For example two respondents explained: 

I don't believe there is one event that exemplifies a great marriage — it's more 
about respect for one another's space and boundaries... 

Respect is shown by treating a spouse as you would like to be treated. 

As the following statements suggest, "trust" is described as allowing the spouse freedom 

to have personal space and expecting that the spouse will make good on commitments 

and respond with his or her best interest in mind: 

Trusting each other means no feelings of jealousy when spouse spends time 
without the partner out of the home. 
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I managed to trust him to respond (positively) and gave him the opportunity to do 
so. 

Commitment was often described in terms of focusing one's energies on the relationship 

no matter what the cost and being willing to persevere. Perseverance and persistence 

were also critical elements in overcoming life's difficulties and in relationship resiliency, 

two themes which will be discussed in more detail. 

The second domain has a more emotional tone. The respondents described 

successful marriages as ones in which love, warmth, caring, gentleness, and compassion 

exist. The respondents stressed that love in successful marriages is genuine and mature. 

Genuine love leads to passion rather than lust and generates warmth and good feeling 

between the spouses. The following representative statements illustrate the importance of 

caring in successful marriages: 

Caring and devotion they have shared across events in their lives that explains 
why their relationship remains vital. 

This style of deep caring for one another seems to be a major part of what keeps 
their relationship vital and resilient. 

Related to love and respect are the elements that make up the third domain. The 

respondents indicated that there also is present a '^genuine sense of liking'' the partner and 

a sense of "pr/Vfe and admiration" in the partner. Some likened this scenario to having a 

"best friend'' for a spouse. Respondents often explained their chosen events with 

statements such as "They really seemed to like each other" or "They very proudly 

introduced each other to their respective friends." 
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As the following statements indicate, events, actions, and interactions within 

successful marriages normally occur in a context where elements of a positive 

relationship climate exist: 

There are marty other pieces of marriage but respect or admiration are the 
foundations of a successful relationship. 

Gentleness, compassion, and respect should epitomize each interaction between 
(the partners). 

The latter statement alludes that characteristics such as love and respect are more 

than a general feeling, but are manifested through actions in successful marriages. One 

respondent phrased it as "doing love as an active verb.'"' As the following descriptive 

statements indicate, respondents stressed that "doing love" or "living respect" are 

exemplified in small, often inconsequential day to day activities: 

Mundane, repetitive, and seemingly routine things are likely the glue that holds 
together couples. 

The most banal events/small acts are what make marriages successful. 

In another example, a woman in her mid-thirties described an event from her childhood 

where her father was pushing her mother on a swing during a Sunday picnic. She 

described how her mother was laughing as her father pushed her higher and higher. Out 

of all the events in her experience, she chose to describe this small, but personally 

meaningful incident in her parents' successful marriage. 

The next emergent theme was thus labeled "daily nurturing of the relationship." 

As the label indicates, this theme describes the day to day events or interactions that 
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nurture and vitalize the relationship. Several important and related characteristics 

underlie this theme. First, it is the day to day, often mundane acts of nurturing that seem 

to be most salient. Second, successful couples are "actively" involved in the relationship. 

Third, partners are equally engaged in nurturing the relationship. Lastly, nurturing was 

often described as hard work and needing much effort. One woman, in describing her 

successful marriage, indicated; 

IVe never realized how much hard work would be necessary to achieve a truly 
rewarding marriage. 

Active and mutual involvement were described in myriad of ways. However, 

many agreed that successful couples make time for each other in the face of external 

obligations. These couples not only do things they both enjoy, but also take risks and try 

new things together. This, along with an element of fun, including an abundance of 

humor and playfulness, are described as characteristics that keep the relationship "vital" 

and "alive." 

Another element described as being important to nurturing is symbolic and overt 

gestures showing togetherness. Successful couples were described as displaying their 

affection daily including demonstrating their affection in public. Kissing each other 

before leaving for work; giving each other small, thoughtful gifts; sending messages or 

calling each other during the day; and holding hands while on their daily walks were all 

examples of couples' displays of affection. 

Closely related to daily nurturing of the relationship is a commonly described 
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feature of successful marriages 1 labeled "supportiveness." Supportiveness was one of 

the most often described elements of successful marriages. Ways in which spouses in 

successful marriages are supportive include: 1) self-sacrifices to elevate either the partner 

or the relationship, 2) helpfulness with small and large tasks, 3) validation of spouse's 

success and or feelings, and 4) facilitation or promotion of one's spouse. Several 

contexts in which supportiveness appears to be most salient were in respect to spouse's 

career, when the spouse was under personal attack, and during personal and relational 

crises. 

Perhaps because a large portion of the descriptions came from professionals, 

career-related supportiveness was described as being essential to successful marriages. 

Respondents described events in which one spouse sacrificed greatly to be supportive of 

their partner's career. One woman who was offered a career-boosting position across the 

country wrote: 

My husband sacrificed emotional and physical comfort to be supportive of my 
career, but he did not act like it was a sacrifice - more like an adventure we were 
sharing together. 

Others described events in which spouses validated their partners' careers not only by 

rejoicing in their success, but also by actively facilitating their success. 

Descriptions of supportiveness were also recounted where a spouse was under 

personal attack. Under such contexts, validation of spouse's feelings appears to be key 

for those involved in successful marriages. In addition, successful couples were 

described as being actively supportive by defending the spouse who is under personal 



114 

attack even at the expense of losing relationships with other people. A husband whose 

spouse was at odds with his own sister described how he reacted upon finding out about 

the incident in which his sister verbally attacked his spouse. First, he validated his 

partner's feeling of being wronged. Then he actively defended his spouse in the 

following way: 

/ wrote a letter to my sister affirming our relationship but explaining that she had 
to accept my partner for whom she is and how she wants to structure her life — 
that my partner's ways were different from mine but that we were in a 
relationship and that had to be accepted by others [including family]. 

Perhaps the most described context in which supportiveness becomes salient was 

during personal or relational crises. Personal sacrifices, validation of feelings, and 

supportiveness in the form of help with small or large tasks during difficult times were 

described as being essential for couples in successful marriages. 

Supportiveness becomes critical to an emergent theme I labeled "'overcoming 

hardships^"" which is described by the respondents as perhaps the characteristic that best 

discriminates successful from unsuccessful marriages. The descriptions of this theme 

often initiated with the phrase ""only a successful marriage can overcome...'"'' 

Interestingly, when respondents were asked to describe one event that exemplified 

successful marriages, approximately half of the respondents described stressful and often 

tragic events. If you exclude those who did not describe an event per se, this percentage 

jumps to nearly 65%. This suggests that stressful times are often defining times for 

couples. 
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Representative descriptions indicate that the respondents are generally realistic 

about life stresses. Rather than seeing the world through rose colored lenses, the 

respondents described life stresses and hardships as an unavoidable part of the life course 

of a marriage: 

Sooner or later life brings tragedies and now that we've had ours, much more 
was demanded of the marital relationship — we needed each other in more 
profound ways. 

Marriage has its own developmental progression — including times of stress and 
reward — it would have been easy at some points of high stress to choose divorce 
over continuing our marriage; however, working through the stressful times 
allowed us to progress onto new, rewarding aspects of marriage. 

The above descriptive statements highlight another often described aspect of this 

emergent theme. Couples in successful marriages not only overcome hardships, but also 

grow from them. Respondents described how overcoming hardships became a source of 

strength in successfiil marriages, often transferring the couples to a new realm of marital 

relations. One man who experienced a major life change (his wife's parents moved into 

their home after one parent experienced loss of sight) wrote: 

Generally, we found that we can master any crisis that we've encountered and 
that makes us both happy and confident about the future and willing to deal with 
future issues. 

What are some ways in which successfiil couples deal with stressfiil situations? 

The respondents described active supportiveness, persistence, humor during times of 

stress, and good relationship foundations (as described in relationship climate) as critical 

tools for overcoming stressfiil situations. 
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Another "relationship defining" event in marriage was when husbands and wives 

are at an impasse with one another. Unlike stresses and difficulties brought on by daily 

living or major life course events, these are disagreements and differences that occur 

when two individuals attempt to coexist. This emergent theme labeled ""differences and 

disagreements^'' consists of elements that pertain to how couples in successful marriages 

deal with interpersonal and personal diversity. Many contradictions exist in how this is 

described within the context of successful marriages. Some respondents described 

successful marriages as ones without conflict or where spouses avoid issues where 

attitudes differ. For example, one respondent asserted: 

Avoidance of interaction where attitudes differ is the basis ofprevention of 
dissolution of marriage. 

However, a majority of comments noted that couples in successful marriages 

acknowledged differences and were willing to engage in conflict. One respondent 

blended both viewpoints: 

An important factor is goodjudgments as to when it is necessary to engage in 
conflict and when it is better to ignore interpersonal bumps. 

An interesting thread in this theme suggested that in successful marriages, couples 

do not resolve all differences or conflicts. In fact, the respondents indicated that one key 

to successful marriages is ''respecting differences from which one is not willing to back 

down" or "willingness to be in impasse with one another.'' The "impasses" described 

were both minor (e.g., whether to get a cat, who should clean up after dinner) and major 

(e.g., becoming parents, an affair). One respondent who described a couple who was able 
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to have a strong, loving relationship while at an impasse about whether or not to have 

children commented: 

Keeping love active when differences don 7 dissolve or work out is a challenge 
that only a strong marriage can meet. 

Couples in successful marriages were not only described as accepting differences, but 

celebrating their differences as well. This becomes key in one emergent theme which 

reflects that couples learn from each other and grow both as individuals and as a couple 

partly because they have differences. One respondent wrote: 

Each person expresses insights about their own feelings and thoughts regarding 
unresolvable differences with as much admiration and thrill of discovery as they 
are with resentment. 

Several respondents also indicated that events that would create conflict situations 

for others are often not conflictual for many couples in successful marriages. Humor and 

tolerance were most often described as characteristics that enable these couples to 

overlook potentially conflictual issues. One respondent articulated this point when he 

described his friend's marriage: 

The couple has a way of making jokes out of events that other couples might use 
as a source of conflict. Their conversations are peppered with examples offunny 
things they have shared, but if you listen carefully, it is apparent they are events 
that could have been corrosive rather than unifying. 

Similar to the growth that couples in successful marriages developed when 

overcoming hardships, couples in successfiil marriages were also described as 

experiencing growth as a result of their ability to resolve disagreements. Respondents 

recounted "feeling good" about the relationship, becoming more connected, and learning 



118 

skills to deal with future issues. When differences need to be resolved, the most often 

described means of resolving differences were through uses of positive communication 

strategies including; simply talking about it, being willing to compromise, remaining 

calm, being understanding of spouse's needs and viewpoints, not being overly emotional, 

and focusing on fairness rather than wiiming. 

The emergent theme labeled "communication" consists of descriptions that 

discussed a need for communication. As the following statements indicate, one element 

of this emergent theme is that couples in successful marriages are open and willing to talk 

to each other. 

Successful couples are generally open and inclusive. 

Partners that are able to discuss anything with one another whether about the 
relationship or not, should be the happiest. 

You've got to be able to be willing to talk about things without blaming your 
partner for your feelings. 

The latter statement indicates that successful couples were not only willing to talk about 

issues, but had the skills that allowed them to communicate well. Other positive 

communication strategies described by the respondents included good listening and not 

dismissing the partner's statements. 

Another characteristic of successfiil marriages described by the respondents was 

the existence of a safe climate for sharing feelings and desires. Critical to the safe climate 

were those elements described in the previously described cognitive domains of 

relationship climate. For example, respect for one's spouse and trust were recounted as 
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critical antecedents to and outcomes of positive communication. The following 

statements suggest that trust is closely linked to conununication for the respondents: 

The courage to share and the way he responded to her most personal concerns 
indicates to me that it is this intimacy and trust that is critical to the success of 
their marriage. 

[Successful couples] build trust through clear, frequent communication. 

Closely related to the themes of supportiveness, differences and disagreements, 

and communication, is the next emergent theme, "knowledge of spouse". Respondents 

indicated that one reason successful couples were able to be optimally supportive or 

resolve disagreements in ways that satisfy the needs of both was because these couples 

knew each other well. Knowledge of spouse's inclinations during conflict, for example, 

allowed the couple to attempt to overcome automatic inclinations or avoid certain issues. 

Respondents also indicated that knowledge of the spouse allowed each individual to be 

sensitive to the needs of the spouse, understand the spouse's behaviors, and nurture his or 

her spouse and the relationship in ways that would satisfy both partoers. While learning 

about the spouse was most often described in the context of marital interactions, others 

described external means of learning about the spouse. For example, one respondent 

added that one needs to 

know the history of the spouse's family because the family will show what type of 
person your spouse is. 

Successful marriages were also described as one in which there is continuous 

""'growth and learning" as an individual, as an individual within the marital relationship 
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(mutuality), and as a couple. This emergent theme integrates several ideas discussed 

relative to other themes. It was suggested that differences that may induce disagreements 

and conflicts in some relationships may have differential meanings for couples in 

successful marriages. Such differences and the individual's growth outside the 

relationship were described as an opportunity for both personal and relational growth in 

successful marriages. One respondent articulated: 

Spouses should have outside interests from the home because these independent 
experiences will bring new ideas into the marriage. 

A persistent characteristic of this theme was mutual growth as a result of being in 

a healthy relationship. The respondents described events in which individuals expanded 

their knowledge or skills as a result of doing things that the spouses enjoyed or working 

together on a project that one spouse needed or wished to do. They also described events 

in which a spouse was able to teach his or her partner new skills or observations. Some 

discussed changing the self after looking through the lens of the spouse to see what they 

did or did not like about themselves. One respondent summarized: 

Mutual growth, within healthy boundaries and mutual support and 
encouragement for each others' likes and interests is key. 

Several respondents also refened to growth as a couple being critical to successful 

marriages. Closely related to a subsequent theme, ''"'relationship vs. individuals,growth 

as a couple was described as solidifying the couple identity. Respondents often described 

events in which, as a result of "learning together," the couple becomes more connected. 

One family professional described this couple identity as the creation of shared meaning: 
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Partners in a successful marriage are able to participate in each other's 
experience of the world and thus create a shared meaning. 

Others recounted that growth as an individual and as a couple occurs in the contexts of a 

positive relationship climate and supportiveness. One lay respondent wrote: 

Successful marriage between two people creates an environment in which each 
person grows and is encouraged by the other to achieve their own goals and 
potential and the goals they share together. 

An additional attribute of this theme is the belief that growth and learning are a 

lifetime endeavor. To put it simply, the respondents noted that growth occurred over an 

extended period of time. The longer one was married, the more opportunity the couple 

had to learn about themselves, their spouse, and their relationship under multitudes of 

conditions and life experiences. The idea that learning is a lifetime endeavor was 

supported by one respondent who asserted: 

My wife and I have been married 47 years and we 're still learning how to have a 
successful marriage. 

A closely related emergent theme is one I labeled '''^relationship vs. individual.'''' 

This theme included matters pertaining to an individual's sense of autonomy vs. 

relationship interdependency and individual goals vs. relationship goals. Similar to when 

respondents addressed issues of differences and disagreements, they also differed 

somewhat in describing successful couples relative to this theme. Although it was 

suggested that both goals are important, the respondents differed as to where successful 

couples placed their priority. The following statements represent the three lines of 

thought including a focus on the individual, the relationship, and a balance between the 
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two: 

/ believe that keeping the individuals happy and healthy will keep the couple 
happy and healthy. 

[A successful relationship] happens for those who work harder at relationship 
issues than they do at issues related to either individml. 

They [couple in a successful marriage] honored their coupledom as well as their 
individuality. 

While differences between individuals were described as facilitating relationship 

growth, similarities in some areas were also described as facilitating an understanding of 

each other or lending to common goals. This emergent theme titled "^commonalities/ 

compatibility" includes descriptions of events where similar world views and belief 

systems exist. The commonalities critical to successful marriages were often described 

more broadly than liking similar things or having common interests. Rather this domain 

reflected similarities more globally, including outlook on life or the way each sees the 

world. Other areas described by the respondents where couples in successful marriages 

tended to agree are handling fmances, sex, religion, and having a similar sense of humor. 

Commonalities facilitate shared goals, understanding, and knowing the spouse. They 

described such relationships as "compatible," "perfect partnership," and having a "good 

fit." In explaining why the described marriage was successful one respondent indicated: 

A feeling, and reality of intense compatibility — mostly in a 
spiritual/philosophical interpretation and response to life in general. 

Another emergent theme from the respondent's descriptions of successfiil 

marriages included "'individual characteristics.'''' The respondents described personality 
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traits that were conducive to having a successful marriage. The characteristics of a 

spouse most commonly described as relationship enhancing include generous 

spiritedness, kindness, and thoughtfiilness. People who were moral, knew right from 

wrong and were outwardly focused in giving and doing for others were also credited for 

having successful marriages. Respondents also described individuals' flexibility, 

tolerance, positive outlook on life, and a good sense of humor as potential characteristics 

of spouses in successful marriages. These characteristics were often described as 

valuable commodities that individuals bring to a relationship. 

Another emergent theme, ''equalpartnership,^'' describes how successful couples 

deal with tasks of daily living. Couples in successful marriages were most often 

described as sharing both household tasks and decision making. Equity in responsibilities 

was depicted as the prevailing model established by couples in successful marriages. 

Respondents described events during which each partner was willing to give and take and 

where no shortfall was experienced by either partner. One woman who described an 

event during which her husband completed some household chores added. 

What is the secret [of a successful marriage]? A husband should help with daily 
chores such as doing dishes, washing clothes, cleaning of the house, and helping 
with the kids. 

An additional element of this theme was cited by several respondents. They commented 

that in successftil marriages, there were no strict gender roles. Much more was done as a 

team rather than individually. One woman explained why she believes her marriage is 

successful; 
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We are not stuck in masculine or feminine roles in attitude and action — so a lack 
of rigid roles is one factor that contributes to a successful marriage for me. 

Another emergent theme, "teamwork" describes working together more globally 

than simply sharing household responsibilities. Respondents often described events 

during which couples pulled together as a team and worked together to face major 

stresses. They also recounted events where couples worked together for a common goal 

or collaborated on a project deemed important to one partner. One area of teamwork 

mentioned by several respondents was related to having and caring for children. One 

person explains why he chose the birth of their child as an example of marital success: 

It was successful because something good happened due to something we did 
together. 

The emergent theme labeled ''longevity and resiliency encompasses those 

statements where the length of the relationship itself was used to illustrate success. The 

descriptions relative to resiliency was also important to overcoming hardships. Longevity 

was described earlier as being critical to learning about the partner and growth as a 

couple; both of which were described as lifetime tasks. Words and phrases such as 

"persistent," "not giving up when the going gets tough," and 'Svilling to persevere" were 

used to describe successful couples. 

The respondents indicated that attitudes regarding length of relationships and 

optimism about the future were important to longevity. One respondent wrote. 

Successful marriage happens when people go into it knowing that it will last for 
the rest of their lives. 
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As the following statements illustrate, there was also some indication that the sheer length 

of marriage itself, when coupled with loving behaviors, contributed to a couples' aura of 

marital success: 

fVow, what a feat to put up with someone for that long [50 years] and still love the 
person and accept him for what he is. 

Even after 45 years of marriage, my parents still enjoy being together, holding 
hands, and spending time together. 

One respondent implied that if the relationship was good while it lasted, then that 

relationship should still be conceptualized as having been successful. 

'^Spirituality" is another emergent theme resulting from the respondents' 

descriptions. Christian values (some described relative to individual characteristics), faith 

in God, and being rooted in spiritual life were credited for the successful marriages by 

some respondents. Several respondents described events relative to spiritiiality where the 

couple worked together to better others' lives. These couples built their marriage not by 

focusing on themselves, but by focusing on the needs of others. One respondent 

commenting on the success of her daughter's marriage wrote: 

The centerpiece of their marriage is their faith in God and exercising their faith 
on a daily basis. 

Others commented that we should look outside the relationship as well as inside it 

for factors influencing marital success. The last emergent theme is labeled ''outside 

influence." These respondents described the importance of supportive external networks 

to couples in successful marriages. Friends, relatives and therapists were listed as 
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potential sources of support. Interestingly, both researchers and lay respondents alluded 

that professional therapists could contribute to a successful marriage. 

In addition to receiving external support, the respondents also indicated that the 

opportunity to reciprocate support to outsiders contributed to successful relationships. 

This "outward focus" was a consistent thread in several themes including, individual 

characteristics, supportiveness and spirituality. Respondents described how successful 

couples were often bonded by mutual giving." One respondent who described a 

successful marriage in which the couple had to provide physical and emotional care to a 

third party commented: 

They gave up on achieving their own happiness and devoted themselves to others 
— in the process they were able to achieve a vibrant, happy, fulfilling, and 
productive relationship. 

Comparison with Review of the Literature 

This study sought to explore whether the way we have come to operationalize and 

understand quality marital relationships accurately reflects the way the phenomenon is 

experienced in people's daily lives. The results from this study validate many of the 

themes gleaned from the review of current and past standardized measures of marital 

quality. They also parallel findings from Wallerstein's (1994, 1996) longitudinal study 

of happily married couples. Although several research studies on marital quality were 

reviewed, Wallerstein's work provided the best comparison with the current study 

because she concentrated her efforts on marital success. Table 3 summarizes the themes 

delineated in the current study, the reviewed measures of marital quality, and 
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Table 3 
Themes Delineated in the Current Study, the Reviewed Measures of Marital Quality, and 
Wallerstein'58 T.nnpitudinal Stiidy nf Hannilv Married Couples 

Emergent thematic categories 1 Categories from current 
from the current study 1 instruments 

Wallerstein's tasks to 
build a solid marital 

foundation 

Relationship Climate (trust, 
respect, love, friendship) 

Joint activities/Common 
interests (MAT, DAS, MABS, 
MSI, MSS) 

Separate psychologically 
from families of origin 

Daily Nurturing of the 
Relationship (Active and 
mutual involvement) 

Levels of agreement/ 
disagreement (MAT, DAS, 
MABS, MSI, MSS) 

Build marital identity 

Supportiveness Stability/Instability (MAT, 
DAS, MABS, MSL MSS, QMI) 

Establish a good sex life 

Overcoming Hardships Global happiness and/or 
satisfaction (MAT, DAS, 
MABS, QMI, KMSS) 

Make psychological room 
for children 

Differences and 
Disagreements 

Demonstration of affection 
(DAS) 

Confront crises 

Communication (creating a 
safe climate for talking) 

Satisfaction with sex (DAS, 
MSI, MABS) 

Establish marriage as a 
zone of safety, nurturance 

Knowledge of Spouse Future success of marriage 
(DAS) 

Build a fun relationship 

Growth and Learning Problem solving (MSI) Provide nurturance and 
support 

Relationship vs. Individual Role orientation (MSI) Keep relationships alive 

Commonalities/Compatibility Family of origin (MSI) 

Individual characteristics Children/Childrearing (MSI) 

Equal Partnership Pos. or neg. perceptions of the 
spouse (MABS) 

Teamwork Neg. feelings in marriage (IMA) 

Longevity and Resiliency 

Spirituality 
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Walleistein's longitudinal study of h^pily married couples. 

Comparison of results from the current study with the themes gleaned from the 

review of operationalized measures of marital quality indicated that the emergent themes 

of equal partnership, longevity and resiliency, commonality/compatibility, differences 

and disagreements, relationship vs. individuality, individual characteristics, and 

nurturing were represented in both lists. However, some differences existed in the way 

such themes were operationalized in the measures and in how they were described by the 

respondents in this study. For example, the standardized measures were most likely to 

relate the amount of reported differences and disagreements to less satisfaction; however, 

in this study, the frequency of disagreements was secondary to how couples resolve such 

disagreements. This difference may reflect the types of information available to the 

researcher utilizing quantitative and qualitative assessment strategies. While quantitative 

measiu^s allow researchers to assess the number of times or the "degree" to which 

incidents occur, they seldom are able to assess processes associated with the incidents. 

The respondents in this study also applied meaning to the theme differences and 

disagreements that appears to be incongnient with the way it has been operationalized in 

the measures. Many respondents in the current study described the ability to live with 

both interpersonal and personal differences as a key characteristic of successful 

marriages. They further reported that couples in successful marriages not only live with 

such differences, but celebrate the diversity that exists in each partner and grow from it as 
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well. With the exception of the Marital Adjustment Balance Scale (MABS) (Orden & 

Bradbum, 1968), the reviewed measures most often operationalized nurturing as displays 

of affection and spending time together in common activities. Albeit such behaviors were 

also deemed important by the respondents in the current study, the results indicated that 

there are many other salient forms of nurturing including: helping each other with small, 

daily tasks; taking risks and doing new things together; celebrating each other; and having 

fun with each other. This difference may also reflect restrictions placed on quantitative 

measures where researchers are challenged to find a balance between parsimony and 

inclusivity. It should be noted that the MABS did include many of the above 

characteristics under the "positive" dimension of marital quality. 

The ways in which individual characteristics are operationalized in the reviewed 

measures also demonstrate a divergence with current fmdings. Individual characteristics 

were most often assessed by those coming from the field of psychology, including 

Terman (1938) and Orden and Bradbum (1968). However, they concentrated on 

complaints the respondents may have about the negative attributes of their spouse. 

Rather than a lack of negative personal attributes, the results from this study indicate that 

the individual characteristics that are more salient to successful marriages are positive 

characteristics such kindness, outward focus, and thoughtfulness. 

Several emergent themes found in this study diverged from the reviewed measures 

of marital quality. These include: supportiveness, learning and growth, knowing the 

spouse, spirituality, teamwork, outside influence, and overcoming adversity (major crises. 
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not interpersonal conflicts). With the exception of the DAS which asks respondents to 

report on how often they work together on a project (teamwork), the above themes are not 

represented in the reviewed measures of marital quality. 

Many of these emergent themes, including those omitted from the reviewed 

measures parallel findings from Wallerstein's (1994, 1996) longitudinal study. For 

example, the emergent theme relationship vs. individual correspond with Wallerstein's 

task "creating connectedness and separating from families of origin" (task one) and 

"building a marital identity" (task two); the theme overcoming hardships correlates with 

Wallerstein's task "confronting and overcoming crises" (task five); the theme differences 

and disagreements parallels Wallerstein's task "learning to disagree and safe environment 

to resolve conflict" (task six); relationship climate correlates with the task "establishing 

marriage as zone of safety and nurturance, love, and pleasure" (task six); daily nurturing 

of the relationship parallels Wallerstein's task "build a fim relationship, take risks, 

humor" (task seven); longevity and resiliency parallels Wallerstein's task "keeping 

relationships alive/relationship maintenance" (task nine); and supportiveness parallels the 

task "provide nurturance and support" (task eight). She also suggested that one striking 

attribute of happily married couples is that they leam about their partners and keep such 

information in mind to be put to use in daily interaction (Wallerstein, 1994). This 

awareness of each other is captured in this study under the emergent theme, knowing each 

other. 

Only two of Wallerstein's tasks, task three (having an enjoyable sex life) and task 
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four (making room for children) were not strong emergent themes in the current study. 

Sexual satisfaction was described by the respondents, not for its own sake, but rather in 

the context of compatibility, having fun, and demonstrating affection. Children were also 

mentioned but relative to the emergent themes of teamwork. In addition, spirituality was 

the only emergent theme not accounted for by both Wallerstein's tasks and the categories 

from the reviewed measures of martial quality. 

Group Comparisons 

It was argued that what we have come to know about quality marital relationships 

may be biased because the phenomenon has been largely represented by researchers and 

samples with similar characteristics to the researchers. Thus this study sought to compare 

the descriptions provided by different ethnic groups and by research and lay populations. 

One limitation of this study is that ethnic groups could not be compared due to the 

lack of representation from non-Anglo-American groups; African-American and 

Hispanic-Americans made up less than 6% of this sample. One critique of past research 

has been that knowledge relative to quality marital relationships has been delineated 

largely from the experiences of white, professional groups. Similar to past studies, the 

respondents of this study were also predominantly white professionals. Although this 

reality facilitates comparisons with past research and between research and lay 

professionals (due to similar demographic characteristics), it unfortunately precludes the 

possibility of comparing responses by ethnicity. 

This study did however, permit comparisons between research and lay 
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professionals. To facilitate group comparisons, the extracted statements under each 

global theme were first classified into research and lay professional groups. The 

statements were then examined for their contributions to the emergent descriptions of the 

broad themes. The following results should be viewed in light of the unequal numbers of 

respondents representing the research (n=69; 70%) and the lay (n=29; 30%) groups. 

Results from this exercise indicated that there was much overlap in the way 

research and lay respondents described events that exemplify successful marriages. A 

closer examination of the data, however, suggests subtle differences in the way 

researchers and lay groups described several of the emergent themes. 

For example, while both groups recognized the importance of growth and 

learning in marital relationships, it was the researchers who tended to stress the 

importance of an individual's growth both within and outside of the relationship. 

Researchers were more likely to report that a successful marriage allows "77ie intellectual 

and personal tousling where partners feel safe to advance knowledge as well as maintain 

intellectual and personal integrity " and makes each partner a "more secure, stronger 

person. " While several lay respondents also described individual growth, they were more 

likely to stress growth as a couple. The following are representative statements 

describing growth and learning by lay respondents: 

Mutual growth, within healthy boundaries and mutual support and 
encouragement for each others' likes and interests. 
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Successful marriages have a good sense of role definition and each party is 
allowed to grow emotionally and mentally independently and together with each 
other. 

The two groups of respondents also showed subtle differences in their discussions 

of the emergent theme commonalities/compatibility. The results indicate thai lay 

respondents tended to stress similarities in concrete, day to day concerns while 

researchers tended to stress similarities in more global concerns. For example, the lay 

respondents described characteristics such as having similar tastes and interests and 

common views on issues such as handling money and sex. On the other hand, researchers 

described the importance of similar "belief systems and views of life and the world' and 

''^spiritual/philosophical interpretation and response to life. " 

Differences were also observed regarding the theme equal partnership. While 

both researchers and lay respondents described partnership as important to successful 

marriages, researchers stressed equal balances in power and responsibility, whereas 

equality was not explicitly addressed by lay respondents. For example researchers used 

phrases such as ""egalitarian balance of power, " "share equally in labor, " and "equal 

partners throughout marriage " to describe this theme. Lay respondents, on the other 

hand, were more likely to use phrases such as ''there's no shortfall or someone feeling 

that they do all the giving and the other person does all the taking " and a "willingness to 

give and take and be content with how much a spouse gives and takes " to describe this 

theme. 
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A more notable difference emerged in several themes where descriptions of 

certain domains of the theme came solely from one group. For example, in the emergent 

theme relationship climate, only researchers described the importance of liking their 

parmer, being playfiil, and having a spouse who is also a friend. While lay respondents 

provided examples of events which could be construed as being playful and having fun, 

they were less likely to identify the event in terms of liking their partner or having a 

partner who is a friend. In another example, while lay respondents were just as likely as 

researchers to suggest that the couple's ability to overcome hardships discriminates 

successful from unsuccessful marriages, the descriptive contribution that couples in 

successful marriages not only overcome hardships, but also gain relationship strength and 

character from the experience were provided exclusively by the researchers. Researchers 

were also the only group to describe nonstereotypical couple roles as part of the emergent 

theme equal partnerships. 

The results also indicated that, for several emergent themes, a disproportionate 

number of statements describing the themes came from one of the groups. Albeit a strict 

phenomenologist would not advocate examining the themes based on the prevalence of 

descriptions, I believe that much could be leamed by exploring the data in such a way. 

The following results relative to group differences in the prevalence of descriptions 

should, however, be viewed in light of unequal numbers of respondents representing the 

research and lay groups. 

The results indicated that an overwhelming number of statements describing the 
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emergent themes communication and differences and disagreements were reported by 

researchers. In both cases, researchers contributed more than 95% of these statements 

describing the themes. Researchers were also more apt to describe supportiveness, 

teamwork, and outside influences (e.g., having other close friends and family) as defining 

characteristics of successful marriages. 

On the other hand, the descriptions relative to the emergent theme spirituality 

came solely from lay respondents. In addition, over 50% of the statements describing the 

emergent themes learning and growth and individual characteristics were reported by lay 

respondents even though this group made up only 30% of the total sample. 

Outliers 

There were approximately 15 statements that did not fit well under the emergent 

themes. A closer examination of these statements indicated that most were global 

statements about successful marriages in general. Some representative statements 

include; 

I believe that the manner of responding over time to events and experiences 
indicate that a marriage is successful. 

What issues or aspects of the marriage matter will vary greatly from couple to 
couple. 

Marriage is not an accomplishment once you have the license; its many 
interactions over time. 

Both spouses need to feel their marriage is successful. 
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CHAPTERS. DISCUSSION 

The present study utilized Colaizzi's (1978) descriptive approach to recount 

events in participant's lives to describe how successful marriages are lived and 

experienced in our culture. Comparisons were then made between the results from the 

present study with what we know about this phenomenon from past research and 

descriptions by researchers and lay respondents. The following discussion will be 

organized into the three broad research questions addressed in this study; 1) How did 

respondents describe successful marriages? 2) How well do the descriptions and emergent 

themes from this study compare with what we know about the quality of marital 

relationships? and 3) To what extent do between group similarities and differences exist? 

Respondents' Description of Successful Marriages 

First and foremost, the respondents described successful marriages as being built 

on a solid foundation. In successful marriages, interactions occur in the context of a 

relationship climate which includes elements of respect, trust, love, warmth, and caring, 

and where spouses genuinely like and admire one another. Although it may not satisfy 

the ancient question of "which came first," the respondents suggest that such foundations 

are both a precursor to and a result of successful interactions. How do couples in 

successful marriages build or express respect, trust, and caring? Many respondents 

recounted that it is best expressed in every day, often mimdane events. Such couples 

generally help each other in small ways on a daily basis, spend time together doing things 

that one or both partners may enjoy, are both privately and publicly affectionate, talk to 
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each other, and have fun being with each other. 

The respondents did not have illusions that such interactions are constantly and/or 

consistently maintained in successful marriages. They were in fact very realistic about 

life stresses and major crises induced by sources both external and internal to the 

relationship. Interestingly, such stresses were often described as defming events for 

couples. Tr^ic events and minor disagreements for example, were described not only as 

a test of the strength of successful relationships, but when overcome or resolved, 

strengthened their relationships as well. Facilitative communication, supportiveness, 

perseverance, knowing the spouse, and a positive relationship climate were described as 

some of the critical factors in successful couples' ability to overcome life's stresses. 

Not only are successful marriages described as being resilient, but these marriages 

were also described as being vital. Relationship vitality is not only maintained in daily 

interactions of successful marriages, but the marriage also serves as a source of both 

individual and mutual growth. Couples in successful marriages not only leam through 

each other's differences and by teaching each other, but also by taking risks and trying 

new activities together. In the process, they not only leam about themselves, but about 

their spouse as well. 

How well one knows his or her spouse was described as important for facilitating 

interactions by avoiding behaviors that may upset the spouse, enacting behaviors that 

would please the spwuse, or allowing one to understand the other's reactions to life and 

personal and interpersonal stresses in order to be optimally supportive. The respondents 
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also suggest that this learning and growth is a lifetime endeavor. They stressed that this 

learning comes gradually from many interactions over multiple settings and various life 

course experiences. This fact partially explains why many respondents described the 

length of the relationship as an important component. The longer a couple is married, the 

more time and experiences the couple has to leara about each other and to grow as an 

individual and as a couple. 

The respondents also described couples in successful marriages as being 

outwardly focused. Couples in successful marriages were described as not relying solely 

on the marital relationship to meet all their needs. These couples often have interests, 

friends, and alternative means of social support external to the relationship. In addition, 

rather than being overly self- or relationship-focused, many in successful marriages were 

described as being generous and charitable individuals who practice their citizenship by 

working toward some community or social good. Related to this outward focus is the 

importance that some respondents placed on spirituality and Christian values as key 

factors in successfiil marriages. 

The above description derived from the respondents' life experiences suggests 

that marriage is complex, dynamic, and by nature, a qualitative process. While the 

outliers did not fit well under the emergent themes, the global statements about the 

qualitative nature of marital success added valuable information to the overall 

understanding. Many respondents were explicit in noting that one event or even series of 

experiences leading up to the event fail to capture the essence of successfiil marriages. 
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Respondents noted that even divorce, viewed as an event, is not an adequate indicator of 

whether marriages were successful or unsuccessful. One female respondent whose 

marrii^e ended in divorce recounted that during various times, her marriage was indeed 

very successful. Others noted that whether a marriage is successful or not can only be 

captured by looking at the whole range of the couples' marital history. The following are 

several representative statements made by the respondents lending support to the idea that 

marriage is a process: 

A successfiil marriage is not defined by one successful event, I believe it is a 
series of small and sometimes large experiences. 

Marriage is a process ~ there are rewarding times and rotten times and 
everything in between. 

Marriage is not an accomplishment once you have the license; it's many 
interactions over time. 

This issue should stimulate us to consider whether processes or the history of 

experiences that are characteristic of successful marriages can be adequately captured at 

one point in time using a paper and pencil measure. Even if we agree that measures of 

marital quality at one point in time adequately predict the current or future state of a 

marriage, the tendency of surveys to rely on relative numbers to assess degrees of 

"goodness" or "flmctionality" of respondents' marriages seems counter to the qualitative 

nature of marital relationships. The complexity and diversity of the respondents' 

descriptions question the validity of past practices where researchers focused their efforts 

on predicting patterns of behavior leading to quality marriages; these patterns were then 
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used to provide a set of behaviors to achieve successful marriages (Witkin, 1989). One 

limitation of concentrating our efforts on proscribing broad norms is that we often 

overlook differences that may exist in both successful and imsuccessful marriages 

(Marks, 1989). 

Comparison of the Emergent Themes and Descriptions 

With the Reviewed Measures 

The findings from this descriptive study support much of how we have come to 

understand and define marital quality. The results indicated that emergent themes 

resulting from this study parallel many of the themes delineated in the reviewed measures 

of marital quality. However, differences existed in the way such characteristics are 

described by the respondents and the way they are operationalized in the measures. This 

position is best exemplified in the emergent theme differences and disagreements. 

A review of selected measures relative to this theme indicated that the degree to 

which couples disagree on important marital issues and their ability to resolve differences 

were flmdamental to evaluating the quality of marital relationships. The respondents' 

descriptions of this theme differ in two notable ways. First, many respondents suggested 

that differences are inevitable in marriage, and one of the key factors discriminating 

successful from unsuccessful marriages is the ability of couples in successfiil marriages 

not only to live with differences and disagreements, but to learn and grow from them. 

This finding parallels the results from Wallerstein's (1996) study in which interview data 

from 50 happily married couples also suggested that happy couples learned to live with 
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ambiguity and difference. Second, the respondents did not describe resolving differences 

and disagreements as a key factor in successful marriages. While several respondents 

agreed that resolving differences in marriage may be important, it was only one attribute 

of many other salient factors contributing to successful marriages. 

The emergent theme communication also provides an example of the differences 

between the themes from this study and the themes delineated in the reviewed measures. 

Whereas the extent to which couples communicate or possess positive communication 

skills is highlighted in both the reviewed measures and in the reviewed studies by 

Gottman and Markman, few respondents in the present study recounted experiences and 

events where communication played a central role. The following statements (one from a 

researcher and one from a lay respondent) provide examples in which respondents were 

more explicit about the roles conflict resolution and communication play in successful 

marriages: 

Surviving crises, persistence is the quality that makes our marriage work, not the 
use of effective conflict management because we always seem to get through them. 

Interaction routines such as small reassurances (kissing goodbye before leaving, 
calling during the day) and sharing tasks are more seminal to the success than 
more culturally prescribed activities like self-disclosure and talking about the 
nature of the relationship. 

The implication that communication strategies and conflict resolution plays a less 

significant role in successful marriages than in unsuccessful marriages is partially 

supported by Wallerstein (1994, 1996) who noted that when happy couples were 

interviewed about what makes their marriages work well, no couples brought up 
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communication strategies or the ability to resolve conflicts as defining factors in their 

marital success. 

This is not to devalue the role martial communication and conflict resolution play 

in successful marriages. Indeed, the reviews of current measures of marital quality and 

prediction-based studies in the past decade highlight the critical role of these attributes in 

understanding the workings of a marriage. These attributes have been especially seminal 

to understanding why marriages fail (Gottman, 1994). However, the results from this 

study prompt us to reevaluate the central focus these attributes have taken in studies of 

successful marriages. Perhaps negative commimication strategies and the inability to 

resolve conflicts are the key attributes that discriminate unstable marriages or marriages 

ending in divorce. But by the same token, it may be positive characteristics such as 

supportiveness and small, daily acts of kindness that may best discriminate successful 

marriages. 

Findings from the current study and the longimdinal studies by Markman and 

colleagues (1998, 1992, 1995), Gottman (1991, 1993,1994) and Wallerstein (1994, 1996) 

present some evidence that our research foci influences our understanding of marital 

quality. Whereas both Markman and Gottman's work highlighted the key role 

communication played in quality of marriage, the findings from the current study and 

Wallerstein's study did not support this conclusion. One factor accounting for this 

discrepancy may be the focus of our research. While Markman and Gottman were mainly 

interested in the detection of marital distress and prediction of marital dissolution, both 
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Wallerstein and this study focused more directly on successful marriages. These findings 

lend some support to the argument forwarded in this paper that our understanding of 

marital quality may be biased in that we have come to understand the workings of 

marriage largely through studies examining marital failures rather than marital successes. 

One framework in which conceptual clarification of marital quality has been 

attempted is the two-dimensional model. It has been generally accepted that marital 

quality describes both negative and positive aspects of marriage (Braiker & Kelly, 1979; 

Bryant & Verhoff, 1984). Yet it was argued in this paper that we have defined the 

positive dimension of marriage indirectly through what we know about marital failure. 

The argument that current and past measures have emphasized negative aspects of 

marriage is supported by the emergent themes that are not well represented in current and 

past measures. These themes, including supportiveness, learning and growth, knowing 

the spouse, spirituality, building a loving and respectful climate, teamwork, outside 

influence, and overcoming adversity, are largely positive attributes. 

The measure of marital quality most comparable to the results from this study is 

the Marital Adjustment Balance Scale (MABS) developed by Orden and Bradbum (1968) 

which did assess many positive components of marital quality. Recall that Orden and 

Bradbum's MABS is comprised of two dimensions including a negative dimension 

(tensions) and a positive dimension (satisfactions). The above items, including having 

fun with each other and doing things for each other, were assessed as a positive 

dimension of the MABS. This also lends support to the argimient that with the exception 
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of the MABS and the global measures, current measures may have operationalized 

marital quality primarily through the assessments of the negativity in marriage. 

The emergent themes from this study best parallel Wallerstein's (1994) 

psychological tasks couples must address in order to build a solid marriage. Not only did 

the emergent themes parallel Wallerstein's tasks, but the descriptions under each of the 

themes were extremely similar. This study captured every psychological task forwarded 

by Wallerstein except task three (having an enjoyable sex life) and task four (making 

room for children). One explanation for the difference may be sample characteristics. 

Whereas being happily married was one of the criteria utilized by Wallerstein, this study 

did not limit responses to currently happily married couples. The differences in our 

findings suggest that satisfaction with sex and rearing children may be more salient to 

couples who are currently living the phenomenon. Given that Wallerstein and this study 

asked parallel questions and both utilized qualitative methods of inquiry, the extensive 

overlap in our findings has been acknowledged as a source of validation for this study. 

In the past, many of the positive attributes such as supportiveness, building a 

loving and respectful climate, spirituality, and knowledge of spouse have been explored 

primarily as predictors rather than as an operational definition of marital quality. Such 

inclusion and exclusion of attributes can potentially obscure the properties that make up 

the dependent variable as opposed to the independent variable. According to Norton 

(1983), this is precisely the problem with multidimensional measures of marital quality. 

He suggests that global measures assessing happiness, satisfaction, and goodness may be 
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a more precise way to operationalize marital quality. Other scholars, however, challenge 

this assertion noting that such global measures are, by nature, subjective and thus global 

measures of satisfaction should be treated as an unstable, individual level variable 

(Anderson et al., 1983; Sabatelli, 1988). As such, they are poor measures of the 

processes that are characteristic of successful marriages. Such global accounts have also 

been deemed as too unstable and too highly governed by factors external to the 

relationship to be an adequate measure of marital quality (Spanier & Lewis, 1980). Still 

others argued that global satisfaction measures are not a good measure of the state of 

marriages because they cannot account for situations where one spouse may be happy and 

the other not (Burgess, Locke, & Thomas, 1963). 

Comparison of Descriptions from Researchers 

and Lay Respondents 

One critique of past research has been that the quality of marriage has largely been 

defined by researchers. While knowledge and experiences of researchers cannot be 

discounted, by the same token, knowledge and experiences of lay respondents cannot be 

discoimted. The latter may be more critical because theirs are the very lives researchers 

are attempting to understand. This study compared the descriptions by the researchers 

and lay respondents to examine whether the nature of their work has resulted in the 

researchers coming to experience and understand the phenomenon differently than lay 

respondents. 

Before discussing between-groups differences, it should be noted that more 
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similarities than differences were found. However, the results from the comparisons did 

uncover some notable differences. First, the results indicated that over 95% of the 

statements describing the emergent themes communication and differences and 

disagreements came from descriptions by family professionals. Although 

phenomenologists would, by the nature of their worldview, disagree that proportions of 

descriptive statements are meaningful, I believe it does point to the saliency these themes 

have for the respondents. Another notable difference is that researchers were much more 

inclined to describe teamwork and equality as critical to successful marriages, while lay 

respondents rarely described such qualities as central. 

Lay respondents were more inclined to describe individual characteristics such as 

being good, kind, and outward focused as being seminal to relationship success. Another 

interesting group difference is the lay respondents' focus on spirituality as a factor in 

successful marriages. In fact, spirituality was the only emergent theme described solely 

by members of one group. According to Stanley et al. (1995), a large survey of 

representative adults indicated that 65% of adults are formally affiliated with religious 

organizations and 85% of adults reported that religion plays a major role in their lives. 

Given the central role spirituality plays in the lives of adults, it should not come as a 

surprise that it also plays a key role in successful marriages. 

The above differences in findings pose an interesting question about whether the 

prevalent practice of researchers defining martial quality for their respondents is valid. It 

seems reasonable to assume that researchers' past preoccupation with certain sets of 



147 

attributes such as communication and egalitarian roles may have colored their 

experiences and descriptions relative to successful marriages. The fact that researchers 

may experience a phenomenon differently than lay respondents is not problematic in 

itself; in fact, phenomenologists would expect such differences. However, the fact that 

researchers traditionally held and exercised the power to define the phenomenon for 

others is when it may become problematic. While these findings do not suggest that 

researchers should not play a role in defining quality of marriages, they do emphasize the 

need to allow the respondents the opportunity to describe for themselves what the 

phenomenon means to them. 

Summary 

This study was conducted with the purpose of gaining a new insight on how 

successful marriages are experienced by people in their daily lives. It was argued in this 

paper that several limitations prompt us to question the current understanding and 

operationalization of marital quality. The limitations include; favoring prediction over 

understanding the phenomenon, examining marital quality as a stable phenomenon, 

defining the phenomenon primarily by the researchers, and defining quality marriages 

indirectly by what we know about marital failures. This study attempted to address some 

of the above limitations. 

In the very least, this study provides a comprehensive summary of current 

respondents' descriptions of what it means to live a successful marriage in the 

contemporary U.S. On the other end of the spectrum, this study brings up some serious 
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questions about the validity of our current understanding of marital quality. It is my 

feeling that we have a fairly good understanding of the workings of a marriage. However, 

family scholars may have been too complacent about what we know and thus have failed 

to recognize that marital quality is a dynamic phenomenon. 

The essence of traditional marriages, for example, may indeed have been captured 

by examining the extent to which partners agree or disagree about relationship issues and 

the extent to which the couples are compatible. Likewise, the absence of negative marital 

functioning (e.g., no disagreements, no thoughts of ending the marriage) may have been 

adequate in defining success in traditional marriages. However, the nature of marital 

relationships has changed dramatically in recent years. Currently, marital roles are often 

lef^ to interpretations, and individuals and partners alike are seeking something more 

from the relationship than stability and security (Cooney, 1993). In such conditions, one 

could speculate that the presence of positive behaviors rather than the lack of negative 

behaviors may be a better defining characteristic of successful marriages. Such changes 

in the nature and quality of marital relationships necessitate that researchers continually 

work to build on our understanding, modify what we know with new information, and 

recognize that the way we experience a phenomenon in our daily lives is dynamic and 

variable. 

As illustrated in this paper, one way to discern new information about a 

phenomenon is to utilize methods alternative to traditional methods. While data gathered 

from conventional methods have added tremendously to our understanding, scholars 
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suggest that interpretive data is also necessary in order to produce insights which may add 

to or challenge conventional understanding (Elder, 1981; Glenn, 1990; Snyder, 1992; 

Walker & Thompson, 1984; Wallerstein, 1996). Others have noted that utilizing both 

qualitative and quantitative methods increases the validity of and confidence in our 

knowledge of the phenomenon (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and Sechrest, 1984). Denzin 

(1978, cited in Rank, 1993) stated: 

Each method implies a different line of action toward reality- and hence each will 
reveal different aspects of it, much as a kaleidoscope, depending on how they are 
approached, held, and acted toward, different observations will be revealed. This 
is not to imply that reality has the shifting qualities of the colored prism, but that it 
too is an object that moves and that will not permit one interpretation to be 
stamped upon it. (pp. 292-293) 

Limitations of This Study 

While this study was valuable because it utilized an alternative method to add to 

the current understanding of marital quality, it also has several limitation. First, this study 

was limited in the fact that ethnic comparisons could not be made. Comparative and 

empirical studies of marriages support the contention that successful marriages may have 

different meanings for couples from different ethnic groups (see e.g. Crohan & Verofif, 

1989; Dion & Dion, 1993; Taylor, 1990; Weisfeld, Russell, & Weisfeld, 1992). Future 

research should focus on cross-cultural or ethnic variations relative to marital success. 

Another limitation of this study was that "member checks" were not conducted. 

In order to obtain a greater return rate, the respondents were promised that they would not 

be contacted to do any ftuther tasks. One key consideration for qualitative researchers is 
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one of "trustworthiness". In other words, how credible are the findings? One way in 

which Colaizzi (1978) and other qualitative researchers have ensured that their results are 

trustworthy is to return to the respondents and ask how well the results compare with 

their experiences. Although this study did not include "member checks" in its design, 

credibility of results were strengthened through the inter-coder checks proposed by Guba 

and Lincobi (1989). In the current study, a second coder completed key stages of 

analyses and a third member became involved during the negotiation-consensus building 

process to ensure that one person did not dominate the decision making. 

Lastly, while this study did show that the way successful marriages are 

experienced in real life is diverse, it cannot speak to how such variations may be 

patterned in successful marriages. While some researchers may ignore such patterns by 

asserting that our experiences are too variable to talk about at group levels, most 

acknowledge that experiences and meanings relative to a phenomenon can be and indeed 

are widely shared (Stryker, 1959). However, researchers need to examine such social 

structures without ignoring within-group or within-couple variations. Our inclination is 

usually to categorize and mold our findings into broad norms that govern social 

behaviors. However, without truly examining the processes underlying marital 

experiences, it is difficult to talk about variations across marriages and other central 

issues related to successful marriages. 
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Implications 

Utilizing a descriptive approach to examine what it means to experience a 

successful marriage in the current historic context is only the first step, albeit a critical 

one, toward a fuller understanding of the phenomenon. Because the data were 

predominantly descriptive of experiences at one point in time, some central questions 

carmot be readily answered. These include: What are the variations across and within 

successful marriages? What are the determinants of differences, if any, across age, 

gender, relationship length, etc.? Is there a developmental progression to achieving a 

successful marriage? Are some attributes ftmdamental to all successful marriages? 

Future research need to concentrate efforts on longitudinal qualitative methods such as 

the study conducted by Wallerstein (1994,1996) to better answer the above questions. 

The results from this study also suggest that we need to reevaluate how we have 

come to operationalize and define the quality of marital relationships. The findings lend 

some support to the argument made in this paper that by concentrating our efforts on 

examining marital distress and dissolution, we may have inadvertently misrepresented the 

processes or the attributes that characterize successful marriages. In a sense, the findings 

prompt questions regarding the validity of reviewed instruments to measure the quality of 

marriage. The knowledge that several valid and reliable measures of marital quality 

discriminate distressed/non-distressed or stable/unstable couples does not tell whether the 

marriage is successful or unsuccessful. In addition, the knowledge that several scholars 
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"agree" that a list of items included in the measure represents successful marriages caimot 

insiire that some other characteristics would not represent the phenomenon just as well. 

Indeed, the results from this study suggest that many key components of successful 

marriages have been overlooked in the current measures of marital quality. 
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Hello, 

I am a doctoral student in the Division of Family Studies at The University of Arizona. I 
am currently conducting a study examining marital success in contemporary United 
States. Due to high rates of divorce in this country, many researchers have focused on 
looking only at dysfimctional marriages. However, in order to better understand the 
workings of a marriage, we also need to understand the qualities of successful marriages. 
Thus, I am asking potential participants to share their own experiences and feelings 
regarding what a successful marriage may look like. 

Your name and mailing address were randomly chosen from the 1995-1996 telephone 
directory. If you are willing to participate, please complete the enclosed questionnaire 
which should take approximately 20-30 minutes of your time. Once completed, please 
reverse the outside sheet of the questionnaire (colored sheet) so that my return mailing 
address is on the outside, staple the bottom (or tape it), and return in the mail (postage is 
included). If you cannot participate at this time, please send the uncompleted 
questionnaire back and you will not receive a reminder post-card. 

Please keep in mind that your responses will be kept strictly confidential. An individual's 
response will NOT be singled out. All of your responses will be combined with those of 
other participants in the survey and identifiable only through code numbers. The code 
numbers for all of the returned and completed questionnaires will be entered in a lottery 
for a $100 savings bond. After the winner has been notified, the lists of names with 
their code numbers will be destroyed. 

Although I would like to encourage you to share your experiences, participation in this 
project is strictly voluntary and you may stop at any lime. By completing and returning 
the questionnaire, it will be assumed that your consent to participate in this study has 
been given. 

If you have any questions regarding this study, feel free to call me at 621-7127 or e-mail 
me at marczak@u.arizona.edu. I greatly appreciate your interest and your possible 
participation in this study. I look forward to hearing from you! 

Sincerely, 

Mary S Marczak 
Doctoral Student 
Division of Family Studies 

Mari S. Wilhelm, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor 
and Major Advisor 

mailto:marczak@u.arizona.edu
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•What is your gender? 

•What is your age? 

•What is your ethnic status (e.g. African-American, Asian-American, etc...) 

•Please provide a brief description of your relationship status (e.g., single- not dating, 
seriously dating one person, married, etc...). 

•If currently married, for how long? 

•If currently married, is this your first marriage? 

•If currently NOT married, have you been previously married? 

•Are you employed outside the home? 

•If yes, what is the official title of your position? 

•If yes, please provide a brief job description. 

•If your job description includes doing research, what is your primary topic of interest? 
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MARITAL SUCCESS 

Due to the high divorce rate and an increase in the number of married people who are 
reporting that they are unhappy, researchers have focused on learning about imsuccessful 
marriages. However, in order to better imderstand the woridngs of a marriage, we also need 
to know more about successful marriages. In this study, we would like to understand what 
makes marriages successful through many people's experiences and diverse opinions. 
Through the following series of tasks, we hope to learn more about what makes marriages 
successful. Please read over each task and where appropriate, provide as detailed an answer 
as possible. In order to insure that you have completed all of the tasks, spaces are provided 
for you to check after completing each task. If necessary, feel free to use more paper than 
provided. Thank you in advance for taking time to share your experiences and opinions. 

1. Please try to recall an event or an experience which you felt exemplified a successful 
marriage. This event could be something you yourself have experienced or 
something you witnessed others experiencing. 

2. Once you have recalled such an event, please provide as detailed description of the 
event as possible. 

3. Once you have described the event, please provide a detailed rationale as to why you 
feel that the event exemplifies a successful marriage. 

4. Please add any other insights or opinions you may have regarding this topic. 



APPENDIX B: EXTRACTED STATEMENTS UNDER EACH THEME 
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RELATIONSHIP CLIMATE 
I. Trusting each other means no feelings of jealousy when spouse spends time without the 
partner out of the home. 
2.1 trusted my wife to make good on her commitments. 
3. In successful marriages there is understanding and caring. 
4. A successful marriage is one in which honesty, trust, love, respect, is present. 
5. Gentleness, compassion, and respect should epitomize each interaction between and 
among the participants of this newly established family. 
6. There are many other pieces of marriage but respect or admiration are the foundations 
of a successful relationship. 
7. Respect for one another's space and boundaries. 
8. Love and happiness keeps a marriage together. 
9. Respect is shown by treating a spouse as you would like to be treated. 
10. Generates warmth and good feeling. 
I I .  T h e y  f e l t  g o o d  a b o u t  e a c h  o t h e r .  
12. Intense love and passion often comes with this type of relationship. 
13. They never lost sight of the other's specialness and how fortunate they were to have 
this wonderful person in their life. 
14. Their marriage made them appreciate everyday. 
15.1 absolutely respect him and he me and I am impressed with our commitment to the 
relationship, no matter what the cost, we come first. 
16. They are BEST friends as well as lovers. 
17.1 managed to trust him to respond and gave him the opportunity to do so. 
18. It is flexibility, mutual concern and eventual outcome that makes their marriage 
successful. 
19. They acted toward each other with caring, humor, concern, and there was no tension. 
20. They really seemed to like each other. 
21. They showed a great deal of courtesy towards each other. 
22. This exemplifies a successful marriage in that on a day to day basis, the couple 
maintains good feelings between each other. 
23. The "tone" of daily interaction critically differentiate successful marriages from less 
successful ones. 
24. We both made slips at one time or another and did not harshly judge our partner for 
doing the same. 
25. Mutual respect in individual worth. 
26. A sense of being valued and cherished by spouse. 
27. Of course all of this is in the context of two people who get along reasonably well 
most of the time. 
28. There must exist consistency in how this person is treated both publicly and in 
private. 



159 

29. Feeling that pervaded all events both as a couple and as individuals from the deepest, 
most thoughtful discussions to something as mundane as grocery shopping— the event 
was two soul -mates having found one another and the lasting relationship that was 
created. 
30. The exemplification of a successful marriage is genuine, mature love which is 
present and visible in all events (even in conflicts). 
31. A successful marriage is at root a couple of people who like each other on several 
different dimensions. 
32. Finding each other rewarding over time despite changes is the key. 
33.1 know what doesn't (make a good marriage)— My first marriage happened because 
we 'fell-in- lust, not a very good motivator for staying together after seven years. 
34. It is the existence of high psychological visibility and the choice to commit to 
relationship that exemplifies a successful marriage. 
35. We can trust each other to do the right things. 
36. Caring and devotion they have shared across events in their lives that explains why 
their relationship remains vital. 
37. Genuine pride that each had in the other as a partner. 
38. They very proudly introduced each other to their respective friends. 
39. He continued to love her (after told about past skeletons), accept hr, never judging her 
harshly. 
40. When I am with my partner, I feel a calmness. 
41. This style of deep caring for one another seems to be a major part of what keeps their 
relationship vital and resilient. 
42. Success to me is a happy marriage no matter how many years it lasts. 

NURTURING THE RELATIONSHIP 
1. Even more important is finding and doing something together that we share, can enjoy, 
and laugh about, so we can put away or put aside any anger. 
2. It is a sign of a good fhendship and a good marriage when the two people recognize 
that their fnendship or marriage needs nurturing and to make the effort to nurture the 
relationship. 
3. It is also, I think a very healthy marriage when the couple enjoys their own company 
more than the company of others— they do not need outsiders to nourish their 
relationship. 
4. They were equally engaged in the relationship. 
5. Making the effort to develop a solid marriage, including marital therapy. 
6. We never realized how much hard work would be necessary to achieve a truly 
rewarding marriage. 
7.1 think I contributed to this successful episode by being willing to take a bit of a risk 
(trying what spouse wanted to do). 
8. It takes guts, I know that. 
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9. Active loving, giving thought^ gifts, sending each other "love you" messages via e-
mail, etc. — all this and they have been married for 18 years. 
10. Doing love as an active verb— partner remembers, celebrates and demonstrates his 
affection. 
11. We were committed to seeing each other. 
12. They always did special things for each other to the other's delight—often making 
gifts that were called "gifts of the heart". 
13. My husband and I frequently validate one another with compliments and with 
expression of admiration, appreciation and praise. 
14. Celebrated our relationship with one another. 
15. He was my lover and a best friend and I somehow had enough sense to tell him so-
and vice-versa. 
16. Making love, sitting together in very deep meditations. 
17. The armiversary celebration symbolized and publicly acknowledged their love and 
commitment. 
18. The act of looking into each other's eyes very lovingly. 
19. The act of standing with their arms aroimd each other, "glowing" and smiling 
enthusiastically indicated that the couple was physically and emotionally close and 
secure. 
20. But ill or not, my parents always took great delight in looking at one another and 
touching one another-the passion was always there.. 
21. He listened and did respond not just in words but in actions. 
22. Sitting quietly and comfortably together. 
23. Talking with each other in a crowded room. 
24. They find shared activities to do together. 
25. Do not get routinized by trying new activities together. 
26. If there is an activity that only interest one, however, they are both willing to try or to 
participate because it makes the other happy. 
27. This exemplifies a successful marriage, because we were willing to break with routine 
for the sake of the collectivity. 
28. The best thing you can do for your children and each other is to be nice to each other! 
29. Couple acted genuinely fond of each other. 
30. He never fails to show me- through these seemingly small acts-just how much I am 
loved and cared about. 
31. The little unexpected sacrifices and kindnesses go a long way toward making a 
marriage work. 
32. The most banal events/small acts are what makes marriages successftil. 
33. Sometimes we would hurt each other's feelings by an inconsiderate or insensitive 
remark, but we would always apologize to each other and forgive each other. 
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34. Usually more positive than negative gesture toward each other that show they would 
like to be able to fulfill the other's desires fully if it wasn't too much time or struggling 
against their own habits, goals, and reactions. 
35. Together because we give each other pleasurable times and feelings. 
36.1 considered this an example of successful marriage because these couples were 
publicly displaying very close and intense intimacy. 
38. Laughing during sex. 
39. Having time for each other and children even in face of external obligations such as 
work. 
40. Strong attentiveness toward one another. 
41. Interaction "routines" such as small reassurances, expressions of affection (kissing 
goodbye before leaving, calling during the day) and sharing tasks are more seminal to the 
success of relationships than more strategic and culturally prescribed activities like self-
disclosure, and talking about the nature of the relationship. 
42. Mundane, repetitive, and seemingly routine things are likely the glue that holds 
together couples. 
43. Together because we want to be. 
44. Sharing private jokes. 
45. He is redly "in there". 
46. Symbolic gestures that shows the other spouse their specialness. 
47. Stealing a few moments to be alone together when participating in group gatherings. 
48. They maintained social bonds with friends and family, but also spent significant time 
building a strong bond with one another. 
49. Never a dull moment. 
50. Together because we enjoy each other. 
51.1 can recognize it in other couples who take pleasure in each other. 
52. Live and let live. 
53. Laughing during sex. 
54. We had fun together. 
55. We have consistently enjoyed each other. 
56.1 think the energy they put into their relationship during the two years before they 
married, as well as during the fu^ five years of marriage (prior to having their first child), 
had made their marriage one that is likely to remain successful for years to come. 
57. Reassuring one another regarding the commitment to our marriage. 
58. Their strong bond can be seen in how they interact with one another from day to day. 

SUPPORirVENESS 
1. Rejoicing in spouse's success exemplifies a successful marriage. 
2. Willing to sacrifice by giving up "old life" to make spouse happy and fvilfilled. 
3. One spouse support the other in business and professional endeavors to their mutual 
success and benefrt. 
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4.1 think being able to accept help and letting the other know how much you appreciate it 
is all part of what success^ marriage is all about. 
5. Support one's spouse, even if it means sacrificing one's relationship with another 
family member. 
6. Spouse was willing to help with a boring, mundane task. 
7.1 believe this to be a successful marriage because both partners look at the others' 
occupation as valid and equally important. 
8. My husband sacrificed emotional and physical comfort to be supportive of my career, 
but he did not act like it was a sacrifice- more like an adventure they were sharing 
together. 
9. The spouse in a small but significant way, defended his wife's moral character and, in 
doing so revealed a bit of the universe of meanings the two shared. 
10. She responded to my concerns and she didn't give me a dose of "I told you so". 
11. Reach out to help each other satisfy some of the desires that are blocked in the 
relationship. 
12.1 Felt vert supported by him. 
13. My husband was there for me even when I and my family members were not always 
the most pleasant. 
14. The support received from spouse during personally difficult times. 
15.1 realized that the intimacy I felt that it was really my husband who kept me from 
feeling alone and afraid when 1 had pending surgery. 
16.1 realized that there was no support from friends or anyone that could replace the 
constant, daily caring of my partner. 
17. We each had the opportunity to help the other person adjust to a very stressful -
knowing one was the source of the stress. 
18. While the realities of our work situations did not change as a result of the discussion, 
we both felt supported and appreciated by the other person. 
19. A successful relationship that I can think of involves two people that sacrifices for 
each other, but did not hold in the fhistrations that came with these sacrifices. 
20. My partner was optimally and ACTIVELY supportive when partner made an 
extremely difficult personal decision. 
21. Allows or facilitates both partners in making a contribution to society. 
22. On three different occasions the spouse was defended tactfully while feelings were 
restored and circumstances left intact. 
23. Successful marriages are comprised of two people who value and therefore promote 
each other. 
24. It also involves letting go of what one has and supporting one another through the 
changes that accompany the move. 
25. Unfamiliar contexts demands a great deal of mutual trust and willingness to support 
one another while possibly giving up on one's own career to address the needs of the 
other spouse. 
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26. When I was upset, my husband gave affirmation to my feelings. ..coupled with an 
authentic look of kindness on his face. 
27. He showed compassion- he came very close to me and listened very carefully, 
leaning close to me and taking my hands in his. 
28. He seemed to really empathize with me and I felt understood and cared for. 
29. Marital partner is the person who is there when no one else is, is there in sickness and 
in health. 
30.1 know my husband is not only around in a crunch but can help me through it. 
31.1 like to know I can let it out and not feel criticized or rejected. 
32. Respected one another's abilities and needs to excel in their chosen career. 
33. We seem to support each other in a complementary ways -when I am frazzled he is 
usually able to calm me down and helps me get some perspective, and I am able to do that 
for him. 
34. I defended my partner. 
35. I wrote a letter to my sister affirming our relationship but explaining that she had to 
accept my partner for whom she is and how she wants to structure her life- that my 
partner's ways different from mine but that we were in a relationship and that had to be 
accepted by other. 
36. Moving around and accommodating to each others' careers. 
37. His ability to empathize with me and to be there when I needed him, despite his own 
fears and negative feelings, really meant a lot to me. 
38. He understands the demands and know what I am going through (with work). 
39. There is always a give and take but I not only acknowledged my partner's viewpoint 
but stressed that we were together and had to be accepted as a couple. 
40. A successful marriage to me is one in which partners' interests come before those of 
outside. 
41. Sharing with my wife the hurts produced in her— sharing of hurts Is intimacy. 
42. Support one another during difficult times. 
43. We started to talk about the stress and whether she would consider letting me help 
out-She said no—I offered to help again and she accepted. 

OVERCOMING HARDSHIPS 
1. During a difficult time, the couple did not argue or blame each other but stayed at each 
others sides, touching each other -this indicates that in this successfril marriage, a 
horrible event brought the couple closer. 
2. It's easy to be helpful and caring when things are going right, but it means more to be 
helpful when things are bad. 
3. But when going got tough, he backed me and took leadership role. 
4. Only a Successful marriages can overcome all of the stress associated with change. 
5. A successful marriage happened in this case because one partner was able to adapt to 
the spouse's limitations brought on by an illness. 
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6. Surviving crises- somehow persistence is the quality that makes our marriage work, 
NOT the use of effective conflict management because we always seem to get through 
them. 
7. I think this is successful because they have adapted to outside factors and constraints. 
8. Shifting from being stressed out to being relaxed and playful. 
9. A stressful family situation which because it was handled well become a source of 
strength in our relationship. 
10. Generally, we find that we can master any crisis that we've encountered and that 
makes us both happy confident about the future and willing to deal with family issues 
openly. 
11. It was successful because Instead of being repelled (during a difficult time) we 
became closer and more supportive of each other. 
12. Even if they have had bad times or serious threats to their relationships, they manage 
to convey caring feelings in the mundane daily activities. 
13. Our experiences with raising two children illustrate a successful marriage because 
they emphasize the role of communication and negotiation in achieving satisfying 
patterns of interaction. 
14. Marriage has its own developmental progression— including times of stress and 
reward— it would have been easy at some points of high stress to choose divorce over 
continuing our marriage; however, working through the stressful times allows couples to 
progressed onto new, rewarding aspects of marriage. 
15. Sheer force of will, based upon the strength of our love, made us keep at it (when 
things did not come easy for them). 
16. The couples who are successful aren't afraid to laugh with each other even in the face 
of difficulties. 
17. Success in marriage is a matter of stubbonmess— refxxsal to let stressful situations get 
in the way of commitment. 
18. Together, we endured a difficult event. 
19. Resolve the inevitable ambiguities that accompany change from what is familiar and 
comfortable to something novel and less familiar. 
20. We were able to carry this forward without panic. 
21. We have wept together, talked it through for hours, and found strength. 
22. They face the tough time honestly. 
23. In times of need, spouses should be patient, considerate, and give all in taking care of 
each other. 
24. Sooner or later life brings tragedies and now that we've had ours, much more was 
demanded of the marital relationship— we needed each other in more profound ways. 
25. We have actually emerged from this "crisis" as a stronger, more committed couple. 
26. We are both very independent, and this crisis has brought us together in a unique way. 
27. It has less to do with passion and romance than the ability to respond to difficulties in 
their relationship and with their quick recovery from such difficulties. 
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28. Only very committed spouses, satisfied with their marriages, and capable of adjusting 
to new surroundings can successfully pursue such a stressor. 
29. Through the daily struggles of life, partners who find joy in being with one another. 
30. Attention to detail (my wife did much of this) and having regular communication 
between and betwixt helped in handling the crisis very well. 

DIFFERENCES AND DISAGREEMENTS 
I. Each person expresses insights about their own feelings and thoughts regarding 
unresolvable differences with as much admiration and tlmll of discovery as they are with 
resentment. 
2.1 brought it (a conflict issue) up and we discussed it in a very task oriented way, 
focused on finding concrete solutions, and agreed to put in effect. 
3. Partners in a successful marriage are able to see the world fi-om their partner's 
perspective, and to respect and care deeply about how their partner sees the world. 
4. At those moments of conflict or argument both partners remain calm, understanding to 
the other point of view and concerned with resolving any problems- thus creating a 
win/win situation. 
5.1 can say this only that resolving problems, large or small, and what she or I perceives 
to be a problem, is always important— must be never ignored. 
6. Successful marriage event for me was when I was able to manage a serious conflict 
situation by stepping out of "emotional stat" and focusing instead on working to consider 
the real issues— my doing that also enabled him to do the same. 
7. The inability to resolve conflicts to complete satisfaction of both partners is critical— I 
my own past experience and in my professional work I believe that this skill is essential 
for couple to develop. 
8. It was as if these arguments were a weekly ritual through which we became connected 
and dependent (not a bad word in my opinion) again. 
9. Over the thirty years of marriage, none of their 4 children can recall either so much as 
raising their voice to the other. 
10. We discussed ways we could handle potential problems. 
I I .  W e  d o n ' t  f i g h t  v e r y  o f t e n ,  b u t  w h e n  w e  d o ,  I  g e t  s c a r e d  t h a t  w e ' r e  n o t  g o i n g  t o  m a k e  
it- he was unwilling to let me go think those destructive thoughts on my own. 
12. This condition exemplifies our ability live and love together while respecting 
differences from which we are not willing or able to back down. 
13. It's easy to enjoy a marriage when it's in harmony and both partners want the same 
thing, or romantic moments are happening, but keeping love and good will active when 
difference don't dissolve or work out is a challenge that only a strong marriage can meet. 
14. Benign bickering. 
15. Another important factor is good judgments as to when it is necessary to engage in 
conflict and when it is better to ignore interpersonal "bumps". 
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16. Event was characterized by a lack of intense negativity and involved compromise by 
both partner. 
17. When we engage in this kind of disctission/argument, we often feel good about each 
other and our relationship, once the matter is resolved. 
18. Sometimes, we engage in sex to "make up" after our arguments. 
19. Dual career negotiations - thinking of the good of the relationship. 
20. At no time did either of us use past concessions as a way to gain an advantage in 
making a decision although it would have been effective (in the short-run). 
21. We focused upon fairness rather than personally winning, we don't resort to game 
playing or power-plays. 
22. It is important to be able to fight and disagree and find ways to compromise such that 
you don't hurt the other person in ways that they will not trust you again. 
23. They discuss openly what they each see as a problem and set realistic and loving 
goals. 
24. We each made compromises and always had the other's best interests in mind. 
25. Even when they were arguing one of them would say something fimny and they 
would end up laughing together. 
27. The couple has a way of making jokes out of events that other couples might use as a 
source of conflict— their conversations are peppered with examples of "funny" things 
they have shared, but if you listen carefully, it is apparent they are events that could have 
been corrosive rather than unifying. 
28. In a successful marriage, parmers work together to overcome problems. 
29. They were able to cany out a joint plan in a potentially tense situation. 
30. A good marriage takes work and compromise. 
31. When my mother found out my father was still fooling around on her, she confronted 
him and they made a deal. 
32. They talked through this very serious problem and worked out an arrangement that 
they both found acceptable. 
33. What impressed me about they is their willingness to "be" in impasse with each other. 
34. They also share their confusion about what to do which seems to unite them rather 
than divide them. 
35. Addressing apparent incompatibilities and sharing confiision compassionately is not 
as evident, but critical. 
36. Avoidance of interaction where attitudes differ is the basis of prevention of 
dissolution of marriage 
37. This requires taking lots of risks, fighting much more- will probably get along worse, 
but this feels more honest and gives us a lot more to work with. 
38. Every time we have a problem and work through, I treasure our success as a couple. 
39.1 think that marital success depends on a couple's ability to deal with conflict and 
communication failure. 
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40. They have their share of disagreements, but these are few and are resolved in a 
reasonable amounts of time. 
41. Restoring love through active problem-solving. 
42. Future improvement on the couple's problem-solving skills. 
43. Despite the uncertainty and potential "responsibility/guilt" we were both feeling, we 
were able to come together as a couple to try and deal with the problem. 
44. A willingness to look at what doesn't work and to change it or their strategy. 

COMMUNICATION 
1. You've got to be able to be willing to talk about things without blaming your partner 
for your feelings. 
2. They take time to conmiunicate with each other as a family, nothing is held back from 
each other and with their children. 
3. Building trust through clear, frequent communication. 
4. And I was willing to be open and flexible (when confronted with something he did not 
want to do). 
5. During the conversation, defensiveness was at a minimum and respect for each other' 
personal needs was emphasized by both of us. 
6. My husband is easy to talk to on many levels, including self-disclosing feelings. 
7. We have also consistently discussed the many emotions that accompany this complex 
process including conversations about expectations, hopes, fears, and concerns. 
8.1 think our marriage and our interactioi« are successful because he is the best listener I 
know and I work at being as good as he is. 
9. We both feel comfortable stating our preferences without being demanding. 
10. Successful couples/families are generally open and inclusive. 
11. Partners that are able to discuss anything with one another whether about the 
relationship or not, should be the happiest. 
12. This mix of communication and mutual adjustment to satisfy both is what I would 
call success. 
13. The courage to share and the way he responded to her most personal concerns 
indicates to me that it is this intimacy and trust that is critical to the success of their 
marriage. 
14. In fact, openness has frequently been found to be a negative predictor of relationship 
satisfaction. 

KNOWLEDGE OF THE SPOUSE 
1. A successful marriage is a loving marriage in which spouses understand each other's 
needs. 
2. We leam from the reaction of our mate the behaviors to avoid to criticism. 
3. You have to know what you want in your spouse and his or her family and come to 
know the family because the family will show what type of person your spouse is. 
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4. It is important to understand how different attachment styles interact to sustain 
previous attachment experiences. — Once the each other's attachment inclinations are 
recognizable (e.g., one partner tends to pull away during conflict), partners can better 
attempt to overcome automatic inclinations during situations such as conflict. 
5. It shows me how a successful marriage is built on two people who know each other 
well. 
6. Coming to realize and begin to accept that spouse was an even better representation of 
the ideal-or at least an ok representation of the model. 
7. We try to understand each other's needs and wants but don't expect our partner to 
automatically sacrifice or read our mind. 
8. Showing deeper awareness of each other's problems. 

GROWTH and LEARNING 
1. Spouses should have outside interests from the home because these independent 
experiences will bring new ideas into the marriage. 
2. My wife and I have been married 47 years and we're still learning how to have a 
successful marriage. 
3. Mutual growth, within healthy boundaries and mutual support and encouragement for 
each other' likes and interests. 
4. Part of growth is to unlearn the negative aspects of one's own self-image and learn self 
respect within a healthy relationship. 
5. Successful marriages have a good sense of role definition and each party is allowed to 
grow emotionally and mentally independently and together with each other. 
6. Intelligence is ultimately a strong indicator of the level of attachment a partner has for 
one another because intelligent individuals can "teach" the partner new observations 
which would help that partner grow. 
7. A successful marriage between two people creates an environment in which each 
person grows and is encouraged by the other to achieve their own goals and potential and 
the goals they share together. 
8. The intellectual and personal tousling where partners feel safe to advance knowledge as 
well maintain intellectiial and personal integrity — collaborating on a research paper that 
deals with issues we feel are important and have personal as well as professional 
interests in. 
9. Fostering one another's growth over an extended period of time. 
10. Their marriage made each a more secure stronger person. 
11. Spouse able to teach without either partner getting frustrated. 
12. The relationship was renegotiated to accommodate both their changing needs. 
13. My wife convinced me to try something I didn't want to do by being patient, gentle, 
reasoned, and persistent. 
14. We learned together as we went along. 
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1S. I think my husband finds me interesting because I have my own life but he know Tm 
there for him and vice versa. 

RELATIONSHIP VS. INDIVIDUALS 
1 .You've got to go into marriage for the good of you both not just a '^vhat can I get out of 
it". 
2. Both spouses should not be selfish and must leave the "me" and "I" attitudes and put 
on the "we" cap to make the relationship work. 
3.1 believe it takes work to stay healthy and allow your partner self-determination. 
4.1 believe that keeping the individuals happy and healthy will keep the couple happy and 
healthy. 
5. Partners in a successful marriage are able to participate in each other's experience of 
the world and thus create a shared meaning. 
6. It's important to give each other space for one's own individuality and appreciate it 
with a lot of humor —humor has nothing to do with ridicule or making jokes. It has to do 
with playfulness and not taking oneself too serious. 
7. Not taking oneself too serious requires a solid sense of self and healthy self-esteem. 
8. "Everything they know they know together". 
9. They do not have to do everything together as a couple, they allow each other 
independence to pursue their own interests and friends. 
10. They worked very hard not to expect the other partner to fit into any role/expectation 
that would stifle the other's individuality. 
11. Each were allowed to feel that he/she contributed to the relationship and maintain 
his/her needs/goals for personal happiness within the relationship. 
12. They seem very independent in the sense that they weren't overly dependent or 
neurotically enmeshed. 
13. Close relationship focused not just on our individual pleasure but on a superordinate 
goal. 
14. Honored their coupledom as well as their individuality. 
15. Who work harder at relationship issues than they do at issues related to either 
individual. 
16. We both know each of us individually wouldn't be all that hot— but together we're 
great. 
17. Relational thinking is essential. 
18. This was successful because we were taking each other into account and honoring the 
relationship— what was possible and needed for the relationship. 

COMMONALITIES/COMPATIBILITY 
1. The couple needs common views on money handling, sex, faithfulness, probably 
religion, 
and living in the now or far deferred pleasures later in life. 
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2. The couple needs some common interests and tastes. 
3. The couple should also share common goals. 
4. We have the same ridiculous sense of humor and interests so we could laugh and share 
many observations. 
5. Similar belief system which creates similar goals. 
6. A feeling, and reality of Intense compatibility- mostly in a spiritual/philosophical 
interpretation and response to life in general. 
7. The basis of successful marriage is attitudinal similarity about concerns that are 
important to both partners 
8. We share a similar view of life and the world- understands each other's perspective. 
9. We are very compatible when it comes to how we want to run our lives and how to 
bring up our children. 
10. Sexual compatibility is necessary in marriage- though not sufRcient. 
11.1 see their success as the product of a good "fit" between them. 

INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1. Certain personality traits, such as having a sense of right and wrong, need to be present 
in both partners to bring spouses closer to one another. 
2. A successful marriage is based on the correct mental attitude. 
3. Successful marriages include partners who have an attitude of adaptability such that 
they accept change in themselves and their spouse's with love. 
4. A successful marriage requires two sensitive people who care for each other. 
5. It takes very pleasant people who are kind and considerate to one another. 
6. My husband is very sweet, thoughtful, romantic, and kind. 
7 His loving nature is dispositional. 
8. Those with positive acceptance of life. 
9. Approached the relationship with empathy and an open heart. 
10.1 felt he was taking responsibility for his own behavior, I respect that in him. 
11. They both have a great sense of humor. 
12. Are generous spirited and in giving to and doing for others they bring goodness back 
to themselves. 
13. They work hard and are honest, all around decent people. 
14. They both seemed totally vital/alive and outwardly focused. 
15. They also seemed like very compassionate, community and family oriented people. 
16. Successful marriages likely are comprised of tolerant partners- human imperfections 
are just that. 
17. Partners who are emotionally mature and secure, centered and balanced? 

EQUAL PARTNERSHIP 
1. Both parties give 90% to the marriage so there's no shortfall or someone feeling that 
they do all the giving and the other person does all the taking. 
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2. Willing to give and take and being content with how much a spouse gives or takes. 
3. What is the secret? A Husband should help daily chores such as doing dishes, washing 
of clothes, cleaning of the house, and helping with kids. 
4. It is their pattern to split responsibilities equally. 
5. Both marital partners contribute to the work load stemming from child rearing and dual 
careers. 
6. It suggests an egalitarian balance of power. 
7. We are not stuck in "masculine" or "feminine" roles in attitude and action- so a lack 
of rigid roles is one factor that contributes to a successful marriage for me. 
8. We shared equally in the labor— this sharing of work extends to all aspects of our life. 
9. Throughout we have been equal partners- doing all we could to learn about pregnancy, 
childbirth, and parenthood.. 
10. No one person is always the focus or the decision maker. 
11. It seems to me that equity theory usually is the mode of operation for most people 
wether they are explicitly aware or operate from this perspective without a conscious 
awareness. 
12. Couple that work hard not to fall into a stereotypical couple's roles are happy. 
13. He also takes a full share of the load at home. 
14. The "Perfect partnership" was the key. 

TEAMWORK 
1. It was successful because something good happened due to something we did together 
(having a baby). 
2. It was a good example of us collecting more information, listening to each other, 
validating each others' issues and accommodating. 
3. They seemed to work in synchrony. 
4. This was a cooperative effort-required discussion, planning (including collecting 
information), and coming to consensus. 
5. Successful marriage: working together to achieve shared goals. 
6. The uncertainties demand the spouses work together and focus their energies toward 
the relocation in order to facilitate the transition experienced by young children in the 
household. 
7. Co-parenting a troubled child with shared goals and mutual support. 
8. A stressful event elicited very smooth teamwork. 
9. We pulled together as a team and felt stronger after(the stressful event). 
10. Witnessing people being proud of their children exemplifies a successful marriage 
because the marriage partners have created as a team a child who excels in something -
they are a team in this successful creation. 
11. Had two children we brought up the same way and both married the same way. 

LONGEVITY AND RESILIENCY 
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1. Successful marriage happens when people go into it knowing that it will last for the 
rest of their lives. 
2. They're not going to give up at the first little bump like so many other couples do. 
3.1 feel the reason for our successful marriage may "run" in both my wife's family and 
mine - all these marriages are their first. 
4. It was only after approximately 18 years of marriage that we reached a point where we 
began to feel that our sacrifices, labor, and commitment to each other was fulfilled. 
5. We're in this relationship for good. 
6. Two people who've been together a long time showing continued warmth, 
companionate orientation, and empathy. 
7. In my opinion, many divorces result from people being unwilling to persevere. 
8. Being a couple for two decades and still holding hands on neighborhood walks. 
9. Their marriage has endured because they never thought it wouldn't. 
10. No divorce, staying together. 
11. Wow, what a feat to put up with someone for that long (50 years) and still love the 
person and totally accept him or her for what she or he is. 
12. They were optimistic about their future as a couple. 
13. Even after 45 years of marriage, my parents still enjoy being together, holding hands, 
and spending time together. 
14. If a relationship was great while it lasted and served certain needs for the parties 
involved 
but the relationship later ended-1 still conceptualize it as successfiil. 

SPIRITUALITY 
1. The centerpiece of their marriage is their faith in God and exercising their faith on a 
daily basis. 
2. Hope and balance rooted in the spiritual life. 
3. Never had problems that reached a stage of even discussing divorce, probably due to 
the deep religious background of both. 
4.1 think our Christian values helped both of our marriages. 
5. They practice their faith and turned to prayer in times of joy and sorrow. 

OUTSIDE INFLUENCE 
1. Many friends. 
2. They do what they believe is right and good by helping others, yet at the same time 
have a realistic view of what others are actually like— they are bonded by this mutual 
giving (in addition to a certain amount of mutual complaining). 
3. Something outside the immediate relationship, in this case kittens, were a great 
integrative force for my wife and I - They've given us endless happiness and have been a 
source of shared activities, conversations, and concerns. 



173 

4. Having children is one factor supporting our Commitment; guilt over earlier perfidies 
is also involved. 
5. They Gave up on achieving their own happiness and devoted themselves to others ~ in 
the process they were able to achieve a vibrant, happy, fulfilling, and productive 
relationship. 
6.1 believe the presence of a 3rd party helped them in this. 
7. Becoming a parent and making all the necessary adjustments to parenthood. 
8. When we share in parenting responsibilities we are doing it for ourselves and our 
personal sense of responsibility and care, for our child, and for each other. 
9. Adequate family finances is important to marital happiness — adequate finances allows 
you to have quality time together. 
10. We worked in therapy to develop a "united stand". 
11. They surround themselves with wonderful supportive friends. 
12.1 don't see any happy couples with children-lots of divorced or unhappy or just 
emotionally drained couples with children. 
13. Should look outside the relationship, as well as inside it. 
14. Having at least one close couple friends. 
15. We needed to enlist help from friends and relatives. 

OUTLIERS 
I.1 believe that the maimer of responding over time to events and experiences indicate 

that a marriage is successful. 
2. On the other hand I think my sister is what keeps this family and marriage successful-
she seems to be the person doing the most sacrificing. 
3. They have managed to create personal fulfillment (careers) without sacrificing their 
children's or one another's sacrifice. 
4. They each have what the other needs most in a partner. 
5. The most gratifying thing was that she was actually able to change her behavior. 
6. A successful marriage is not defined by one successful event-1 believe it is a series of 
small and sometime large experiences. 
7. Success in marriage is a multi-determined phenomenon. 
8. What issues or aspects of the marriage matter will vary greatly from couple to couple. 
9. Marriage is a process —there are rewarding times and rotten times and everything in 
between. 
10. It's important to be reminded by your spouse of one's humanness. 
II. Marriage is not an accomplishment once you have the license; its many interactions 
over time. 
12. Global satisfaction. 
13. Satisfaction with sex. 
14. Both spouses need to feel their marriage is successful. 
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