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This article examines a fundamental problem in research using self-report measures of mar-
riage: attempls have been made 10 measure and explain variance in marital quality without
adequate understanding and specification of the construct of “marital quality.*’ 4 specific
consequence of this shortcoming is that marital quality is not readily distinguished from
other relevant constructs (e.g., conumunication). This, in turn, resufts in measures that
have a great deal of overlap in item content, thus preventing clear interpretation of the em-
pirical relationship between the constructs. The inahility fo estabiich unambipuous em-
pirical relationships among relevant constructs severely limits theory development in this
research domain. One means of avoiding these problems is to treat marital quality solely as
the global evaluation of one’s marriage. The Implications of this strategy are examined in
regard to three issues that have received insufficient attention in marital research: (a) the
association between empirical and conceptual dependence; (b} the inferpretation of
responses 1o self-report inventories; and (¢} the consideration of the purpose for which
marital quality is measured. The advantages of adopting this approach, and the conditions

under which it is most appropriate to do so, are also outlined.

Marital difficulties are the most common problem
for which people seek psychological help (Veroff,
Kulka, and Douvan, 1981}, and their deleterious
effects on physical and psychological well-being
are reliably documented (Bloom, Asher, and
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White, 1978; Segraves, 1982). Perhaps as a con-
sequence of these effects, the most frequently
studied topic in marital research concerns what
has heen variously labeled marital success, adjust-
ment, happiness, satisfaction, consensus, com-
panionship, integration, or some synonym reflec-
tive of the quality of marriage (Spanier and Lewis,
1980).* Despite an extensive literature, however,
“‘deriving reliable conclusions or a functionat syn-
thesis remains an elusive goal and formidable
task’ (Snyder, 1582: 190). The present article
therefore outlines one approach to the construct
of marital quality that increases conceptual clarity
and at the same time avoids some of the con-
founds evident in the empirical literature.

In the first saction, the current status of self-
report measures of marital quality are examined
and the problems to which they give rise are
noted. A definition of marital quality is then of-
fered and it is shown how this conceptualization
avoids these problems. The second section
discusses some implications of this analysis for
marital research. Finally, the major themes of the
article are summarized.
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EXPLAINING VARIANCE
IN “MARITAL QUALITY™

The literature on marital quality shows that
researchers have attempted to measure and ex-
plain variance in a construct that is itself little
understood. Stated another way, we have failed to
specify adequately the subject of our inquiries
while at the same time proceeding as though the
referents for our terms are clear. Not surprisingly,
Lively’s (1949: 109) original call to eliminate terms
such as rmarital adjustment and marital satisfac-
tion fror the literature continues to be voiced
(e.g., Doniohue and Ryder, 1982; Trost, 1985},
Perhaps refiective of this conceptual confusion is
the empirical problem that marital quality con-
tinues to be assessed with measures that are
acknowledged to be inadequate (cf. Cromwell,
Olson, and Fournier, 1976; Donohue and Ryder,
1982; Newcomb and Bentler, 1981; Sabatelli,
1984; Snyder, 1979; Snyder, Wills, and Keiser,
1981; Spanier, 1976; Spanier and Cole, 1976;
Straus, 1964).

Commentaries on the status of assessment in
marital and family research provide attempis to
account for this less-than-ideal state of affairs.
Straus (196%: 337), for example, has suggested
that the prohlem is not a conceptual one but one
of “*primitive’” measurement technology. Crom-
well and colleagues (1974: 6}, in contrast, discredit
conceptual or technological problems and point
“‘rather to the failure to expend sufficient time
and thought on the problems at hand.'* Other ex-
planations range from too great a willingness to
adopt convenient and popular measures {e.g.,
Snyder, 1982} to the contingencies and resources
found in research settings (¢.g., Cromwell et al.,
1976}. Nonetheless, there has been little attempt
ta determine, in any detail, whether a more com-
plete understanding of marital quality and its
etymological kin is critical to the advancement of
research on marriage. Do imprecise and varied
referents for the numerous terms reflecting
marital quality make a practical difference at the
levels of conceptual understanding and empirical
research?

The paucity of theoretical models regarding
marital quality and the confusion evident in the
empirical literature on this topic suggest an affir-
mative answer to this question. A general and per-
vasive problem is that attempts to account for
variance in marital quality are often tautolagical.
This happens because the construct used to *‘ex-
plain’ variance in marital quality is measured by
items that tap the same content as a subset of the
iterns used to measure marital quality. The
averlap in item content often reflects an overlap in
the definition of the constructs evaluated.

One example of the above problem is found in a
recent examination of the effects of interpersonal
resource exchange on marital quality (Reitig and
Bubolz, 1983). Although these authors concluded
that relationship satisfaction was significantly
predicted by exchanged resources, close inspec-
tion of the items used to define these constructs
operationally suggests a different interpretation.
Because the items used to assess interpersonal
resources (e.g., '‘How do you feel about your
husband /wife?’") overlap in their content with the
items used to assess perceived marital quality
(e.g., “How do you feel about your awn family
life if you considered only your marriage?), it is
questionable whether these measures assess
distinct construets, Similarly, Banmen and Vogel
(1985) report a significant association between
communication {Marital Communication Inven-
tory, Bienvenu, 1970; e.g., “Do the two of you
argue a lot over money?’’; ““Do you and your
spouse engage in outside interests and activities
together?'’) and dyadic adjustment (Dyadic Ad-
justment Scale, Spanier, 1976; e.g., “‘Indicate the
approximate extent of agreement or disagreement
between you and your partner on: handling family
finances'’; **Do you and your mate engage in out-
side interests together?™’).

Unjustified conclusions based on evidence of
this sort are not uncommon in the marital
literature and can be found when attempts are
made to account for marital quality with, for ex-
ample, measures of ‘‘power’ (e.g., Gray-Little
and Burks, 1983), “‘affective intimacy® (e.g.,
Tolstedt and Stokes, 1983), ‘‘sexual satisfaction’”
(e.g., Eysenck and Wakefield, 1981; see Gilbert,
1985), “‘relationship rewards' (e.g., Rusbult,
1983} and “‘self-disclosure™ (e.g., Franzoi, Davis,
and Young, 1985; Hendrick, 1981). As a result of
these spurious associations, important conceptual
distinctions sometimes receive insufficient atien-
tion. Despite the obviousness of this problem it
is, unfortunately, ubiquitous. Consequently, a
detailed examination of the problem posed by
overlap in items used to assess ostensibly different
gonstructs is offered later.

It is likely that the confusion at the empirical
level stems from the fact that measures of marital
quality comprise a variety of items ranging from
reports of specific behaviors that occur in mar-
riage to evaluative inferences regarding the mar-
riage as a whole {(Huston and Robins, 1982). The
inclusion of a particular category of item and the
number of itemns used to assess the categary vary
across measures of marital guality. This fact,
together with an unclear description of the con-
struct being measured and the absence of actuarial
data regarding the measure, makes it difficult to
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interpret precisely the summary indices of marital
quality yielded by these inventories. Moreover,
researchers often interpret responses as simply
reflective of a spouse’s sentiment toward the mar-
riage, thus suggesting that it would be more ap-
propriate to use items assessing global evaluations
of the marriage in the first place.

The uncertainty resulting from using a polyglot
of items lacking a clear conceptual foundation
hinders theory construction and severely affects
the comparability, generalizability, and even the
credibility of research findings. In order to ad-
dress the problem outlined above, a clear referent
for marital quality is needed. Some researchers
have recently advocated such a criterion for the
construct (e.g., Huston, McHale, and Crouter,
1986; Norton, 1983; Weiss and Margolin, 1977),
namely, global evaluative judgments of the mar-
riage/spouse (e.g., “All things considered, how
happy are vou with vour marriage?'’; “*How hap-
py are you with your husband as a spouse?”).
Orden and Bradburn’s (1968) work suggests that
at Jeast two kinds of global evaluation exist in-
dependently of each other, namely, happiness and
tension (conflict). In fact, there may be a number
of different sorts of global evaluations of the mar-
riage. As our goal is to clarify the central depend-
ent variable used in marital research, we limit
ourselves to making the general case for concep-
tualizing marital quality as a spouse’s global
evaluation of his or her marriage and do not
discuss different possible kinds of evaluations.

The major advantage of an index based on
global judgments is that it can be interpreted
clearly because iterns are semantically similar and
do not overlap with descriptive or domain-specific
assessments of the marriage (for an alternative ap-
proach, see Sabatelli, 1984). Recognition of such
advantages has recently resulted in the emergence
of new measures of marital quality. For example,
Narton {1983} has developed the Marital Quality
Index (MQI}, an instrument based on *‘self-report
data that exclusively evaluate the relationship asa
whale' (p. 143). Similarly, the Kansas Marital
Satisfaction Scale (KMS) is also based on such
data (Schumm, Paff-Bergen, Hatch, Obiorah,
Copeland, Meens, and Bugaighais, 1988). What
distinguishes these instrumenis from more tradi-
tional measures of marital quality, such as the
Marital Adjustment Test {Locke and Wallace,
1959} and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier,
1976), is that they are limited to evaluative, global
judgments. Thus, unlike the traditional tests, they
do not confound deseription of the marriage with
its evaluation. In addition, the MQI and KMS are
considerably shorter than their predecessors.
Despite the conceptual and practical advantages
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conferred by measures such as the MQI and KMS,
this approach to assessing marital quality has not
been widely adopied. We therefore demonstrate
the advantages of the definition of marital quality
outlined above and explore its implications for
several issues that have recejved insufficient atten-
tion in the study of marriage. To enhance further
the acceptability of this approach, we begin by
showing that it represents the dominant position
implicitly adopted in the marital literature.

Marital Quality as Global
Evaluation of the Marriage

A recent and sophisticated attempt to construct
a measure of marital satisfaction hints at a long-
standing assumption in the marital literature that
needs to be addressed explicitly. Snyder (1979,
1981} designed a measure of marital satisfaction,
the Marital Satisfaction Inventory, that includes a
validity subscale and ten dimensions that provide
a profile of marital satisfaction (conflict over
childrearing, dissatisfaction with children, time
together, role-arientation, problem-solving com-
munication, affective communication, sexual
dissatisfaction, family history of distress,
disagreements apout finances, and global
distress). It is noteworthy that one of these dimen-
sions, global distress (e.g., items such as ““Frank-
ly, our marriage has not been successful,” ‘[ have
known very little unhappiness in my marriage'’),
occupies a special status, as it is a criterion against
which the remaining dimensions are validated.
That is, items thought to reflect a giobal evalua-
tion of the marriage are used to interpret the
validity of items that assess various domains of
the marriage.

Close examination of the literature shows that
this procedure demonstrates a pervasive tendency
on the part of marital researchers to favor global
evaluations of marriage in the measurement of
marital quality. This is seen clearly in earlier
research where single jtems requesting reports of
happiness, satisfaction, and so on were used to
measure the wvariable under investigation.
However, it is also evident, explicitly and implicit-
ly, in instruments that include many items. The
widely used Marital Adjustment Test (Locke and
Wallace, 1959}, for example, heavily weights a
single item assessing marital “‘happiness,’”” which
thus comprises 22% of the total possible test
score. This figure contrasts with 6.6% of the total
score that would be expected if all items were
weighted equally. Similatly, though less obvious-
ly, differential treatment of glabal, evaluative
items is evident in Kimmel and van der Veen's
(1974) classic factor-analytic study of the Marital
Adjustment Test. These researchers use the factor
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loadings associated with the items ‘‘degree of
marital happiness’” and *‘no marital difficulties’’
to interpret the averall factors found for husbands
and wives, once again according evaluative items
regarding satisfaction a special status.

The importance of judgments of overall
satisfaction in marital research is perhaps best ex-
emplified in the work of behaviorally oriented
psychologists. Since Wills, Weiss, and Patterson’s
(1974) seminal study, a number of investigators
have sought to uncover the specific categories of
behavior that give rise ta reports of satisfaction
with the marriage (e.g., Barnett and Nietzel, 1979;
Birchier, Weiss, and Vincent, 1975; Broderick and
(»’Leary, 1986; Jacobson, Follette, and
McDonald, 1982; Jacobson, Waldron, and
Moore, 1980}, Typically, spouses complete a daily
checklist of activities and also provide a single
rating of marital satisfaction each day over a
period of several days. [t is then argued that these
data allow the specific behavioral correlates of
changes in satisfaction to be determined (see
Bradbury and Fincham, 1587, and Jacabson,
Elwoad, and Dallas, 1981, for critical reviews).
Thus, marital satisfacticn is again equated with a
global, evaluative response.

In view of the above observations, it is perhaps
not surprising to find that the heavy weighting
given to glabal evaluations of the marriage in em-
pirical research is also evident in recent theoretical
writings and reviews. For example, Burr (1973:
Burr, Leigh, Day, and Constantine, 1979), fol-
lowing careful analysis of the various terms re-
lated to marita] quality, develops his theory
arcund the “‘subjectively experienced reaction’” to
cne’s marriage. Spanier and Lewis {(1980) criticize
this decision on the grounds that there is more to
marriage than subjective feelings abour the rela-
tionship, yet they define marital guality in terms
of subjective evaluation of the marriage for the
purpose of their research review.

Is the pratice outlined above a legitimate one?
Yes, provided it is made explicit and provided that
measurement strategies mirror this practice. To
date, the practice has not been acknowiedged
widely, and because they contain both descriptive
and evaluative items, current measures of marital
guality are inconsistent with their interpretation
as simply overall indices of sentiment toward the
marriage. In our judgment the construct of mari-
tal quality is best limited to overall, evaluative
judgments regarding the relationship. One reason
for adepting this viewpoint is that global evalna-
tions of the marriage, rather than self-reports of
any behavior or cluster of behaviors, are likely to
represent the final common pathway through
which marital maladjustment is expressed (Brad-
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bury and Fincham, 1987; Jacobson, 1985). That
18, couples seeking therapy may or may not differ
in reports of behavior, vet their satisfaction can be
assessed by a common measure of overall satisfac-
tion. Thus, at a practical level, there is a rationale
for defining and assessing marital quality in terms
of an individual's global evaluation of his or her
marriage.

A further reason for adopting this approach is
that it provides continuity with existing research
that either implicitly weights global evaluations so
heavily that they account for most of the variance
in the measure of marital quality or uses only a
few such items to assess marital quality. When we
realize that these items often take the format of a
bipolar rating scale similar to thai used in the
semantic differential {Osgood, Suci, and Tannen-
baum, 1957), and that three items are usually suf-
ficient to assess dimensions {in this case, the
evaluative dimension) of a concept, it appears that
even such limited indices of marital quality meet
at least minimal standards of measurement. This
contrasts with the psychometric inadequacy of
many of the traditional inventories of marital
quality, as noted earlier.

Perhaps the mast critical reason for concep-
tualizing marital quality in terms of global evalua-
tion is that it facilitates research on the correlates
of marital quality. The purpose of such research,
in part, is to establish whether the empirical rela-
tionships found with other measures are consis-
tent with the meaning accorded marital quality.
This process of choosing a construct and estab-
lishing a network of thieoretical propositions or a
nomological network within which it is embedded
is undertaken ‘‘to organize experience into
general law-like statements” (Cronbach, 1971:
442),

This is an important task, because marital
quality has been treated as a hypothetical con-
struct. However, in performing this task, insuffi-
cient attention has been paid to the interpretation
of scores on current measures of marital quality:
is it valid to infer that consistent responses on
such instruments reflect the characteristics
associated with the construct they measure?
Answering this question js extremely difficult
because of the tenuous relationship between the
construct and the empirical measures employed to
assess it. Normally, more precise specification of
a construct and refinement of measures of the
construct occur together, as there is a dialectic
relationship between these two processes
(Messick, 1980; Nunally, 1978). However, the
loose association, and in some cases virtual in-
dependence, between constructs and measures in
this domain impedes this interplay. Rather than
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TABLE 1. SELECTED [TEMs FROM WIDELY USED MEASURES OF MARITAL ADJUSTMENT AND COMMUNICATION

Marital Adjustment Testd

Dyadic Adjustment Scaleb

Primary Cammunication Inventory®

State the extent of agreement or
disagreement berween you and
your mate on: friends, sex rela-
tions, matters of recreation,
demonstrations of affection, ways
af dealing with inlaws, conven-
tionality, philogsophy of life.

ete.
Do you confide in your mate?

Haw often do you and your
partner: quarrel, “‘get en each
ather’s nerves,” have a stimu-
lating exchange of ideas, caimly
discuss something, laugh to-

When disapgreements arise, do
they usuvally result in husband/
wife giving in, or agreament hy
mutval give and take?

gether?

State the extent of agreement or
disagreement between you and
your mate on: career decisions,
making major decisions, religious
matters, aim, goals, household
tasks, leisure time interesis and
activities, friends, sex relations,

How often do you and yaur spouse
tali over pleasant/unpleasant things
that happened during the day,d
difficulties or disagreements, per-
sonal probiems?

Do you discuss things together be-
fore making an important decision?

Does your spouse discuss imatters
of gex with you?

During marriage have you talked
mast things over together?

4Locke and Wallace (1959).
bspanier (1976},
CNavran {1967).

Items or respanse options combined for clarity of presentation.

providing valid measures of marital quality, in-
struments are often endowed with all the mean-
ings associated with the construct they purported-
ly measure, a praciice that has been labeled
“operationism in reverse’ (Coormbs, 1934: 476).

Thus, current attempts to establish the cor-
relates of marital quality (i.e., its nomological net-
work), and thereby to specify the “meaning’’ that
is to be accorded this construct, are often beset
with. problems. As noted earlier, these attempts
tend to be tautological because items that assess
the correlate are often included in the measure of
marital quality, That is, the empirical relationship
is a “built-in" feature of the measures used to
produce it. Can this problem be addressed with
existing measures of marital quality? We discuss
this possibility in turning to a detailed examijna-
tion of the problem.

Avoiding the Dileming of
Overlapping Item Content

As mentioned above, many current measures of
marital quality include items that sample various
dormains of the marital relationship. For example,
the Marital Adjustment Test (Locke and Wallace,
19539) contains items ranging from an evaluation
of marital happiness to reports of behavior (e.g.,
engagement in joint activities). Scores on such a
test are typically used to form criterion groups
(e.g., distressed vs. nondisiressed couples) in
order to examine differences in some other self-
report measure regarding the marriage (e.g., com-
munication). Alternately, Marital Adjustment
Test scores are simply correlated with a measure
of the second construct, These practices seem
reasonable until the items used in the scales are ex-
amined closely {see Table [).

Considerable overlap in item content can be
seen. between either of the two scales relating to
marital adjustment and the measure of com-
munication. When we realize that the items
depicted constitute approximately two-thirds of
those in the marital inventories, finding 67%
shared variance (r = .82) between communica-
tion and marital adjustment (Navran, 1967) is
perhaps not surprising. To establish that twa
meaningfully distinct constructs are empirically
associated, an & priori conceptual distinction be-
tween the two concepts miust be articulated,
followed by an explicit demonstration that the
twa scales tap them separately. Thus, the overlap-
ping content of items across inventories, com-
bined with consistency in self-preseatation, could
account for a substantial portion of the above
correlation. Nicholls, Licht, and Pearl (1982),
noting such 2 possibility in the domain of per-
sonality assessment, point out thai recognition of
this alternative hypothesis results in a dilemma:
either the constructs are called into guestion or
the inventories cannot be used to measure the con-
structs. The nature of this dilemma in measuting
marital quality is examined below.

To test the hypethesis that communication is
indeed related to marital adjustment, the overlap-
ping items could be removed from the scale of
marital adjustment and the correlation recom-
puted. If the correlation is not significantly af-
fected, the implication is that the characteristics
reflected in the items omitted from the marital ad-
justiment scale do not contribute to the relation-
ship between communication and marital adjust-
ment. However, these characteristics are
presumably integral to the construct of marital
adjustment, a viewpoint that led to their initial in-
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clusion in a measure of this construct. Given that
these characteristics do nat contribute to an
association of theoretical interest, there is reason
to doubt the appropriateness of the construct of
marital adjustment. Why bother with such a con-
struct if the association found can be understoad
without reference to characteristics that are in-
tegral to it? Of course, there is the alternative
possibility that the construct of marital adjust-
ment is indeed appropriate but that the measure
of it is inadequate. In any event, if overlapping
item content does not contribute significantly to
the correlation of interest, this raises questions
about the appropriateness of the construct of
marital adjustment or about the measure that is
used to assess it.

Should the removal of averlapping item content
decrease the correlation, another problem arises.
Such an outcome would indicate that, to avoid
spuriously high correlations, ane must remove
overlapping item content when calculating cor-
relations between marital adjustment and con-
structs of theoretical interest. This may be per-
missable when only a very small portion of the
items overlap, because it can be argued that their
removal from the scale is unlikely to alter its
validity as a measure of the construct in any fun-
damental way. However, to the extent that the
removed items reflect characteristics essential to
the construct of marital adjustment or constitute
more than a very small proportion of the jtems,
their remaoval makes the scale less valid and hence
less useful for investigating the correlates of
marital adjustment. Thus, either the appropriate-
ness of the construet is called into question or the
measure cannot be utilized to examine the
hypothesis in question.

It can be argued that the use of abservational
measures for one of the constructs does not alter
the diletnma in any fundamental way (Nicholls
et al., 1982). For example, if observational
analysis shows that spouses with high marital ad-
justment scores exhibit effective communication
skills, the mast parsimonjous interpretation is that
the empirical association reflects subjects’ ability
ta describe their behavior. That is, subjects have
indicated on an inventory of “marital quality'
that they do not communicate well, and the ac-
curacy of this verbal report is confirmed via
observational methods.? To defend against this in-
terpretation, it must be shown that the relation-
ship is not affected hy the ‘‘communication®’
items in the measure of marital adjustment. Once
again, the dilemma emerges. A unique contribu-
tion of these items to the relationship makes the
scale Jess than optimal for examining the
hypethesis at hand, whereas the appropriateness
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of the construct or the scale is open to question if
the recomputed correlation is unaffected.

The significance of this general problem is em-
phasized by the fact that under certain conditions
{e.g., homogenous item-total correlations, equal
weighting of items), the obtained correlation may
be a direct function of the number of overlapping
items between marital adjustment and the other
construct of interest. In most cases, the number of
overlapping items is likely to increase abserved
correlations. This hears mention because the
number of items used to measure different dimen-
sions of marital adjustment varies widely (Spanier
and Thompson, 1982). The point is simply that
ane cannot determine whether one construct {e.g.,
communication, self-disclosure, power, affective
intimacy, sexual satisfaction, companionship, in-
terpersonal exchange, relationship rewards) is
related empirically to a secand construct (e.g.,
marital adjustment} if the scale used to measure
the first construct comprises a subset of the con-
tent used to assess the second construct. This
problem is most difficult to rectify when the
definitions of the constructs investigated overlap.
Unfortunately, the broad-band definitions of
marital quality used in the literature make this a
pervasive problem.

In sum, it is difficult to address the dilemma of
overlapping item cantent with existing measures
of marital quality. However, this dilemma can be
easily avoided by limiting measures of marital
quality to global evaluations of the marriage,
Such items do not require responses regarding any
particular content domain of the marriage, and
thus there would not be any overlap in test items
when its relationship to aspects of marital func-
tioning (e.g., communication) is examined. Mare-
aver, this approach has the desirable property that
systematic variance in responses can be described
by a single theoretical term, namely, marital
quality. This characteristic, comhbined with the
fact that items comprising such a test are likely to
reflect a single, underlying dimension, provides
the necessary conditions for establishing the
validity of the measure (Lumsden and Ross,
1973).°

Comment

We conclude this section by anticipating six
respenses that the above proposal may evoke.
Firse, it might be suggested that marital quality is
already well understood at a conceptual level and
that measures of the construct are essentially
equivalent. These issues receive further attention
in the next section, but for the present it suffices
to note that two concerns lead us to reject this
suggestion: {z) the inconsistencies in conceptions
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of marital quality both within and between re-
searchers; and (5} the ambiguity that often
prevents clear interpretation of empirical correla-
tions that involve measures of marital gquality
(Huston and Robins, 1982). A second, related
point is that existing measures of marital quality
are already viewed by researchers as measures of
global satisfaction and hence the solution pro-
posed has already been adopted by the field. The
fact that researchers interpret a measure in a par-
ticular manner does not, ipso facto, render the
content of the measure consistent with that inter-
pretation. It is simply not known, for example,
whether questions ahout marital behavior are in-
deed equivalent to those that ask for a global
evaluation of the marriage. Further, evidence for
equivalence of this sort cannot be derived soley
from item-total correlations or measures of inter-
nal consistency. External correlates of the two
classes of items must also be examined,

Third, it might be claimed that the approach
outlined is not entirely original. Indeed, if is not
intended to be. Instead the goal is to provide a
more detailed discussion of the problem it ad-
dresses, to demonstrate how it resolves the prab-
lem, and to outline its implications for research.
Regardless of any recognition the approach has
recejved to date, its impact has been minimal.
This is evidenced clearly by the lack of acceptance
of measures that focus on global evaluations of
the marriage, Fourth, the case is not being made
for a unidimensional measure of marital quality
per se. We simply wish to ensure conceptual ¢lari-
ty, and we see the assessment of glohal evaiua-
tions of the marriage as a means of doing so,
given the current level of theoretical development
in the field. Fifth, our approach should not be in-
terpreted as justification for the use of single-itern
measures. Rather, global, evaluative measures
must meet the rigorous psychometric standards
necessary for reliable and wvalid measurement.
Sixth, the desirability of assessing constructs via
multiple maodalities (e.g., self-report, behavioral
observation) and methods (e.g., paper-and-pencil
questionnaires, interviews) is in no way dimin-
ished by a decision to analyze exclusively self-
report measures of marital quality. In fact, as
noted above far behavioral observatian, the pres-
ent proposal actually enhances the interpretation
of research involving multimodal assessment.

MARITAL QUALITY AS GLOBAL
EVALUATION: IMPLICATIONS FOR
RESEARCH

The above proposal emphasizes several impor-
tant issues that have received insufficient atten-
ticn in the marital literature. First, it highlights
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the distinction hetween conceptual and empirjcal
discourse, a distinction that is often hlurred. Sec-
ond, the “meaning’ or interpretation accorded
responses to self-report inventories of marital
quality becomes salient, Finally, it raises concerns
regarding the purpose for which marital quality is
assessed. Each of these issues is discussed in turn.

Empirical Dependence versus
Conceptual Dependence

It is important to note that the status of
measurement in the marital domain is not uni-
versally considered inadequate. For instance,
Gottman and Levenson (1984: 71) argue that in
regard to marital satisfaction the *‘psychometric
foundation is reasonably solid and need not be
redone.”’ The basis for this position rests on the
chservation that measures of marital satisfaction
intercorrelate very highly and that differences in
item phrasing and administration tend to be
relatively unimportant, As a consequence, Gott-
man (1979: 5) concludes that ““different opera-
tions designed to measure marital satisfaction
converge and form one dimension.”’

The problem with concluding that current
measures of marital quality are adequate on the
basis of existing data is the implicit assumption
that constructs that are strongly related at the em-
pirical level are necessarily equivalent at the con-
ceptual level. This assumption is problematic
hecause the empiriced (in)dependence of tests is
orthogonal to their conceptual (in)dependence.
The utilization of empirical correlations alone can
be misleading in establishing the validity of a test.
Far example, the correlation between height and
weight is of the same magnitude as that between
different measures of marital quality, yet much is
gained from retaining height and weight as con-
ceptually distinct measures. However, retaining
two highly correlated measures as conceptually in-
dependent requires a demonstration that: (a)
judges can reliably and correctly categorize the
measures an the hasis of the constructs’ defini-
tions; (b) their retention remains useful in terms
of the information they provide; and (g} there is
evidence of differential correlations with aother
variables—that is, each construct is a component
of two different nomological networks (Kroger,
1968). From this perspective, ‘“‘validation™ is in-
trinsic to the compilation of a test and does not
rest simply on observed relationships with other
variahies.

There {s much to be gained from distinguishing
hetween conceptual and empirical levels of
analysis. First, it forces the researcher to ar-
ticulate the nature of the construct and the do-
main of observables to which it relaies before
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developing measures of the construct. Despite its
psychometric imporiance (Nunally, 1978), this
practice is seldom followed in marital research.
The resulting conceptual confusion in the marital
literature was discussed above. Second, such a
distinction also facilitates clarity at the empirical
level. To the extent that measures sample different
aspects of marriage, differential correlations with
related constructs are difficult to mmterpret. In this
case, the issue of overlapping item content often
becomes an important factor, thus obfuscating a
necessary compenent of construet validation,
namely, estahlishing “‘a network of relationships
that would be expected on the basis of sensible
theories” (Nunally, 1978: 103).

Adoption of the above precepts is mosi useful
for the goals of constructing adequate measures
of “‘marital quality.”’ It is less critical, however, if
the goal is to select groups of “‘happy’’ or
“satisfied” versus “‘unhappy’ or “‘dissatisfied”’
couples, as is often done in observational rescarch
{e.g. Gottman, 1979). In the latter case, the
precise content of the measure used is less impor-
tant than its ability to identify correctly the
criterion groups of interest. Thus, for Gottman’s
(1979) purpose, the conclusion he reaches may he
an appropriate one. However, this conclusion is
less appropriate from the standpoint of ex-
plicating the construct of marital quality, because
both the content of different measures of marital
quality and the constructs they are intended to
reflect often differ. It can nonetheless be argued
that the utility of research on contrasted groups is
enhanced to the extent that the criterion used to
form the groups is clear. This suggesis that the
purpose of measuring marital quality is thus im-
portant in considering the limiting or boundary
conditions under which the approach advocated
here is appropriate. Before turning to the issue of
purpose in tneasuring marital quality, we consider
a further advantage of using global evaluative
items to assess marital guality.

Interpreting Responses to
Self-report Inveniories

The content of test items determines, in part,
the meaning given to systematic respornses to
them. However, the meaning also reflects the level
at which self-report data are interpreted. Limiting
marital quality to global evaluations of the mar-
riage can simplify the task of response interpreta-
tion. Dahlstrom (1969) describes three levels at
which responses to self-report instruments ¢an be
interpreted. At the first level, responses are ac-
cepted as veridical descriptions of actual
behavior. Thus questions regarding frequency of
disagreement are seen as reflecting the actual rate
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at which the respondent disagrees with his or her
spouse when they discuss the rated item. The
response comprises a sample of behavior that is
generalizable to nantest contexts (Goldfried and
Kent, 1972). Responses at the second level of in-
terpretation are viewed as potential reflections of
attitudes, Hence a high frequency of disagreement
on a topic such as philosophy of life may reflect a
high base rate of disagreement, the fact that the
respondent feels undervalued, or even that the
spouse is unreasonable. Finally, responses may be
viewed as behavioral signs, the interpretation of
which can only be determined by actuarial data.
Here, a response regarding high disagreement
may reflect a low frequency of intercourse, little
time spent in conjoint activities, or a host of ather
correlates. At this level, then, scale interpretation
requires extensive research on the empirical cor-
relates of scale scores and is independent of the
method. by which the items were imitially dernived.
From this brief overview it is not clear at which
level to interpret responses on existing marital ad-
justrment measures because of their heterogeneous
content. Responses to global, evaluative items asa
measure of marital quality are, however, best in-
terpreted at the second leve], that of atritudes.
This does not preclude their interpretation as
signs, provided the necessary data to support this
level of interpretation exist.

If the ohservation that distressed spouses tend
to rate any item that can he cansirued to be
evaluative as negative (e.g., Gottman and Leven-
son, 1984) is indeed true, an interesting paossibility
arises. Recall that measures of marital quality
often include items conecerning reports of
hehavior (e.g., ‘““Do you and your mate engage in
outside activities tovether?’’) as well as global,
manifestly evaluative items (e.g., ““Indicate the
degree of happiness, all things considered, of your
relationship’™). It can be hypothesized that the
responses of distressed spouses to both types of
items might reflect their attitude toward the mar-
riage, regardless of item content (i.e., the second
level of interpretation}. But what of happily mar-
ried spouses? It seems equally plausible that their
responses will mirror the manifest content of
iterns. That is, reports of behavior reflect attempts
to recall the behavior in guestion {i.e., the first
level of interpretation) and that global, subjective
iterns reflect evaluative judgments (i.e., the sec-
ond level of interpretation}. Alternatively, it is
possible that nondistressed spouses manifest a
positive evaluative bias regarding items cancern-
ing their marriage whereas distressed spouses’
respanses are more veridical in terms of manifest
item content, Essentially, what is being suggested
is an interaction between level of marital distress
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and the content of items currently used to assess
marital guaiity. A partial test of this hypothesis
entails separate examination of the internal con-
sistency of responses to test items for distressed
and happily married groups of couples. Any
discrepancy would indicate support for the
hypothesis. Unfortunately, the properties of
marital quality indices have not been examined
separately in distressed and nondistressed groups.
We turn next to consider the goals of assessing
marital quality.

Purpose in Measuring Marital Quality

The significance of assessment goals is em-
phasized by the high face validity of indices of
marital adjustment, a feature that makes such in-
dices particularly susceptible to faking and social
desirability effects (Edmonds, Withers, and
Dibatista, 1972; Hawkins, 1968; Snyder et al.,
1981). Thus, any interaction between distress level
and item content may vary as a function of the
purpose (e.g., eligibility for therapy wversus
research survey) for which, and the conditions
(e.g., identified wversus anonymous responses)
under which, the instrument is completed, We
therefore suggest that various conceptual analyses
and measures may or may not be appropriate,
depending on the context in which they are
evaluated. For example, a multidimensional
measure that samples many domains of marriage
may be more appropriate in a clinical context
where the emphasis is on a broad assessment of
the marriage for the purpose of planning therapy.
On the other hand, a unidimensional measure
comprising global, evaluative judgments of the
marriage may be more appropriate in determining
the correlates of subjectively experienced marital
distress. The advantage of determining an ap-
propriate nomological network in this way is that
it fosters theory development. As 4 third possibili-
ty, the precise nature of the instrument used to
seleet criterion groups of happy and distressed
cauples may be less important than in the above
two cases when one seeks to investigate behavior
where overlap in measurements is unlikely to oc-
cur (e.g., seli~reports of marital satisfaction and
physiological indices; Levenson and Gottman,
1983, 1983).

In the words of the Doda, it would appear that
“everybody has won, and all must have prizes”
(Alice in Wonderland), We would add, “*but only
if they are mindful of the restricted domain in
which they have played the game.” It behooves
one to be aware of the fact that a construct can-
not, by definition, ever be validated fully and that
measures proposed to assess the construct are
themselves not actually validated. Strictly speak-
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ing, it is only the purpose for which a measure is
to be used that is validated (Nunally, 1978). Thus,
the validity of a test of marital quality rests not
only on the evidence pertaining to the adequacy of
inferences drawn from test scores but also on the
potential and actual consequences of its proposed
use (Messick, 1980).*

As Snyder (1982) notes, the absence of natural-
ly accurring criterion groups precludes the use of
a criterjon-keying or purely empirical approach to
establishing the validity of measures of marital
quality. The wviewpoint that measurement of
marital quality is necessarily limited to rational
measurement strategies is perhaps arguable, vet its
existence provides a further basis for the need to
pay careful attention to the content of measures in
the marital domain.® Thus, it is necessary to have
some way of selecting from the infinite number of
items and response patterns that might comprise
part of a measure of marital quality. One solution
to this problem, the use of glabal, evaluative
measures of marital quality, has been outlined
here. It should be noted, however, that a con-
struct in seience ideally represents an explicit
hypothesis (Nunally, 1978) and is reflective of a
theory. The call for descriptive, atheoretical
research on marriage (e.g., Gottman, {979) thus
seems antithetical to the development of sound
measurement procedures for assessing marital
quality. Although our proposal does not embody
a clearly articulated theory regarding marital
quality, it nonetheless confers several advantages
for interpreting existing research and lays the
foundation for necessary theoretical develop-
ment. In actual practice, construct validation
often begins in this manner (Messick, [980:
Nunally, 1978).

The importance of theory tends also to have
been overlooked when the purpase has been to
devise measures of marital quality. Again this has
unfortunate consequences. For example, Spanier
{1974) eliminated those items from his measure
that were highly skewed in a positive direction,
thus assuming that those reflective of maritai
quality are likely to approgimate a normal
distribution.® As Norton (1983} points out, such
iterns may be less critical indicators or even irrele-
vant to marital quality if marriage inherently in-
volves skewed data because married persons tend
to report “*happy’” marriages. The elimination of
skewed items is appropriate, however, if one's
purpose is simply to obtain an instrument that
best diseriminates between spouses differing in
marital quality.

Ideally one’s theory should, in turn, be subject
to modification as data relating to measurement
accumulate. However, this is not always the case.
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Again, the Dyadic Adjustment Scale illustrates
the problem. The nature of the items on this scale
predetermines the outcome of the factor analysis
performed to test Spanier's (1976} propased
definition. of dyadic adjustment. Because items
from each domain are sampled disproportionately
(Dyadic Consensus, 41%; Dyadic Satisfaction,
31%; Dyadic Cohesion, 16%; Affectional Expres-
sion, 12%), they have unequal probabilities of
defining factors. Shared method simjlarity among
the items comprising subscales also increases the
possibility that the factors are artifactual (Spanier
and Thompson, 1982). Not surprisingly, factor
analysis of the scale provides ‘‘no chance to
falsify the proposition embedded in the suggested
definition’ (Norton, 1983: 142). Limiting the
measurement of marital quality to global evalua-
tions of the marriage again obviaies these prob-
lems.

In sum, the purpose for which a measure of
marital quality is used will, in part, determine its
adequacy at a conceptual level. However, the pur-
pose for which a measure is used normally reflects
an underlying hypothesis. Refinement of
measures on the basis of psychometric considera-
tions alone can thus potentially vield a measure
that is not optimal for testing the hypothesis. In
other words, it is necessary to pay continued at-
tention to the content of items used in measures,
the issue with which we began.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

An extraordinary amount of attention has been
devoted to the study of marital quality. Despite
this attention, *‘marital researchers and clinicians
have been left without an adequate self-report
technology’ far assessing marital quality (Snyder,
1982: 190}. In an attempt to address this problem
it was suggested that the assessment of marijtal
quality be limited to global evaluations of the
matrriage. The rationale for this suggestion and its
implications for research were examined. A major
theme concerned the need for explicit conceptual
analysis regarding marital quality and the integra-
tion of such analysis with measurement opera-
tions. It is our contention that subile changes in
how one thinks about marital quality affect what
is done at the empirical level. Thus, for instance,
canceiving corpmunication as a component af
marital quality, rather than as a related but
distinct construct, is moare likely to necessitate
caution in examining empirically the relationship
between communication and marital quality. It is
too often the case that conceptual analysis and
awareness of theoretical assumptions are lacking,
a shortcoming that inhibits recognition of the
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boundary conditions under which research
observations regarding marital quality hold true.
It should be apparent that the present analysis
only highlights selected issues integral to the
assessment of marital quality. Some that are
omitted (e.g., individual versus dyadic levels of
analysig) are perhaps as important as those
discussed. The analysis offered is therefore
necessarily incomplete. Our intention, however,
was not to provide comprehensive coverage or to
attempt a final resolution of the problems
associated with the conceptualization and
measurement of ‘‘marital quality.”* Nor was it to
offer a ““theory”’ of marital quality. Instead, one
coneeptualization of marital quality was outlined
and distinctions were drawn that we believe will
contribute to clarifying some basic problems. We
see the attempt to clarify the referent of this term
as a precondition for empirically driven theory
construction. Unfortunately, it remains true that,
relative to the attention devoted to research on
marital quality, advances have been slow (Span-
ier, 1976). The present analysis is based on the
view that greater understanding and systematic
exploration of the problems in this domain will
facilitate their eventual and timely resolution.

FOOTNOTES

1. 1n this paper the term marital guality is used to refer
to the essential element reflected in these various
terms. [t will be argued that global, subjective
evaluations of marriage comprise this element as
they occupy a special status in the literature. Hence,
our choice of terminology reflects this viewpaoint.

2. A major finding in observational studies of com-
munication is that the ratio of agreements to
disagreements is greater than unity for nondistressed
families and less than unity for distressed families
(Riskin and Faunce, 1972). This can be explained in
part by examination of Table |, which shows that a
substantial number of the items ask respondents to
indicate agreement/disagreement in their marriage.
It must be acknowledged, however, that the use of
observation rather than a secand self-repoart measure
does confer advantages. At the very least the obser-
vational strategy can demonstrate not anly whether
individuals accurately report their behavior but
whether their reports correspond with hehavior at
the dyadie level of analysis.

3. It should, however, be noted that the current dilem-
ma can also be avoided by utilizing a set of con-
structs rather than a single construct relating to
matital quality. The use of a single term such as
marital quality would, in these circumstances, refer
to a pattern of scores rather than to a single, overall
score. We favar the use of a4 unitary construct of
marital quality because of its simplicity and because
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it is not clear that there is currently sufficient
theoretical development to yield a set of meaningful
constructs. The lack of ambiguity resutting from the
use of global, evaluative items provides the founda-
tion for the development of such theory.

. One implication of these ohservations concerns the
criterion groups used to establish criterion-related
validity. Couples seeking therapy, a frequently used
criterion group, are perhaps less than ideal precisely
because they are seeking therapy or have just entered
therapy. There is often a perceived pressure to report
marital distress in this circumstance, in order to em-
phasize the importance of the problems and ensure
that help is forthecoming. {n addition, as Jacohson
et al. {1981} note, it is a trivial accomplishment fora
measure to discriminate between couples in therapy
and those in a community control group. Neonethe-
less, this remaing among the most frequent Form of
“validity" used in the literature. In fact, it is not un-
common for the validity of measures of marital
quality to be examined in relation to a sroup of
divorced persons or separated spouses and a com-
munity group. Given the nature of existing measures
of marital quality, it is difficult ta imagine a measure
being “‘invalidated' by this means. Persons’ con-
struals of their marriage change as 2 function of be-
ing separated (Fincham, 1985b; Fletcher, 1983;
Newman, 1981; Newman and Langer, in press), and
in any event, it is difficult to equate a divorced per-
$0N’s responses to a measure of marital guality with
thase of someone who is married at the time of com-
pleting the measure, Yet this represents the major
criterion used to evaluate the validity of a recently
developed and now widely used measure of marital
adjustment, the Dyadic Adjustment Scale {Spanier,
1976).

. To the extent that the validity of measures is ac-
tnarial and less dependent on face validity, we
hypothesize that interesting differences are likely to
emerge between different subgroups of distressed
couples. Supporting evidence for this claim comes
from 2 recent report by Fincham (1985a}, in which
differences were obtained between a distressed group
of couples in therapy and a distressed community
group, relative to nondistressed community controls.
This difference was found on the dimensions
underlying spouses’ causal attributions, a measure
that is not easily interpreted in terms of evaluative
judgments regarding the marriage. The emergence of
purely empirically derived, criterion-keyed meagures
depends in part vpon the ingenuity of researchers
and, perhaps more importantly, on the large amount
of effort needed to achieve such a goal.

. The Dyadic Adjustment Scale is used to illusirate
several problems in the measurement of marjtal
quality. The use of this scale as an example does not
reflect its particular weakness, On the contrary, this
scale is among the best available and has enjoyed
considerable popularity.
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