/71
Communication and Decision-Making
Styles, Power Base Usage,
and Satisfaction in Marital Dyads
Virginia P. Richmond, James C. McCroskey, and K. David Roach
This research focused on use of pawer, decision-making and communication styles
of spouses in marital dyads, and the level of marital satisfaction of the partners in
these relationships. Drawing primarily on previous work involving Management
Communication
Style and decision-making styles in organizational and instructional communication contexts, but also examining directly relevant work within the
marital context, three hypotheses and five research questions were advanced.
Marital satisfaction for members of 136 marital dyads was examined to determine
its relationship with self- and spouse-reported communication and dedsion-making
styles and use of various pawer bases in communication
designed to influence
marital partner. The three hypotheses were supported by the findings: 1) Selfreported satisfaction as a member of a marital dyad was positively related to the
spouse's use of a more co-active style of communication and decision-making; 2)
Such satisfaction was positively related to one's spouse's communication of referent

pawer; and 3) Such satisfaction was negatively related to one's spouse's
communication of coerdve pawer. Use of reward pawer was also found to be
negatively assodated with a spouse's marital satisfaction. With only one
meaningful

exception, results for husbands and wives were very similar.
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W

hile it may have been that" once upon a time" males made all the important
decisions in marital relationships
and females dutifully complied
with whatever the males wished, that is not the dominant pattern in
contemporary U.S. marital relationships. Although men are generally observed to
exercise more power than women within the marriage relationship today (Gerber,
1991; see also Burgoyne, 1990; Donnan, 1990; and Williams, 1990), more marital
relationships in the U.S. are striving for an equalitarian pattern a balance of power
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and decision-making. Notably, most modem theories' addressing the marriage
relationship contain "ideas of behavioral reciprocity and sharing in intimate
relationships" (Bagarozzi, 1990, p. 52). Such relationships are highly dependent on
communicative interaction for decision-making and mutual influence of the marital
partners on each other. The way these communicative events occur may have a major
impact on the satisfaction of the marital partners. The resulting satisfaction (or
dissatisfaction) may determine whether the couple's relationship will be maintained
or ended, on their general life happiness level, and on the environment in which their
children will be raised.
The importance of communication to marital satisfaction has been established
through considerable research. For example, Bell, Daly, and Gonzalez (1987) determined that over half the variability in women's marital satisfaction could be predicted
by communication behaviors representing just five affinity-maintenance categories.
While it is not surprising that such pro-social communication behavior would have a
major impact on marital satisfaction, it seems at least equally likely that communication designed to influence a marital partner's behavior could have an important
impact This kind of communication is likely to produce resistance, as well as compliance, and so may stimulate very negative interaction and conflict Such outcomes
are likely to result in marital dissatisfaction.
COMMUNICATION AND DECISION-MAKING
Much of the work done related to decision-making and communication has
focused on the organizational context Within this context there is a natural "pull and
tug" for control of decisions between those at higher and lower levels of the
organization-supervisors
and their subordinates. Within this context decisionmaking often is viewed as the prerogative of those at higher levels and may involve
those at lower levels only if the "higher-ups" choose to delegate such authority to them.
Various managers have different styles of decision-making. These styles fall on a
continuum. At one end are those who chose to make most or all of the decisions
themselves, and those at the opposite end are those who choose to delegate all or most
of the decisions to those below them. The nature of the communication in these
different decision-making contexts is highly varied. This led Richmond and
McCroskey (1979) to advance the construct of "Management Communication Style"
(MCS). This construct recognizes that people vary in their general approach to
decision making and that the individual's approach has important, observable impact
on their communication behavior. While the construct was originally advanced
within .the organizational context, and we will begin by discussing it in that context,
we believe it may be applied in other contexts as well, including the very different type
of context represented by the marital dyad. While the analogy between the superior I
subordinate relationships and marital relationships is far from perfect, since married
people do need to" manage" or influence one another from time to time, there are some
similarities. We will address application to this context directly later.
Central to the MCS construct was the theoretical work of Tannenbaum and
Schmidt (1958), the film Styles of Leadership (1962) based on this earlier work, and the
research of Sadler (1970). Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1958) postulated a continuum
of leadership orientations within an organization from the extreme "boss centered" to
the extreme" subordinate centered." As one moves from the first extreme toward the
latter, the use of authority by the manager decreases and the involvement of
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subordinates in decision making increases. Based on the later work of Tannenbaum
and Schmidt and the research of Sadler, the MCS construct was advanced as a
continuum with the labels of Tell, Sell, Consult, and Join identifying varying points on
that continuum. Each of these labels represents a specific style of decision making
which may be employed by a manager. The MCSconstruct recognizes that blends of
these styles exist between the pairs of the marker points along the continuum
(Richmond & McCroskey, 1979).
MCS IN MARITAL DYADS
The traditional marital dyad with the husband in charge and making decisions
and the wife complying with those decisions, with minimal resistance or question,
represents the extreme "Tell" orientation. The equalitarian marital dyad, which exists
in many marriages today, represents the opposite "Join" extreme. In this type of
relationship the decision-making is shared by the marital partners, with some being
made together and others" delegated" by one partner to the other. Ironically, research
in the mid-1970s indicated that these two extreme types of dyads resulted in the
highest levels of marital satisfaction in both husbands and wives (Corrales, 1975). In
both of these types, approximately seventy-five percent of the people studied reported
being "very satisfied." The type which was found to result in the least satisfaction was,
however, also an extreme "Tell" dyad, but one in which the wife assumed the decisionmaking role. Only twenty percent of the people in this type of marital dyad reported
being "very satisfied."
These extreme types of marital dyads, of course, do not represent all of the types
which exist It will be useful, therefore to examine the MCS conceptualization as it can
be applied to the context of the marital dyad. We will examine the four major points
on the MCS continuum and the communication which is characteristic of each.
Tell. A spouse employing this MCS habitually makes decisions and simply
implements those decisions or announces them to her/his spouse with the expectation
the decision will be accepted and carried out without challenge. Communication:
Primarily unidirectional (dominant spouse to submissive spouse) and noninteractive.
Questions are acceptable if they are concerned with clarification or how the decision
is to be carried out Inquiries questioning the desirability of the decision are
discouraged or even just not tolerated. Expressed concern for the other spouse's
satisfaction with the decision is rare.
Sell. A spouse employing this style also makes the decisions, but rather than simply
implementing the decisions or announcing them to her/his spouse, he/she tries to
persuade her/his spouse of the desirability of the decisions. Communication: Primarily,
but not exclusively, from decision-making spouse to other spouse; sometimes
bidirectional and interactive. Questions are generally encouraged and challenges
often are met openly with persuasive counter-arguments. Concern for the satisfaction
of the other spouse's satisfaction with the decision often is explicit
Consult. The spouse employing this style also makes the ultimate decisions, but not
until the problem has been presented to the other spouse and her/his advice, information, and suggestions have been obtained. Communication: Primarily from the nondecision-making spouse to the decision-making spouse; bidirectional and inter-active.
One spouse provides input so the other can make a better decision than he/ she could
otherwise. There is exploration of the advantages and disadvantages of various
options based on needs, well-being, and satisfaction of both spouses.
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Join. The spouse employing this style does not make the decision, rather the
authority to make decisions is delegated to the other spouse either in cooperation with
this spouse or in her or his absence. This spouse announces the problem and may
indicate limits of possible solutions, but decisions must be based on a consensus after
open interaction. Communication: Bidirectional and highly interactive. Spouses
communicate with each other as equals. Each spouse's well-being and satisfaction are
the primary criteria for decision making in the interaction.
While the above MCS approaches are presented as categorical, it is important to
remember that these reflect points on an underlying continuum and no spouse would
be likely to operate at all times at only one point on that continuum. Most spouses will
have a general tendency to operate near one point but will have considerable
variability around that point.
Theoretically each spouse has a choice of what MCS to employ. However, if one
spouse assumes a strong tell or sell orientation, the flexibility of the other spouse is
dramatically reduced. It is extremely difficult for one spouse to implement a consult
or join style when confronted with a spouse operating in the tell or sell mode. Such
discrepancies are very likely to lead to ineffective communication and dissatisfaction.
Hypothesis

1

I

There is a strong link between marital decision making power and marital
satisfaction (e.g. Beach & Tesser, 1993). Early research relating to decision making and
satisfaction ip.dicated that subordinates in production organizations expressed much
more satisfaction under the sell, consult, and join styles than under the tell (Sadler,
1970). In Sadler's research, the four styles were treated categorically. In research
employing the MCS conceptualization and measurement which treats MCS as a
continuum, Richmond and McCroskey (1979) obtained similar results within the
organizational environment. Their results indicate a positive relationship between
both general satisfaction and supervisor satisfaction and an MCS more in the join
direction. General dissatisfaction and willingness to move to a new position were
found to be positively associated with a more tell-oriented MCS. Later research
replicated these results (Richmond, McCroskey, & Davis, 1982; Richmond, McCroskey,
Davis, & Koontz, 1980).
The marital relationship differs from the supervisor/subordinate
relationship in
important ways. It is not structurally hierarchical, at least not in the U.S. cultural and
legal environment. The cultural presumption of equality in marital relationships
makes it more difficult for either spouse to assume a tell orientation. That, of course,
does not mean it is not done. Not everyone within the culture will conform to any given
cultural norm. It is reasonable to expect that the spouse of the cultural nonconformist
may be very dissatisfied, possibly even more so than the organizational subordinate
who works under the tell-oriented supervisor. Therefore, it is hypothesized that the
selfreported satisfaction of a member of a marital dyad will be positively related to that
person's perception of a more join-oriented MCS on the part of their spouse.
We anticipated the responses of both husband and wives would be consistent with
this hypothesis. However, the earlier research which indicated a far less positive response
to a wife-tell style than to a husband-tell style led us to pose a follow-up question:
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Is the relationship between MCS and satisfaction similar for
husbands and wives?
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USE OF POWER IN MARITAL DYADS
As Fitzpatrick (1988) notes, power within the context of the marital dyad is the
ability to produce intended effects on the behavior of the emotions of the spouse. Many
factors such as money (e.g., Burgoyne, 1990; O'Connor, 1991), education (e.g.,
Williams, 1990), hidden agendas (e.g., Krokoff, 1990), women's employment (e.g.,
Pyke, 1994) and sex role ideology (e.g., Kingsbury & Scanzoni, 1989) can influence the
balance of power in marriages. In all of these, however, communication is the key.
There is "a growing body of literature that links communication practices to power"
(Scudder & Andrews, 1995, p.31). It is necessary in all marital relationships for both
husbands and wives to influence their partners' behavior and/or emotions.
Consequently, power is a fact of everyday life in marital dyads.
Although a perfect 50/50 balance of power in a relationship may often be an
unachievable ideal, more and more relationships today target this as a goal. This
balance remains a challenge to many couples. Many studies point to imbalances in
marital power as a primary issue in marital conflict (Feld & Urman-Klein, 1993). When
the power balance is not mutually acceptable, serious problems arise. Bagarozzi (1990)
suggests that "when separation and/ or divorce are not considered acceptable options,
spouses frequently resort to various interpersonal as well as intrapersonal strategies
and maneuvers in their attempts to bring about a more satisfying and rewarding
system of social and behavioral exchanges" (p. 52-53). These maneuvers can include
the development of psychiatric symptoms "used by the less powerful spouse to bring
about a more equitable balance of power in the couple's exchange system" (Bagarozzi,
1990), p. 51). Kaslow and Carter (1991) note the relationship between imbalance of
marital power and depression in women. Babcock, Waltz, Jacobson, and Gottman
(1993) found that in domestically violent marriages, husbands who felt less powerful
were more likely to be physically abusive. Other negative outcomes of marital power
imbalance include verbal/symbolic aggression (e.g., Straus & Sweet, 1992), marital
violence (e.g., Gerber, 1991; Anson & Sagy, 1995), and relationship dissolution. Thus it
is important that couples pursue the goal of power sharing in marriage and, though
they may reach some balance less than perfect, it still must be mutually acceptable. An
equal balance (or at least an acceptable balance) is strongly linked to marital
satisfaction (Aida & Falbo, 1991: Whisman & Jacobson, 1990).
Power balance is only part of the picture. To use power wisely, one must have an
understanding of the various forms and effects of power use. As was the case with
MCS, much of the research on power has been focused on supervisor/subordinate
relationships in organizations. One of the conceptualizations of power which has been
related effectively to the organizational context is that advanced by French and Raven
(1968). Their conceptualization suggests there are five primary bases of power:
coercive, reward, legitimate, referent, and expert Each of these depends on how
people see one another in relationships. How these presumably operate in marital
dyads follows.
Coerdve. This base of power rests on one spouse's perception that he/ she will be
punished by her/his spouse if he/she does not conform to that person's influence
attempt Thus, when one spouse communicates messages of threat or force in an
attempt to influence the other spouse, the coercive base of power is being employed.
While use or threat of physical violence is one example of the use of coercive power, it
is the most extreme form. More commonly, coercion of a more subtle sort will occur
in marital dyads. Threats or inferences that something desired by one spouse will be
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withheld or taken away by the other as punishment for nonconformance to influence
attempts are far more common.
Reward. This base of power rests on one spouse's perception that he/she will be
rewarded by her/his spouse if he/she conforms to that person's influence attempt
Thus, when one spouse communicates messages of promise of reward, reward power
is being employed. Direct promises of tangible reward, like "I will give you $100 if you
will do this for me," is an obvious and extreme example of the use of reward power.
More commonly, more subtle or implied rewards are employed in marital dyads.
Coercive and reward power are essentially two sides to the same coin. One is the
carrot, the other the stick.
Legitimate. Within organizations people are assigned presumably legitimate
power by higher-ups in the organization. Thus, a person's rank or title in the
organization is taken as an indicator to most people that the person has the right to
expect certain kinds of conformance to their "legitimate" influence attempts.
Within marital dyads legitimate power rests on the perception of one spouse that
the other spouse has certain rights as a function of "being married." These rights
generally are culturally determined and vary widely from culture to culture. In more
traditional marriages in the U.S., for example, it generally would be seen as
appropriate for the husband to speak outside the house for both members of the dyad,
make certain decisions about spending the couple's resources, and generally direct the
wife's behavior outside the home. In more contemporary marriages in the U.S.,
however, none of these "legitimate"
behaviors likely would be considered
"legitimate." In contrast, members of this type of dyad would be likely to work out
specific rights for both dyad members cooperatively, and in some cases prior to the
actual marriage through a pre-nuptial agreement
Referent. This base of power rests on the strength of the personal relationship
between the two dyad members. In supervisory relationships, "referent power is
influence based on care and trust developed in a relationship; it is earned through
trustworthy relating" (Nelson, 1991, p. 364). In the context of a marriage, the more
affection and respect one has for the other, the more that person will try to please the
other. When one person is strongly attracted on in love with the other person, it is likely
they will identify their own well-being with the other's well-being. Under
circumstances of such positive identification, one person is likely to conform to their
spouse's influence attempts simply because they want to be close to that other person.
Expert. The final power base defined by French and Raven (1968) focuses on the
knowledge or special abilities of an individual making an influence attempt In
supervisory relationships, "expert power is influence based on the knowledge and
expertise of the supervisor; it is earned through education, training, experience, and
the communication of those to trainees" (Nelson, 1991, p. 364-365). Within the marital
dyad, expert power is based on one spouse's perception of the other's competence and
knowledge in the specific area in which an influence attempt is made as well as a
general perception of expertise. When one spouse considers the other to be
considerably more expert on a given issue, it is likely he/she will simply conform
because he/ she thinks the other person must be correct
Hypotheses 2-3
Early research in the organizational environment reported by Student (1968)
indicated that as supervisor use of expert and referent power increased, subordinates
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had fewer excused absences. Other bases of power were not related to absenteeism. In
terms of performance, use of expert and referent power were associated with positive
outcomes, coercive and legitimate were associated with negative outcomes, and there
was a mixed picture for reward power. Student did not directly measure job
satisfaction.
In more recent research Richmond, McCroskey, Davis, and Koontz (1980)
examined use of power both as a correlate of job satisfaction and in relation to MCS.
Their results indicated that, across a variety of subject samples, coercion and
legitimate power were associated with a more tell-oriented MCS, while referent and
expert power were more associated with a join-oriented MCS. Importantly, they also
found referent and expert power to be associated with higher satisfaction and coercion
to be associated with lower satisfaction. Legitimate power had a weak association with
dissatisfaction in some samples and no association in another. Reward power had a
weak association with satisfaction in one sample, and no association in others. In a
follow-up study involving 87 supervisors and 432 subordinates, Richmond, Wagner,
& McCroskey (1983) found strong relationships between use of coercive and referent
power with satisfaction. Subordinates of supervisors who employed extensive
coercion were significantly less satisfied, while those with supervisors who drew upon
referent power were significantly more satisfied. None of the other power bases had
any meaningful relationship with job satisfaction.
Richmond and McCroskey (1984) also examined the impact of teachers' use of
power on the students' satisfaction with their instructor. The results of this study of
over 2000 students indicated that teachers who used relatively high amounts of
coercive and legitimate power produced much lower satisfaction in their students. In
contrast, teachers who used relatively high amounts of referent power produced
substantially more satisfied students.
As we have noted previously, the marital relationship is very different than the
supervisor/subordinate
relationship.
So is the teacher/student
relationship.
However, the strong findings observed in the organizational and instructional
research are highly suggestive of what might exist in relationships in other contexts.
The organizational and instructional results related to coercive and referent power
appear highly likely to reflect what happens in marital dyads as well. Consequently,
we advanced two hypotheses:

H2
H3

The self-reported satisfaction of a member of a marital dyad
will be negatively related to her/his perception of her/his
spouse's use of coercive power.
The self-reported satisfaction of a member of a marital dyad
will be positively related to her/his perception of her/his
spouse's use of referent power.

Since there is little in the organizational and instructional literature that would
suggest what we should expect with the use of expert, reward, and legitimate power,
we chose to address this concern with research questions:

RQ2
RQ3
416

What is the relationship between legitimate power and
marital satisfaction?
What is the relationship between reward power and marital
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RQ4

sa tisfacti on?
What is the relationship
satisfaction?

between expert power and marital

We anticipated the responses of both husband and wives would be consistent with
these hypotheses and similar with respect to the research questions. However, given
the association between coercive power and the tell orientation, as well as the
relationship between referent power and the join orientation, we posed a final followup question:

RQ5

Is the relationship between use of power and satisfaction
similar for husbands and wives?
METHODS

Sample
A sample was drawn from married individuals enrolled in adult education classes
in communication at an Eastern university. Each student who volunteered to participate agreed to take an identical research instrument to her/his spouse and request
her/his participation. A random code number was assigned to each volunteer who, in
turn, placed it on her/his questionnaire and on the one taken home to the spouse. A
postage-paid return envelope was provided the spouse so he/ she could return the
instrument privately. Instruments returned in any other manner were discarded. A
total of 324instruments were collected. Instruments with the same code numbers were
paired and all other instruments were discarded. A total of 136 married couples
constituted the final sample.
Measurement
The following instruments were employed to measure the variables included in
this investigation:
Marital Satisfaction. The instrument used to measure marital satisfaction was a
Likert-type measure employing five-step response formats. The instrument included
four items: 1) In general, how often do you think things between you and your spouse
are going well? (never, seldom, sometimes, usually, always). 2) Have you ever
considered separating from your mate? (never, seldom, sometimes, often, very often).
3) Everything considered, how happy has your marriage been for you? (very happy,
happy, somewhat happy, unhappy, very unhappy). 4) If you had your life to live over,
do you think you would marry the same person? (definitely, probably, possibly,
probably not, definitely not).
This instrument was developed by Powers and Hutchinson (1979) and generated
an internal reliability estimate of .92 in their initial investigation. In addition to the
clear face validity of the instrument, the construct validity of the instrument in
previous work has been good. In the current investigation the Alpha reliability was. 93
for females and .91 for males.
TheMCS instrument developed by Richmond and McCroskey (1979) was adapted
for use with marital dyads in this investigation. This instrument is a 19-point
continuum ranging from Tell (10), through Sell (16), through Consult (22), to Join (28).
The procedure for using this instrument is to distribute information describing the four
steps on the continuum and the communication associated with each step. Then the
subject is asked "What style of decision making does your spouse use with you in
Communication
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general?" They are additionally asked to "circle only one number on the continuum."
Respondents were asked to complete another version of this same instrument, except
that they were asked to indicate what was their own general MCS.
In previous research (Richmond & McCroskey, 1979) the test-retest reliability on
this instrument was .85. Test-retest reliability was reported to be .87 in two other
studies (Richmond, McCroskey, & Davis, 1982; Richmond, McCroskey, Davis, &
Koontz, 1980). No test of reliability was possible in the current investigation because
the instrument was only administered once. However, in a pilot investigation
employing 112 married individuals from the same population of adults employed in
the main study, but not their spouses, the test-retest reliability was found to be .84 over
a three-week period.
Bases of Pawer. The Relative Power Measure (RPM) developed by McCroskey &
Richmond (1983) was employed in this investigation. The procedure for use of this
instrument calls for first providing the participants with a full explanation of each of
the five bases of power in written form. Then the individual is asked to respond to the
following:"Presuming that 100% represents all of the power that your spouse uses with
you, please estimate the percentage which he/she uses in each of the following categoriEs. For

example, if he/ she uses a lot of coercive power but little else, you might respond as
follows: 80 coercive; 5 reward; 5 legitimate; 5 referent; 5 expert. Be sure your total adds
to 100%."
This is followed by a listing of the five bases of power with a space before each for
the participant's response. Respondents also completed another version of this
instrument that was identical except it asked them to estimate their own power base
usage.
In a pilot test of this instrument involving 163 married individuals (but not their
spouses, drawn from same population as the previously noted pilot study), a canonical
correlation estimate of the reliability of the instrument over a three week period was
.83. No reliability estimate could be made in this study because the instrument was
administered only once. This instrument has strong construct validity based on
previous investigations.
Procedure. Participants were invited to volunteer for participation in this study.
No inducements were provided. Although the classes in which the volunteers were
enrolled were in communication, no material related to the study was discussed prior
to their completion of the project They were debriefed subsequently, at the time of the
course when material relevant to the study was normally introduced. Questionnaires
received from spouses within the next 16 days after they were provided to the
volunteers were retained for the study. Those received later were not included.
Questionnaires were paired by code number and identified by sex of respondent.
Data Analyses. Preliminary analyses involved computation of the means and
standard deviations for all of the measures. These are reported in Table 1. The data
related to the first hypothesis, concerning the relationship between one's own
satisfaction and that person's perception of their spouse's MCS, were analyzed by
means of simple correlations. The data related to RQ1 were examined by simple
correlations and t-tests of differences between correlations.
The data related to hypotheses 2 and 3, concerning the relationship between one's
own satisfaction and that person's perception of their spouse's power usage, were
analyzed by means of simple correlations, as were the data related to RQ2-RQ4. The
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TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Measure by Sex of Respondent

Male

Female
Measure

Mean

Marital Satisfaction

16.7
23.8
24.3

MCSSelf-Report
MCS Spouse-Report

PowerBase Percentage--Self-Report
06.4
Coercive
12.7
Reward
10.6
Legitimate
45.3
Referent
25.0
Expert

S.D.

Mean

S.D.

2.9
4.1
4.7

16.8
22.3
23.4

2.6
4.7
4.6

10.1
13.8
13.8
26.2
23.0

09.4
11.6
11.1
4Q.2
27.7

14.5
12.9
12.4
26.5
20.9

16.9
14.7
15.8
28.0
20.5

07.0
10.6
12.5
44.6
25.3

13.2
12.9
16.6
29.0
24.8

Power Base Percentage--Spouse-Report

Coercive
Reward
Legitimate
Referent
Expert

10.7
13.3
12.5
42.6
20.9

data related to RQ5 were examined by simple correlation and t-tests of differences
between correlations. Supplementary data analyses will be noted in the results section
below.
RESULTS
MCS
The correlation results relating to hypothesis 1 are reported in Table 2. The two
most relevant correlations are those between spouse reports of their own satisfaction
and their partner's MCS. The correlation for the wives was r=.53 and that for the
husbands was r=.46. The difference between these two independent correlations was
not significant (z<l). Hypothesis 1 was confirmed, the observed correlations between
a member of a marital dyad's marital satisfaction and the person's perception of their

MCS Female Self-Report
MCS Male Self-Report
MCS Female Spouse-Report
MCS Male Spouse-Report

.19
.31
.53
.41

Male Satisfaction

.22
.27
.33
.46

* All correlations significant at p<. 00 I.
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Female Satisfaction

i

1

TABLE 2
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parb1er's MCS is positive, meaning more "join" oriented. The absence of a significant
difference between the correlations we obtained for husbands and wives indicates the
answer to RQ1 is that the relationship between MCS and satisfaction is the same for
both spouses.
Supplementary analyses resulted in similar associations between one parb1er's
perception of their spouse's MCS and their spouse's report of satisfaction. Wive's reports
of satisfaction were significantly correlated with their husband's perceptions of the wife's
MCS (r=.41). The reciprocal correlation (husband's satisfaction and wife's perception of
husband's MCS) was also significant (r=.33).These two correlations are not significantly
different (z<l).
The primary correlations indicate higher satisfaction of one member of a marital
dyad is correlated with use of a more join-oriented MCS on the part of their partner. The
secondary correlations indicate that a more join-oriented MCS, as perceived being used
by one's partner, is also correlated with one's own satisfaction. Since the former results are
suggestive of a causal pattern from use of a join-oriented MCS to a parb1er's satisfaction,
and the latter results are suggestive of a causal pattern of one's own satisfaction leading
to one's use of a join-oriented MCS, it was important to look at the strength of both types
of relationships.
A test for differences between dependent correlations (Bruning & Kintz, 1%8)
between the relevant correlations for the wives (r=.53 and r=.41) indicated a significant
difference between the two relationships (t=4.56, p<.OOl).The tests for husbands (r=.46
and r=.33) also indicated a significant difference between the two relationships (t=4.69,
p<.OOl).While reciprocal causality is most likely present in this type of context. these
results indicate the stronger causal path leads from use of a more join-oriented MCS by
one marital partner to marital satisfaction on the part of the other marital partner.
This inference is strengthened by the correlations obtained between self-reported
MCS use and satisfaction. All of the correlations (see Table 2) were in the same direction
as the spouse reports indicated above, and all were statistically significant (at least at the
.05 level). However, in all comparisons the self-reports indicated weaker associations
between MCS and one's own satisfaction than the relationships between one's spouse
report of one's MCS and one's own satisfaction. These results signif-icantly weaken the
case for the causal path of one's own satisfaction leading to one using a more join-oriented
MCS.
Use of Pawer

The correlation results relating to hypotheses 2 and 3 are reported in Table 3. The most
relevant correlations are those between spouse reports of their own satisfaction and their
partner's use of coercive and referent power. We will consider these in turn.
Coercivepawer.The correlation for use of coercive power for the wives was r=-.33 and
that for the husbands was r=-.41. The difference between these two independent
correlations was not significant (z=.76). Hypothesis 2 was confirmed, the observed
correlations between a member of a marital dyad's satisfaction and the person's
perception of their parb1er's use of coercive power is negative. The absence of a significant
difference between the correlations we obtained for husbands and wives suggests, re RQ5,
that both respond similarly to a spouse's use of coercive power.
Supplementary analyses resulted in similar associations between one partner's
perception of their spouse's use of coercion and their spouse's report of satisfaction.
Wive's reports of satisfaction were significantly negatively correlated with their
420

Richmond, McCroskey, and Roach

,

TABLE 3
Correlations Between Power Bases and Marital Satisfaction by Sex of Respondent*

Measure

Female Satisfaction

Male Satisfaction

Coercive
Female Self-Report
Male Self-Report
Female Spouse-Report
Male Spouse-Report

-.25
-.35
-.33
-.49

-.25
-.36
-.41
-.41

.30
.34
.32
.26

.32
.41
.30
.34

Referent
Female Self-Report
Male Self-Report
FemaleSpouse-Report
Male Spouse-Report
Reward
Female Self-Report
Male Self-Report
FemaleSpouse-Report
Male Spouse-Report
Legitimate
Female Self-Report
Male Self-Report
Female Spouse-Report
Male Spouse-Report

-.18
-.23

-.27
-.28
-.27

-.25

-.19

Expert
Female Self-Report
Male Self-Report
Female Spouse-Report
Male Self-Report
* All reported correlations, p<. 05. Non-significant correlations not reported.

husband's perceptions of the wife's use of coercion (r=-.41, p<.OOl). The reciprocal
correlation (husband's satisfaction and wife's perception of husband's use of coercion)
was also significant (r=-.49, p<.OOl).These correlations are not significantly different
(z<l).
The primary correlations indicate higher satisfaction of one member of a marital
dyad is correlated with lower use of coercive power on the part of their partner. The
secondary correlations indicate that less use of coercion, as perceived by one's partner,
is also correlated with one's own satisfaction. As was the case with the MCS results
discussed above, these results are supportive of causal links in both directions between
satisfaction and use of coercion. Hence it was important to look at the strength of the
relationships.
Corrununication
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For husbands, the relationships were of equal strength, r=-.41 in both cases. For
wives the difference between the relevant correlations (r=-.49 and r=-.33) indicated a
significant difference between the two relationships (t=2.17, p=.OS). These results
indicate the stronger causal path for wives leads from marital satisfaction (actually
dissatisfaction) to their use of coercive power. The correlations between self-reported
use of coercive power and satisfaction (see Table 3) followed the same pattern as the
spouse reports for wives, reinforcing the interpretation in support of the causal link
between dissatisfaction and higher use of coercion. A similar pattern for males
appeared in the self-report data for husbands, but not in the spouse report data. Hence,
the reciprocal causality explanation for the relationship between dissatisfaction and
use of coercive power for husbands is more justified. For neither is the explanation that
use of coercive power leads to dissatisfaction acceptable as the primary explanation
for the relationship between these two variables.
Referent Pawer. The correlation for use of referent power for wives was r=.32 and
that for the husbands was r=.34. The difference between these two independent
correlations was not significant (z<1). Hypothesis 3 was confirmed, the observed
correlations between a member of a marital dyad's marital satisfaction and the
person's perception of their partner's use of referent power is positive. The absence of
a significant difference between the correlations we obtained for husbands and wives
suggests, re RQS, that both respond similarly to a spouse's use of referent power.
Supplementary analyses resulted in similar associations between one partner's
perception of their spouse's use of referent power and their spouse's report of
satisfaction. Wive's reports of satisfaction were significantly positively correlated
with their husband's perceptions of the wife's use of referent power (r=.30, p<.001).
The reciprocal correlation (husband's satisfaction and wife/ s perception of husband's
use of referent power was also significant (r=.26, p<.001). These correlations are not
significantly different (z<1).
The primary correlations indicate higher satisfaction of one member of a marital
dyad is correlated with higher use of referent power on the part of their partner. The
secondary correlations indicate that higher use of referent power, as perceived by
one's partner, is also correlated with one's own satisfaction. As was the case with the
MCS and coercive power results noted above, these results are supportive of causal
links in both directions between satisfaction and use of referent power. Hence, once
again, it was important to look at the strength of the relationships.
For both husbands (r=.30 and .34) and wives (r=.32 and .26) the difference in the
strength of the relationships was not statistically different (z<1). Hence, the reciprocal
causality explanation for the relationship between satisfaction and the use of referent
power is more justified. There is no evidence one causal path is likely to be stronger than
the other.
Other Pawer Bases. The relationships between use of other power bases and marital
satisfaction generally were much weaker than those associated with use of coercive or
referent power. Many of the relationships were so small as to be non-significant. In
fact, no significant relationships with use of expert power were obtained.
As noted in Table 3, five of the eight correlations between satisfaction and use of
reward power were significant, as were two of the eight correlations between
satisfaction and use of legitimate power. All of these correlations demonstrated
negative relationships. These relationships need to be interpreted with caution. The
reward power results suggest that using or promising reward in the context of a
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marital dyad may evoke a response not unlike the use or threat of punishment In short,
it appears to be resented by the recipient and may lead to dissatisfaction, and prompted
to use by a spouse who is already dissatisfied. Likewise for legitimate power use, the
impact likely to come from the "Do it because I am your Husband/Wife" injunction is
most probably will be negative. Our answers to RQ2-RQ4 appear to be that use of these
other power bases are less likely to have much of a relationship with marital
satisfaction, but to the extent that some relationship exists, it appears to be negative.
With regard to the differences between relationships for husbands and wives on these
power bases, no meaningful pattern emerged. There does not appear to be any socially
significant interaction of gender with these relationships.
Fitzpatrick (1983) noted that in her research predicting couple's communication
behavior from their self-reports was less problematic than she had anticipated. As she
concluded, "we have been able to relate systematically what individuals say about
their relationships to how they behave in those relationships" (p. 79). In the current
research we found substantial correlations between marital satisfaction and both selfand spouse-reports of communication behavior. In several instances the spouse
reports were even more associated than were the self-reports. Future research which
includes both members of marital dyads is very desirable. However, the results of the
present research indicate that obtaining data from both members of the dyad may not
always be necessary. It is highly likely that one will get comparable results when only
one member of the dyad is available if both self- and spouse-reports are obtained from
those available individuals.
CONCLUSIONS
All of the hypotheses posed for this investigation were supported. In the marital
dyads studied, greater satisfaction of dyad members was found to be associated with
higher use of a consult-to-join communication pattern leading to decision-making in
the dyad. Similarly, higher use of referent power and lower use of coercive power while
attempting to influence one's spouse was found to be associated with higher
satisfaction on the part of both members of the marital dyad.

Data related to the use of other bases of power indicated that while use of expert
power had no observable relationship with marital satisfaction, use of legitimate and
reward power had either non-significant or significantly negative relationships. The
use of reward power was associated with satisfaction levels which closely paralleled
those for the use of coercive power, but were not as strong.
It is important to recognize that this research involved married couples in ongoing relationships. It was not experimental research. Hence, any speculation related
to causation must be just that, speculation. Such speculation is most valuable for
generating hypotheses which can be tested in future research. However, because this
research is rooted in work previously conducted in organizational and instructional
contexts, and the results are quite parallel to those obtained in that research, we have
a better basis for such hypotheses than we would otherwise. With that reservation, we
may examine possible implications of the current results.
If we view these results from the perspective of one person wanting to influence
her/his spouse, the assumption that one spouse's use of power may cause more or less
satisfaction in one's partner is in operation. From this perspective, two conclusions
appear obvious: 1) use referent power, and 2) do not use coercive power. There are
times, particularly when disagreements become heated, that referent power may not
Communication
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be as effective as it is at others. It is important to recognize that use of power is designed
to influence one's spouse, not to build a stronger marital relationship. One only hopes
not to do serious harm to that relationship. With this in mind, itis clear that individuals
within marital dyads should not simply discount expert, legitimate, or reward power.
All three have potential to be effective in generating desired influence. The current
results indicate use of expert power is unlikely to do any harm, hence it may be a very
valuable tool. The relationships of legitimate and reward power with marital
satisfaction are negative, but importantly, they are less negative than are those with
coercive power. Hence, before resorting to the more negative coercive strategy, use of
legitimate or reward power bases should definitely be considered.
The nature of the correlational relationships obtained in this research generally
support a reciprocal causation explanation of these results. That is, people who are
more satisfied in their marital relationships are less likely to use a tell-to-sell
communication pattern in decision-making in the dyad and are more likely to depend
upon referent power (and less likely to depend on coercive power) to influence their
spouse. Equally important, those people who use a more consult-to-join communication pattern in decision-making, as well as more reliance on referent power and less
reliance on coercive power to influence their spouse, will generate more satisfaction in
their spouse.
The exception to this unqualified support for the reciprocal causation explanation
was that wives' dissatisfaction was more associated with their own choice of using
coercive power than it was to the use of that power by their husband. This was the only
instance in which a uni-directional explanation of causation was observed to be
statistically superior to a reciprocal explanation. This also was the only instance where
any meaningful difference in relationships could be attributed to gender. The
remaining data related to our research question concerning the roll of gender in these
relationships generally indicated no socially significant pattern.
Results from research in the early 1970s indicated that marital dyads with either
male-dominant or equalitarian decision-making and influence patterns were equally
(and highly) likely to be associated with very satisfied dyad-partners, but femaledominated influence patterns were not likely to do so. The current results suggest that
marital dyads in which either partner is clearly dominant (or both partners
communicate from a domineering position) and uses directive rather than co-active
communication
are associated with substantial marital dissatisfaction. Future
research needs to focus on the specific message patterns which are reflective of these
positive and negative communicative orientations in order to identify the specific
kinds of communicative messages which should be employed and which should be
avoided if one wishes to enhance their marital relationship.
Again, it is very important for the reader to recognize that no causal relationships
could be established in this research. This work was entirely correlational. The
exploratory analyses we report here only indicate differential probabilities in the
direction of causation and reinforce the probability that reciprocal relationships exist
Nevertheless, the results observed here are completely consistent with Gottman's
(1994) causal conclusions based on observations of couples' communication behavior
over time. His conclusion in that work was that increases in use of strategies that
increase negativity relative to positivity decreases marital satisfaction and over time
can lead to divorce. He identified such behaviors as expressing contempt for the other
person, using sarcasm or excessive criticism, failing to communicate admiration, and
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simply reducing communication (by males) are the kinds of strategies that increase
negativity and decrease marital satisfaction. To that list we may now add employing
strategies based on coercion rather than reference power to influence a spouse's
behavior and using tell or sell decision-making strategies rather than consulting with
or joining with one's spouse to make decisions which are important to both members
of the relationship. Future research should focus on specific communication behaviors
on the part of one spouse that are associated with the other spouse perceiving these as
negative influence attempts. Also, it is important that research be conducted over
extended time periods so that causality can be directly tested rather than necessarily
left to speculation as is the case in most of the extant research in this area, including the
present study.
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