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ABSTRACT

The main direct ion of much research on the clinical

and theoretical applications of marital and fami ly

counsel l ing focuses on pa t hol ogy . The position of this

inquiry is t hat clinicians need more knowledge regardi ng

positive models of family and marital functioni ng a s

guidelines for assist ing families and couples

experiencing problems. This inquiry focuses on family

strengths and marital satis fact ion in lasting marriages.

Data from 67 couples, who have been married for 15 y e ar s

or more, is analyzed t o describe those cha racteristics

associated wi t h f amily strengths and 1astin<J marriages .

Parti cu lar reference is made to t hose characteristics

which exist i n strong fami lies/lasting marriages ­

communication, cOJlIllIitment, intimacy, and dyadic

perceptions. The concepts were ope rat ionalized us ing t he

Mari t al Satisfaction I nve n t or y (MSI ) (Snyder, 1981 ) and

t hirty- one i tem questionnai re devised by the

r es earch er. In cl uded in t h i s study was the Family

Strengths Sca le (Ol son , 1985) , whi ch was used t o

operationalize fa mily s t rengths . The questionnaires were

hand de livered or mai l e d t o r e sp ondent s who volunteered
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to participate in the study. Some of th e data obtained

supports a U-Shaped cur vi l i near trend in marital

s a t isfac ti on throughout the life cycle . The data also

supports th e premise that the longer the lasting

marriage , t he stronger the family strengths and the

high er the l e vel of marital satisfaction. This s t udy

offers some Bu q yest i o n s for more expansive research which

exp l or e s t he characteristics of str ong families and

lasting mtAcriages.
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Lasting HarriagetJ

INTRODUCTION

This 3tudy investigates conufll.lnication, perception ,

c!lnurritment and intimacy in lasting marriages. In

addressing lasting marriages, this study meets a need for

empirical research . The findings provIde knowledge for

social work assessment, counselling and therapy in

intervention with couples . The findings also provide

some direction for prevention of marital dissolution with

eXisting marriages and second marriages .

This inquiry begins by examining some of the

literature and research on family and marital strengths.

A theoretical position is taken that defines marital

relationships and satisfaction in terms of a cognltive­

interactional theory base .

In contrast to more traditional studies of family

dysfunction and marital dissolution, this study focuses

on the question, "What are the charaateristics oE lasting

marriages? "
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A RBVIEff OF THE LITERATURE

Family StrengthslFlUJIily Well-Being

The concepts of family and coup le cannot be

dissociated in addressing lasting marriages . It will be

established that many characteristics of family strengths

and marital strengths are overlapping. In approaching

the concept of family 1 a forthcoming section of this

inquiry will describe marital satisfaction as it is

experienced throughout the family life cycle . The

primary focus of this inquiry is on lasting marriages;

however, it i s first necessary to explore the concept of

family functioning and how i t relates to family

strengths/family well-being.

Stinnett (1981) states:

The dream of facilitating strong families

which produce emotionally and socially healthy

individuals can be realized. This is a vitally

important dream and s houl d be a top priority in

our nation, because strong families are the roots

of our well-being as individuals and as a society

(Stlnnett l 1981 1 p. 3) .
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Waring (1983) s ummar izes that, " f ami l y t herapists

ha ve consistent ly f ou nd t ha t ch i.l dren with problems co me

from homes where t he re are dist ur bed husband- wi f e

r e l ationsh i p s " (p. 43) .

Thr oughout t he hi s t or y of social work pract ice , an

e ffor t i s o ft en made t o i de nt ify and de vel op strengths i n

famil ies and couples to i mpr ove t he overall quali ty at

tlJeir l ives. Mary Richmond (1 9 1 7) s ta tes, "Whatever

ec ce nt rici ties a fa mily may de ve l op, the trai t of f amily

s olidarity, of hanging t ogether t hrough th i ck and t hin,

i s a n as s e t for t he s ocial wor ker, and one tha t he sho ul d

use to the uttermost" (p. 1 3 9) . I f t he objective i s to

f acilitate s trong f amlliQs , it is first nece ssary to

iden ti fy the charac t er i stic s that e x ist i n s t ron g and

e ffecti ve families .

A revi ew of t he literature indi ca t es that th ere is

rel at ively l i ttl e r e se arch on the c lini cal study of

co uples or f amilie s who are hea lthy or func t i on we ll

(Beaver s, 1985; Gantman , 1980; St innett , 1985 ; &

Schlesinger, 1984). Tr ad i tionally, clinicians have

viewed f amilies in t erms of pa t holo gy and wi th little

fo cus on healthy f amily fun c t i oning (Wal sh, 19 89 ) .

"Normal' family func t i oning i s o f ten ba se d on th e
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ther api s t's sub j ective perception of norm al famil y

fun ctioning . Kazak et a1. (1989) explains th at the

therapist's concept of normal families may be different

from the cl i ent' s , The researchers explain that

per ce p t i ons may vary between ther apists o f d i f fe r e n t

or i gi ns . Therapist ' s sUbjective perceptions of norma lity

may be i n f l uence d by th eir r egul ar invol veme nt with

distressed fa mil i es. Also, processes in the therapist 's

own f amily of or i gin may similarly influence their

perceptions of nonnality (Kazak et al., 19 89 ) .

ot the l iterature th at i s available , much is

assoc i ated with the theoreti cal persp ective of sys t ems

theory (Barnhill, 1979; Beavers , 1985; Ii Gantman , 1980 ) .

In Bar nh ill ' s (1979) review of the l i t eratur e , he

identities e i ght po lar dim ensions of healthy fami ly

functioning and pathology: individuality

enmeshment , mut uality versus isolation , s t abi l i t y ver s us

disorganization, clear versus unclear or distor ted

perception , c lear

communi cation , flexibility

unclear distorted

rigidity, r ol e

r ec i pr oc i t y vers us unc lear roles or role con flict, and

c l e ar di ffused or breached generational

boundar i es . From a sy s t em' S t heory per spect i ve ,



Barnhill (1979) believes that these dimensions

interrelated and can interact with one another in causing

fami ly problems.

Gantman (1980) asserts that because of the differing

concepts of normality, the definition of a "normal

family" is quite complex . She explains that in many

instances, the definitions are limited in that they only

account for individual functioning as opposed to the

total family system. For this reason, she proposes a

systems approach in describing the characteristics of

well-functioning families . In comparison to disturbed

families she identifies research findings which establish

that well-functioning families are more effective in

decision making; family members are more supportive of

each other; they are expressive and conununicate in noisy,

discontinuous speech patterns; they have a well defined

power structure; they have clear generational boundaries;

family members show respect for each other's uniqueness,"

they have adaptive mechanisms to cope with dis­

equil ibrium, an atmosphere of autonomy with a warm and

flexible family structure; and healthy families perceive

reality accurately and accept change and loss (Gantman,

1980) •
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Gantman 's (1980) s y s t ems perspective on f amily

functioni ng i s also r eflec t ed in t he work of earlier

systems-oriented t heo rists such as Virginia Satir . I n

Banmen' s (1986) analysis ol Satir's model of f amily

therapy he i denti fies the following attributes which

exist in fu nc t i onal f ami l i e s :

( 1) Fami ly members experience caring, warmt h,

and tenderness. (2 ) Member s are empathic,

trusting, and ope n . (3) Members tolerate

i ndi v i dual i t y and shoW' respect l or the view of

others. (4) Members share po wer , do t hings

together , an d support each other . (5 ) Member s

share it sonse of humo ur and fun . (6) There is an

honesty i n agreement and disagreement situations.

(7) Members communicate directly . (8) Members

have and s ha r e solf-worth (Banmen , 1986, p . 48 1 ) .

In r e spons e to it national lorum to exami ne t he

strengt hs of Amer i can f ami l i e s , Tanner - Nel son and Banonis

(1981) report on the e fforts t ak en by the s t at e of

Dela ware t o identify f amily strengths . In one of many

e f f or t s, in f ormal di scus s ions wore h eld with 25

families t hr ou ghout t he state. They were asked th e
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question, "what does a strong family need?" (Tanne r

Nelson & Banonis, 1981, p . 5). The most frequent

response to the question included: l ove and concern ,

knowing you can talk about problems , commitment,

sacrifice , doing things together, and understanding and

r espec t for children.

Stinnett (1985 ) believes that the s t r eng t hs and value

placed on the family are factors whi ch determine the

strength of a nation . Thr ough his research (Oklahoma

study) Stinnett (l98S) and associates identified six

qualities in strong families : ( I) appreciation , (2)

spending a lot of t ime together, (3) good cOJ1l/Ilun i cation

(put t i ng conflict i n th e open and discussing i t ) , (4) a

hi gh degree of commitm ent, (5) a high degree of religious

orientation, and (6 ) the ability to deal with stress in

a pos i t i ve manner and see some positive e leme nts .

Family Lite Cycle - Marital Satisfaction

Mar i t al satisfaction thro ughout the life cycle does

no t necessarily fol low a path of l i near decline. There

is evidence to support t he belief that growth CBn exist

at t he l at e r s t ages of t he life cycle . Erikson ,

Eri k son and Kivnick (1986) s t a t e ; "The life cycle,
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however, does more than extend itself into the ne xt

generation . I t c urves back on t he l i f e of the

i nd ividual , allowing as we have indicated, a re­

experiencing of ea rl ier stages i n a ne w form" (page 327) .

That is, t hese and other interpretations suggest t hat

mari t al sa t isfaction changes throughout the li fe -cycle in

a curvilinear U-shaped curve .

Based on Erikson, Erikson and Kivnick 's ( 1986 )

analysis of marital s at is f ac t i on i t would appear that

satisfaction is based an the individual ' s sUbjective

evaluation of how they perceive t he i r situation. It i s

not the e xperiences per se but t he pe rcep tions and

mea ning derived from the situation and t he meanings it

has at t he pr esent time . In Erikson , Erikson and

Kivnick's (1986) study of the l ater s ta ge s i n the life

cyc le they describe th at t hrough th e i r observa tions many

of t he elders were satisfied with t he i r l ife choices and

the people they married; even though individuals

experienced pro fo und "unhappiness " and "r e s t l e s snes s" in

earlier pe riods of their lives . It appears that elde r l y

people experience sa tis fac tion i n t he l at er stages of t he

li f e cy cle re gardless of ear lier experiences . These

observations are co ngruen t wi t h the more genera l
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cognitive - humanist i c pos i t ion i n socia l wor k (Gold stein,

1984), t ha t s at is f ac t i on is de t ermi ne d by th e meaning

derived from t he coupl e ' s or individual ' 8 percepti on,

i nterpret a tion and understandi ng of thei r si t uation and

marriage .

Gil f or d and Bengtson (19 79) re viewed stud ies tha t

show a linear de c l i ne i n mari t a l satis faction throughou t

t he stage s of t he li fe cycle with t he l owest level o f

sa tisfac t ion being at the emp t y nest or the retirement

stage . The s t Udy (Gilford & Bengts on , 19 79) , did no t

support earlier r esearch . They report on f indings from

a random s ampl e o f 1, 056 married members o f three­

gener at iona l f ami l i e s , who were used t o develop a tw o­

di mensiona l measure of mari t al sat is f ac tion: ' positive

interact i on and neg ati ve sentimen t ' . These res ul t s

s upp or t a curvilinear trend in terms of the pa t t ern o f

pos itive i n t eraction, and a l inear de cline with regar d t o

progressi on of negative se ntiment. The conc l usion i s that

t hese r esult s do not support a l inear decline i n mari t al

sat is f ac t ion in the later stage of the life cycle.

Oth er e v i dence s uggests that couple s who perceive

th eir marriage as sa t is fy i ng in l ater years hav e usually

be en s at i s f i ed from th e be ginning ; and likewi s e , those



Lasting Marriages Page 10

who pe rceive their marr iage as unsa t is fy i n g were

uns atisfied from t he beginning (Fried ' Stern , 1972) .

Hith respect to particular couples , thi s may not always

be the s i t ua t i on. However , oppos i ng eviden ce su ggest s

that earlier experience s whi l e t hey may ha ve some

influen ce in de t e rmi ni n g satisfaction i n later years,

t he s d exper i ence s do not ens ur e that th e perception of

marital satisfaction in later year s will not be somewhat

i ndependent o f (or incongruent with ) ea r lier experiences

(Erikson, Erikson & Kivnick, 1986) .

Stinnett , Carter, and Montgomery (19 72) offer further

evidence to suggest that marital disenchantment over t he

life cycle may in fact be a myth . I n their study, they

fo und that ol der couples perceived their marriages as

favourable and increasing in later years . Most elderly

respondents reported the present to be t he happiest

period o f both marriage and of l ife in general (Stinnett,

Carter, s Montgomery, 19 72) .

Las ting ltarriageslllarJ t al Strengths

Sah} "singer and Tenhouse-Glblon (1984) promo te a

positive perspective on marriage in the 80's . They

believe that s t ay i n g married is enjoying a r enewal i n t he
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1980's; ~now that we have entered the 80's, and t he

'flower children' are gro....n up, it appears that t here is

a new focus in North American family life - on

functioning families and lasting marriage" (Schl e s i nger

s Tenhouse-Giblon , 1984 , p , 2) .

Contrary to popular opinion there is e vidence to

suggest that long marriages are not unusual (Mudd &

Taubio, 1982; Schlesinger & Tenhouse-Giblon 1984).

Schlesinger and Tenhouse-Giblon, (1984) refer to Newsweek

(1984), which points out that in the United Sta tes,

fift y -eight percent (58%) of all first marriages last

than fifteen years , fifty-two percent (52\)

than twenty years, and forty-seven p er cent ( 47\ ) more

than twenty-five years. Al s o , in the year 1976, two­

thirds ( 64 .2%) of Canada's adult population ages fifteen

years and older were married . In 1980, 191,069 marriages

took place, which was an increase from 187 ,811, in 1979

(Schlesinger & Tenho use-Giblon, 198 4). Based on the

above , marital li fe in North America, including Canada

would appear to support some lasting relationships . A

foc us on lasting marriages and perma ne nce, as opposed to

marita l dissolution, provides a rich ground fo r

systematic inquiry .
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Gutknecht and West (1985) s upport t he pr emi s e that

lasting marriages ~;;e very pr eva l ent in o ur society.

They explain that the tact tha t there i s a small

percentage of couples who marry three or mor e times adds

to a distorted picture of the existence of divorce . They

state, "•• . 44% of divorced individuals who remarry will

divorce again, which pushes up the t o t al percent ot

marriages that wi ll end i n divorce in the l ong term"

(Gutknecht & West, 1985, p. 181) . They also ex plain t hat ,

"two of every three f i r s t marriages last a l ifetime and

about three-fourths of all who divorce r emarz y "

(Gutknecht & We s t , 19 85 , p.181) . These i nterpreta t ions

also support a research focus on lasting mar riages and

marita l strengths .

Professor Ben Sc hlesinger and students at the

Uni ver s i t y of Toronto, School o f Social Work , defined a

lasting marriage as lasting f i f t een years or l onger and

having at l eas t one child (Schl esinger & Tenhouse ­

Giblon , 1984) . The s tudy i nvolved 129 couples who

vo l untoered through an advertisement in a Tor ont o

newspaper. Sixty- two couples were i nterviewed and sixty­

seven couples were mailed qu estionnai r es. The cou ples

identifiea the following as contributing t o a lasting
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marriage: the quality of the marriage (respect, l ov e ,

loyalty, honesty, etc.), couple i nteraction (comfortable

with each other), f r iendship intimacy and fidelity,

emotional aspects (consideration, dependabi lity,

emotional support , sharing sadness and joys), honesty in

cO/lUllunication, views (commitment to the marriage),

individual identity , and problem solving (abil ity to

solve problems , confront and work out problems) .

In a t wenty-y ear ongoi ng s tudy of s uccessful family

functioni ng, Mudd and Tabin (1982) report findings that

are fund amental to enduring family life . The study began

with 100 families i n 195 7- 1960 and a fo llow-up

questionnaire was compl e t ed by 59 famili e s i n 1978-1979.

The findings s ugge s t that within well -functioning

f amilies family dy n"mics, are e gal i t arian and democratic,

there are often f r equent r e l ations or ong oing contact

with adult chi l dr en , important sources of s t r engt h are

through close friendships and ac tive communi ty

involvement, few troubling situations are defined as

problems and perceived problems are often r esolved within

the family , the c oupl es exp ressed continuing satisfaction

wi t h marriage and fam i ly, and couples are optimistic

about t he f uture and anticipate positives in later
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development . The conclusion reached was t hat planning,

altruism, affection, democracy and economic opportunity

are important to enduring family l i f e .

Klagsburn ( 1985) opera tionalized the lasting marriage

as fifteen years or more. The reason is that the

majority of marital separations take place earlier and

because this population was sUbjected to the sweeping and

vulnerable changes of the 1960's and the 19 70 ' s . In her

research, she identifies eight categories t hat are often

found i n strong marriages, which includes those with; (1)

an ability t o change and tolerate change ; (2) an ability

to live witb the unc hangeable; (3) an assumption of

permanence; (4) trust; (5) a balance of power; (6)

enjoyment of each ot he r ; (7) a shared history that is

che rished; and (B) luck in choosing a par t ner who has t he

capacity to change, t r us t an d l ove .

Sporakowski and Hughs t on (1979 ) approached l asting

mar r iage by assessing mari ta.l sa tisfaction and marital

perception over t he l ife cycle. In their study , t hey

as ked co uples (married 50 or more years) what t hey

be lieved t o be the most important fa c t ors i n a happy

marriage . The following responses were r eceived:

importance of religion; love; give and take - t alking
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things t hrough ; home, f ami l y and children; i t takes t wo

to make a marriage work ; marriage is for l ife ,'

under s t andi ng and patience; and hones t y and t r us t .

significant findi ng was that the couples reported t he

aging years as most satisfying as it meant mor e time

t ogether , t ravel and activities which t hey did not have

time fo r i n previous y ear s .

Beavers (1985) suggests t hat healthy coup les operate

on what he interprets as "a sys t ems point of view" (p .

72). Wit hin the systems t heo retical perspeotive , he

defines healthy couples as : (1 ) placing meaning t o

enterprise and supporting each other's needs, (2) having

a modest overt power difference, (3 ) having the capacity

for clear bo undaries, (4) ope rating main ly in t he

present as opposed to al lowing past pr oblems and

influences by t hei r families of origin t o impact t heir

present situation, (5) having respect for individual

ch oi ce and autonomy, ( 6 ) having skills in negotia ti ng,

and (7) sharing positive feelings.

The concept of power, as wi t h other aspects of family

dy namics, can be denoted i n terms of the individual 's or

f amily ' s pe rceptions and definitions of t he meaning that

i t has fo r t hem. Latham (1 986) maintains t hat t he issue
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of power balance, H ••• depends not only on the views of

the members as to what ought to be the balance but on

their perception of what actually is the position "

(p .12S). I n other words, in contrast to the therapist's

pe rceptions, the couple may view their relationship as

existing with little or no power differential with

respect to their positions in the relationship . Thi s

interpretation is consistent with the cognitive­

humanistic theoretical perspective .

In a study of the vital marriage, Ammons and Stinnett

(1980) attempted to identify those personality

characteristics that enable couples to develop and

maintain a vital relationship. They found the following

characteristics to be important; sex, reciprocity,

determination , commitment and ego strengths. The

findings suggested that sex was an important component of

the couple 's interpersonal relationship as a means of

sustaining intimacy. Reciprocity was important in terms

of the couple's expression of understanding and support

in the relationship. Expression of needs reinforce

positive self concept (Ammons & Stinnett, 1980). They

al so point out that the couples were committed to the

relationship and determined to see it through. They were
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capable of doing so because they ha ve , .. . . . a clear

vision of what t hey want and express personality needs

which enable t hem t o realize the i r aspirations'" (Ammons

& Stinnett , 1980, p .40J . Ego s t ren gt hs was interpreted

as being i mp or t ant in terms of th e couples ability t o

function autonomously and to be sep ar at e from th eir

spouse . The pa radox seems t o be that individualization

and the development of a utonomy may be encouraged by a

satisfying a nd suppor t ive couple bond. A sense of

individuality ass i s t s with th e development o f a positive

s elf concept and the personal contentment necessary for

emotional bonding (Cowan & Kinder, 19BB).

Hari t al Strengths

Cent r al themes t hr ough out the research presented thus

far , are the importance of communi cation , pe rception ,

commitment an d i nt im acy i n optimal family functioning and

in s t r on g , lasting marriages . The purpose of this study

is t o de scribe the char ac t er i s t i cs of satisfying and

lasting marriages and r el a t e d family well-being, in terms

of conununi cat i on , pl!lrception ,

commitment and intimacy . I n th i s section, a review of

the research that will enable the achievement of clarity



Las t ing Mar riages Page 18

and operationalization of these di mensions as variable

sets, is ana lyz-ed .

COIIIIlIunica t ion and Perception

Satir (19 72 ) states , "Z see communicat ion as a huge

umbr el l a t hat co vers and affects al l that goes on between

human beings " (p . 30 ) and " .• •communication is the

largest single factor de termining what kinds of

relationships he makes with others and what happens to

him i n t he wor l d about him" t» - 30). Accor di ng to Banmen

(1986), Batir foc uses on ac tions, r e action s , and

interactions, and denotes communication as a " • •• means

by which people measure each other's f eel i ng of self­

wor th . " (Banmen, 1986, p , 483) . In other words,

communication patterns are perceived i n terms o f

emot ional expression , " • • •and the meaning o f the

feelings individuals have as a reaction to t he

communication" (Banmen, 1986, p .481). This is consistent

with t he interactiona l persp ec t i ve whi ch main tains t hat

meaning de r i ved i n interaction varies f r om i ndi vidual t o

individual and from s i tu ation t o si tuation

(Burr, at al. , 19 79).

Al ex ander (1 97 3 ) distinguishes between supporti ve and



defensive communicat ion.

Lasting Marriages Page 19

He denotes defensive

communication (Gibb, 1973) as verbal a nd nonverbal

be haviours t hat are ei t her threatening or punishing and

which re ci procal l y invite and produce defensive

behaviours. Suppo rtive communication is genuine,

information-seeking and giving, on a level of empathic

understanding and equality (Gibb, 1973) . Supportive

communication elicits productive interactions, l owered

anxiety and clearer communications.

Other research i ndicates that perception and

communi cat i on are important determinants to the quality

of the marriage (Zakerin, 1983; Strucker, 1971; Allen &

Thompson , 1984). Strucker (1971) explains that if ro le

concepts are similar (i.e . common expectations and

perceptions of responsibilities) communications

effective and the relationship exist ing between the

mar riage pa rtners is more satisfactory to both.

Differences in perceptions may cause disagreements,

misunderstanding and problems with in t he marital

relationship (Allen & Thompson, 1984) . There is

empirical support f or t he hypot he s i s that, "more direct

agreement between partners wi ll l ead to more satisfying

communication for both partne rs" (Al len & Thompson, 198 4 ,
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p. 917). Direct agreeme n t was conceptualized in te.rms of

their di rect pe rceptions on var ious aspects or i s s ues i n

their relationship such as re ligious belief, household

tasks, and f inances . The measuring instrument that was

used was a questi onnaire designed in conjunct ion with

Laing e t al .'s (1966) In t erp ers onal perception Hodel .

Percept ion also appears i mportant in t he la ter stages of

marriage . In Sporak owski and Hughs t on ' s (1978) s t udy of

older couples they foun d that congruence of perception of

spouses continued to be of major significance in relation

to mari tal satisfaction .

Consistent with role theory, Biddle (198';) maintains

that human behaviour is both predictable and different

depending on respective social identities and the

situation that exists in a social interaction . Recent

development in r ol e research proposes t hat perceptions i n

mar r iage are importa nt to marital satisfaction (Bahr ,

Chappel l & Leigh , 1983; Strucker, 1971; Bochner, Krueger

& Chmielewski , 1982). For examp le , in a stUdy of 12 6

couples (BOchner, Krueger & Chmie lewski , 1982 ) t he

results sho wed II s ubstantial association be tw een

perceived role discrepancy and marital adjustment. That

i s , it was determi ned that i t was not t he accuracy per se
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but the perception of what one spouse 'believed ' t he

other perceived th at ' de f i ned ' congr uence of per cep t i ons

for the couple. I n other words, .. 'w hat he thinks she

thinks ' a nd ' wha t sh e thinks he thinks' abo ut eac h

other's performance of i ns t r ument al and companionship

roles is more important to marital satisfaction th an

whet her the husband's and wi f e ' s perceptions a re in f ac t

accurate" (Bochner, Krueger & Chmie lewski, 1982, p. 135' .

Bahr, Chappell and Leigh ( 1983 ' studied the

r elationship be t ween age a t marriage , role enactmen t ,

role consensus an d marital satisfaction . They denoted

the quality of role enactment as Hthe perceived

competence with which ro le tafiks are performed" (Bahr,

Chappell & Leigh , 1983 , p . 797). Self ro le enactment

r e f e r s t o the individual's perception of how well he or

she wi ll ena ct a role . Spouse role enac tment refers to

how well the individua l pe rceives t heir spouse as

enacting II role (Bahr, Chappell , & Leigh , 19 83) . Role

consens us refers to ... . • t he perceived amount o f agreement

between h usband and wi fe r e gar di n g expectations and

values i n specific roles" (Bahr , Chappel l & Lei gh , 1983,

p , 797) . The fi ndings s uggest that age at marriage had

a weak association with self r ole enactment, spouse r ol e
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enactment, and role consensus; the quality of se l f role

ena ctment had a small relationsh ip wi th marital

satisfaction: and the qual ity of spous e role enactment

and rol e consensus had a pos i t i ve as s ociation with

mar ital s at is fa ction . The se findings aler t the

practitioner t o th e i mportance of perception and

consensus of perception i n marital relationships, as a

co ns i derat ion se parate from t he con gr uence of actions

with defini tions of reality . For example, "qual ity of

rol e en actment r efers t o th e perceived competence with

which role tasks are performed " (Bahr, Chappe l l & Leigh ,

1983 , p . 797 ) .

Montgomery (1981) de fi nes quali ty communication as

"t he interpersonal , transa ctional, symbol ic proc es s by

which mar r i age partners ach i eve and maintain

und erstanding of each other" (p . 21J . The importance of

communication in marriage 1s not only related to quality

but also t o p erception of qu ali ty . Take, for example ,

those couples who argue constantly and s t i l l perceive

their marriage as satisfactory . The therapis t may defi ne

problems i n the marriage ; however, the fact remains that

th e couple may no t perceive s i milar problems as existing.

If they do they may not pe rcei ve the problems as having
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a negative impact on how s atisfied they ac t ually f891

with their relationship . For the clinician the issue is

twofold: (1) is there joint ownership of the problem,

and (2) is the problem perceived as sufficiently

significant to motivate change .

The symbolic process of communi cation by which

partners interpret messages, involves both verbal and

non -verbal abstractions of reality (Montgomery, 1981) .

'"Learni ng what a symbol is, 1s only one of the processes

that occur i n the mind; another process 1s l ear ni ng to

make evaluate di stinctions abou t symbols'" (Burr et aI. ,

1979, p. 46) . Burr et aj , (1979) maintains that if

communication is conceived as a cognitive process, it

involves a mental process which is learned from

interaction with individuals . The mental process

involves acqu iring symbols , which are mental ab stractions

such as words or ideas . These symbols acquire meaning

through interaction with others. The importance appears

to be that meaning 1s derived not only from apparent

symbols such as speech but also through non-verbal

behaviour such as silence, gestures , tone of voice and so

forth . Satir (1972) reviews the elements of the

communication process which includes, the body, values ,
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expectations, sense organs, the ability to talk and the

brain . The body refers to movement , form and shapo.

Values are the concepts of 'good ' and ' bad ' that

determines the person's way of living . His/her

expectations are determined by expectations of the moment

and expectations formulated through past experiences.

The sense organs include eyes , ears, nose , mouth, and

skin which enable the person to be aware of the physical

and social environment around them. The ability to talk

refers to the actual ability to speak (e.g. words and

voice) . Finally, the brain i s considered the storehouse

of knowledge and experience that the person brings into

the communication process. Good conununication is

partially personalized to a relationship in that,

..... good human relations depend a great deal on people 's

getting one another's meaning, whatever words they happen

to use" (Satir, 1972, p . 47) .

In terms of couple 's cOJIlIIlunication, there is research

to suggest that there is a relationship between marital

satisfaction and the accuracy of non-verbal communication

(Kahn, 1970). Kahn (1970) administered the Marital

Conununication Scale (MCS) and the Locke-Wallace Marital

Adjustment Scale to forty-two college couples and found
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that the dissatisfied couples were prone to mis­

i nt er pr e t i ng each other 's ncn-verba.l signals . The

findin gs indicated that mislI'lde rstanding of intentions

t hat are conununicated non- ver bally is a major aspect of

martia l disharmony .

The research presented t hus far has attempted t o

outline the importance of communi cat i on (especially the

process) and perceptions (especiall y s hared meaning) as

determinants of marital satisfaction . If communication

is considered in terms of Sati r'8 model (Banmen, 1986)

th en thero i s a strong association between communication

and perception . As previously noted, Satir de notes

communication in t e rms of emotion as expression , ... . . and

the meaning of t he feel ings individuals ha ve as a

reaction t o t he cOJMIunication" (Banmen, 1986 , p.481) .

The meaning derived from interactiolJ o r communicat ion is

determined by i ndi vidual pe rceptions and as previously

not ed , ther e is a positive association betw6en similar

percep t i ons (role co ncepts), effective communication and

marital satis faction .

Commi tw ent

Conunitment i s de f i ned as , "t he extent to which the
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