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Abstract
Semantic differential items were reconfigured to assess relationship satisfaction across separate positive and negative
attitude dimensions. Study 1 (N = 1, 656) supported a 2-factor model for the Positive and Negative Semantic
Differential (PN–SMD), as well as its convergent, criterion-related, and incremental validity over the 16-item
Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI; J. L. Funk & R. D. Rogge, 2007) using known correlates of relationship satisfaction
as criteria. Study 2 (N = 89) replicated the convergent, criterion-related, and incremental validity findings of Study 1
using different criterion measures, the CSI, a bipolar semantic differential measure designed for assessing relationship
satisfaction, and an existing 2-dimensional measure of relationship satisfaction. The authors demonstrated across
studies that the PN–SMD captures criterion-relevant information about ambivalence versus indifference toward the
relationship—associations that are only detectable when using a 2-dimensional satisfaction measure.

Relationship satisfaction refers to a person’s
overall evaluation of his or her relationship.
It is arguably the most important variable
in relationship research. Indeed, indices of
relationship satisfaction are the most common
metric for assessing how and in what ways
different aspects of a relationship relate to
its overall functioning (Jacobson, 1985). It is
also the de facto criterion used to validate
developmental models of relationship discord,
as well as the gold standard for evaluating
interventions designed for its alleviation.

Indices of relationship satisfaction typi-
cally place favorable versus unfavorable judg-
ments about one’s relationship at opposing
ends of a single attitude dimension. For
example, several one-dimensional measures
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of relationship satisfaction ask participants
to rate their overall relationship on scales
ranging from extremely unhappy to perfect.
Because these attitudes are placed on the
same response continuum, endorsing favor-
able evaluations toward the relationship (e.g.,
very happy) equates to the rejection of unfa-
vorable ones (i.e., a little unhappy). This
effectively reduces the definition of relation-
ship satisfaction to the relative absence of
dissatisfaction and vice versa (Bradbury, Fin-
cham, & Beach, 2000; also see Cacioppo,
Gardner, & Bernston, 1997). Despite the per-
vasive application of this formulation in mea-
surement, many consider it to be an inade-
quate model of relationship satisfaction for
several reasons (e.g., Weiss, 2005).

Foremost, the constructs of satisfaction
and dissatisfaction are not polar opposites.
Indeed, being completely satisfied with one’s
relationship likely means something more
than just the absence of negative evalu-
ations. Rather, being completely satisfied
(i.e., holding maximally favorable evaluations
toward the relationship) is, more accurately,
the opposite of being completely unsatis-
fied —that is, holding no favorable evaluations
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about the relationship. Likewise, being com-
pletely unsatisfied is not synonymous with
being completely dissatisfied, as having few
favorable evaluations toward a relationship is
different from evaluating it as maximally bad.
Also, as most relationships comprise both sat-
isfying and dissatisfying characteristics (e.g.,
Guilford & Bengtson, 1979; Orden & Brad-
burn, 1968), individuals likely hold both
favorable and unfavorable evaluations about
their relationship simultaneously. Placing these
attitudes on the same bipolar response scale,
therefore, creates interpretive difficulties. For
example, responses around a scale’s midpoint
may alternatively represent indifference (i.e.,
neither highly favorable nor unfavorable eval-
uations) or ambivalence (i.e., strongly favor-
able and unfavorable evaluations held simul-
taneously; see Klopfer & Madden, 1980).
Taken together, one-dimensional measures
may inaccurately model overall attitudes toward
the relationship and, as a consequence, may
“yield ambiguous findings and contribute little
to an understanding of [relationship] process”
(Johnson, White, Edwards, & Booth, 1986,
p. 42).

A two-dimensional model of relationship
satisfaction

In light of the abovementioned concerns,
Fincham, Beach, and Kemp-Fincham (1997)
and Fincham and Linfield (1997) proposed a
two-dimensional model of relationship satis-
faction comprising separate evaluations of the
positive (i.e., satisfying) and negative (i.e.,
dissatisfying) aspects of the relationship. They
developed a brief six-item measure entitled
the Positive and Negative Quality in Mar-
riage Scale (PANQIMS). The constituent pos-
itive and negative subscales each contain three
items that differ only with respect to the
dimension of relationship satisfaction they
measure (e.g., “Considering the positive quali-
ties of your spouse, and ignoring the negative
qualities, evaluate how positive these quali-
ties are”). Using confirmatory factor analysis,
they found that the PANQIMS items con-
formed best to an oblique two-factor model
versus a solution in which all items loaded
onto a single dimension. In other words, the

better fitting model treated the evaluation
of positive and negative relationship char-
acteristics as two distinct, albeit correlated,
attitudes. Also, using multiple regression anal-
ysis, the separate positive and negative dimen-
sions predicted unique variance in self-reports
of dyadic behavior and relationship attribu-
tions beyond the Marital Adjustment Test
(MAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959), a popular
one-dimensional measure of relationship sat-
isfaction. This suggests that positive and neg-
ative attitudes toward the relationship have
distinct associations with important aspects
of relationship functioning—that the informa-
tion gained in separately assessing positive
and negative attitudes has added value.

Also important, Fincham and Linfield
(1997) found evidence that separately mea-
suring the positive and negative dimensions of
relationship satisfaction can highlight impor-
tant differences in attitudes of ambivalence
versus indifference toward the relationship.
They defined ambivalence as being high on
both dimensions (i.e., holding both favor-
able and unfavorable attitudes), whereas indif-
ference was characterized as being low in
both positive and negative attitudes (i.e., rela-
tively neutral sentiments about the relation-
ship). They found that when compared to
individuals reporting indifference, individu-
als identified as ambivalent reported higher
ratios of negative to positive dyadic behav-
iors and endorsed more maladaptive attri-
butions regarding their partners’ behavior.
Importantly, however, ambivalent and indif-
ferent individuals did not differ with respect
to their MAT scores. That is, the qualita-
tively different attitudes held by indifferent
and ambivalent individuals were not distin-
guishable on the basis of a one-dimensional
measure of relationship satisfaction.

Taken together, Fincham and Linfield’s
(1997) findings provide empirical support
that (a) evaluations of the positive and neg-
ative aspects of the relationship are sepa-
rable attitudes and (b) constraining them to
a one-dimensional scale can lose important
information about a relationship’s evaluation.
Mattson, Paldino, and Johnson (2007)
replicated these findings using the semantic
differential as a one-dimensional measure
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of relationship satisfaction and, as criteria,
maladaptive attributions and observations of
conflict behaviors (also see Abakoumkin,
Stroebe, & Stroebe, 2010; Menchaca & Dehle,
2005).

Measurement limitations of the PANQIMS

Findings with the PANQIMS support a two-
dimensional model of relationship satisfac-
tion, as well as its incremental validity over
validated one-dimensional scales. However,
Fincham and Linfield (1997) did not explic-
itly define the operational domain of positive
and negative relationship satisfaction, so it
is difficult to evaluate whether items on the
PANQIMS represent the best way to measure
these constructs.

The PANQIMS also has at least two
notable limitations. First, items within each of
the PANQIMS subscales assess relationship
satisfaction using a single type of descrip-
tive continuum (e.g., “how positive”), leaving
out other evaluative descriptors that may also
compose these potentially multifaceted atti-
tudes (e.g., “how exciting, interesting, etc.”).
Second, each of its three items per dimension
vary with respect to either the object being
evaluated (i.e., partner or relationship), or
which aspect of the object is under evaluation
(i.e., “qualities of” or “feelings toward” the
relationship). As such, some of the item con-
tent (e.g., feelings toward a partner’s quali-
ties) may extend beyond the definition of rela-
tionship satisfaction as an attitude toward the
relationship. If so, then empirical associations
between the PANQIMS and other variables
become difficult to interpret.

Toward a better two-dimensional measure

It is not surprising that Fincham and Linfield
(1997) left unspecified the exact operational
domain of positive and negative relation-
ship satisfaction. Their focus was on nei-
ther construct development nor psychometric
validation of the PANQIMS. Rather, it was
to explore the potential utility of measuring
relationship satisfaction across positive and
negative dimensions. As such, a more thor-
oughgoing psychometric process was likely
premature for such an exploratory endeavor.

Furthermore, “scientists seldom outline the
domain of observables before assuming that
any one . . . relates to a construct [and] . . .

should not be criticized for provisionally
assuming that particular observables relate to
a vaguely understood construct” (Nunnally &
Bernstein, 1994, p. 87). Indeed, the process of
construct validation is more iterative than lin-
ear and entails additional attempts to revise
or redefine the domain, as well as a contin-
ued dialogue between theory and empirical
research.

To that end, we sought to extend Fincham
and Linfield’s (1997) work by (a) specifying
a theory-driven measurement model for rela-
tionship satisfaction and, from that, (b) con-
structing a new measure of positive and
negative relationship satisfaction. Our mea-
surement model derives from the semantic
differential (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum,
1957). The semantic differential, in brief,
measures attitudes toward a particular object
(e.g., an intimate relationship) using bipolar
continua anchored by adjectives of opposing
meaning (e.g., good–bad). There exists the-
oretical and empirical support for measuring
relationship satisfaction via bipolar semantic
differential items (e.g., Funk & Rogge, 2007;
Karney & Bradbury, 1997). There is also evi-
dence to support a two-dimensional model of
relationship satisfaction. The proposed mea-
sure combines these two lines of research
by separating semantic differential items into
positive and negative subscales. We used val-
idated means for doing so (see Kaplan, 1972),
which are based on a two-dimensional model
of attitudes. We proceed with a brief synop-
sis of the bipolar semantic differential and its
psychometric foundation, and then incorpo-
rate the construct of relationship satisfaction
into its measurement model. We then discuss
our approach to item selection and scale con-
struction, as well as our means for evaluating
the measure’s psychometric validity.

Conceptual and psychometric foundations

The measurement of meaning

Osgood and colleagues (1957) argued that
the meaning of a particular object (concept,
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activity, etc.) to an individual can be quan-
titatively measured. They construed meaning
as a process that involves the appraisal of
an object across common experiential dimen-
sions. They contended that such appraisals
can be measured using response scales with
bipolar semantic endpoints (e.g., −3 = dis-
satisfied, +3 = satisfied ). They justified this
approach on the following grounds: Words
(e.g., satisfaction) accrue meaning through
repeated pairings with specific experiences
(e.g., feeling satisfied) that, over time, give
the word its semantic value. Objects (e.g.,
one’s relationship) are also repeatedly paired
with experiential outcomes, which lead to the
formation of attitudes: a “learned predispo-
sition to respond to [an object] in a consis-
tently favorable or unfavorable manner” (All-
port, 1935, p. 818; also see Olson & Fazio,
2001). Because particular words (e.g., satis-
fied) denote specific experiences (e.g., feel-
ing satisfied), an individual’s attitude toward
any object (e.g., one’s relationship) can be
understood with reference to these seman-
tic anchors (e.g., “How satisfying is your
relationship?”). Osgood and colleagues con-
ducted factor analyses on several items vary-
ing in semantic content. Their data revealed
three primary axes underlying meaning (i.e.,
attitudes), which were interpreted to repre-
sent the common experiential dimensions of
evaluation (e.g., good–bad), potency (e.g.,
strong–weak), and activity (e.g., fast–slow).
They argued that by using bipolar semantic
continua that represent these different experi-
ential dimensions, one can quantifiably mea-
sure the strength and valence of an attitude
toward any given object.

The semantic differential as a
measurement model for relationship
satisfaction

Measures of relationship satisfaction fre-
quently lack a clear theoretical framework
(with notable exceptions; e.g., see Rusbult,
Martz, & Agnew, 1998), often relying on
implicit theories about relationship function-
ing to guide item selection. In contrast,
semantic differential items derive from a the-
oretical basis that is highly compatible with

contemporary formulations of relationship
satisfaction and its determinants. For instance,
relationship satisfaction is thought to com-
prise an individual’s judgment about his or
her relationship and, thus, can be considered
a particular case within the larger domain of
constructs measured by the semantic differen-
tial (i.e., attitudes; see Bradbury et al., 2000).
Moreover, the semantic differential assumes
that the number of pairings between experi-
entially aversive or appetitive outcomes and
a particular object determines its subjective
appraisal. This model fits squarely into devel-
opmental theories of relationship satisfaction,
which typically assume that the trajectory
of favorable versus unfavorable evaluations
result from the exchange of rewarding or aver-
sive relationship outcomes, respectively (see
Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Taken together,
the semantic differential provides a theoretical
link between the conceptualization of rela-
tionship satisfaction and its measurement, and
between variability in relationship function-
ing and observable differences in responses
to evaluative semantic continua (for similar
arguments, see Fincham & Bradbury, 1987).

The semantic differential as a global
measure of relationship satisfaction

The semantic differential measures an indi-
vidual’s overall (or global) attitude toward a
particular object, a focus that is highly con-
sistent with the “pervasive tendency on the
part of marital researchers to favor global
evaluations . . . in the measurement of [sat-
isfaction toward the relationship]” (Fincham
& Bradbury, 1987, p. 799). However, there
is another reason why it is important to con-
strain measures of relationship satisfaction to
attitudinal judgments about the overall rela-
tionship. Specifically, it decreases the risk
of incorporating content pertaining to other,
operationally distinct constructs, such as com-
munication, love, trust, and so on (for a
similar argument, see Norton, 1983). This
differentiates global measures of relation-
ship satisfaction from omnibus ones, such as
the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier,
1976). For example, the DAS includes items
that assess the frequency with which part-
ners “leave the house after a fight” and
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other items more representative of communi-
cation styles. Although there are advantages
to omnibus scales—especially in clinical set-
tings—global measures are especially useful
in research examining the correlates and pre-
dictors of relationship satisfaction.

The work of Funk and Rogge (2007)
supports this contention, as well as high-
lights the utility of semantic differential items
in assessing relationship satisfaction. In par-
ticular, they evaluated several predominant
relationship satisfaction measures using IRT
analysis, a technique that can identify the
precision of items and the information they
provide about a latent construct (e.g., relation-
ship satisfaction). They found that items more
descriptive of relationship functioning (e.g.,
agree on recreation) were relatively indistinct
and uninformative with respect to relation-
ship satisfaction. Indeed, many of these items
loaded more on a dyadic communication fac-
tor, as opposed to the construct of relationship
satisfaction in exploratory factor analyses. By
comparison, semantic differential items were
highly precise and provided some of the
most information about an individual’s atti-
tude toward his or her relationship. Consid-
ered together, the semantic differential items
are an efficient means to assess global atti-
tudes toward the relationship and do so with-
out contaminating this evaluative judgment
with reports on its hypothesized determinants
(e.g., communication patterns).

Item selection and test construction

Although serving as the basis of our mea-
surement model, the initial semantic differ-
ential provides a rather large pool of can-
didate items, some of which may be less
applicable to appraising relationships (e.g.,
angular–rounded) than are others (e.g., inter-
esting–boring). As such, we restricted our
options to the semantic differential measure
developed by Karney and Bradbury (1997).
This measure was constructed specifically
for assessing relationship satisfaction and has
been validated for this purpose. From this
pool, we selected the seven items that Funk
and Rogge (2007) identified as the most pre-
cise and informative with respect to the latent

construct of relationship satisfaction, allow-
ing for a more efficient (i.e., less redundant)
measure.

This item set has three other appealing
characteristics. First, while the items primarily
tap the evaluative axis of Osgood and col-
leagues (1957) three-dimensional taxonomy;
some correlate to varying degrees with the
dimensions of potency (e.g., sturdy–fragile)
and activity (e.g., interesting–boring). As
such, these semantic differential items may
access other attitude dimensions proven rel-
evant to overall evaluations of one’s relation-
ship, although still maintaining consistency
with the conceptualization of relationship
satisfaction as a single, global, and pri-
marily evaluative judgment. Second, there
already exists a validated method for creating
positive and negative subscales from bipo-
lar semantic differential items (see Kaplan,
1972). Specifically, the semantic anchors of
each bipolar adjective set (e.g., good–bad )
are uncoupled and placed on their own
response continuums. By contrast, select-
ing a different measure (e.g., the quality in
marriage index [QMI]; Norton, 1983) could
preclude use of this method, as separat-
ing certain items into positive and negative
components may be difficult (e.g., “I really
feel like part of a team with my partner”).
Third, some of the items designed by Karney
and Bradbury (1997) comprise adjective pair-
ings that are not exact polar opposites (e.g.,
hopeful–discouraging, as opposed to hope-
ful–hopeless), a feature that is particularly
advantageous in the current context. Specif-
ically, individuals may be less inclined to
treat the semantic anchors as bipolar, thus
reducing response consistency or carryover
effects, respectively, across items and sub-
scales (for a similar approach, see Cacioppo
et al., 1997).

Integrative summary

Evidence suggests that the two-dimensional
focus of the PANQIMS more accurately
represents evaluations of the relationship.
However, there is reason to believe that the
semantic differential may improve the mea-
surement of positive and negative relation-
ship satisfaction. Specifically, the semantic
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differential affords a wider range of poten-
tial item content than the PANQIMS, while
also restricting the operational definition to
attitudes toward the overall relationship. Also,
along with the semantic differential comes a
theoretical model for attitude formation that
is consistent with predominant formulations
of relationship satisfaction and its hypothe-
sized determinants (see Bradbury et al., 2000;
Karney & Bradbury, 1995). The semantic dif-
ferential items also have several appealing
characteristics relative to other potential can-
didates. For example, the semantic differen-
tial items outperform those from many other,
similarly global measures of relationship sat-
isfaction (e.g., the QMI). Likewise, the use
of semantic differential items may prevent
the assessment of relationship satisfaction’s
hypothesized determinants—such as dyadic
communication or compatibility—from con-
founding any observed associations between
them. Taken together, research and theory
support a two-dimensional conceptualization
of relationship satisfaction, as well as the
utility of semantic differential items in mea-
suring this construct. Thus, combining these
approaches—using a straightforward and
valid means for separating semantic dif-
ferential items into positive and negative
indices—may improve the assessment of rela-
tionship satisfaction beyond existing measures
of this construct. We evaluated this possibility
across two studies.

Study 1

Using Fincham and Linfield’s (1997) study
as our guiding framework, we posed five pri-
mary hypotheses in Study 1. First, we pre-
dicted that the Positive and Negative Semantic
Differential (PN–SMD) would conform to an
oblique two-factor solution comprising a posi-
tive semantic dimension (PSD) and a negative
semantic dimension (NSD), which would pro-
vide an incrementally better fit than an orthog-
onal two-factor or a one-factor solution. In
other words, we hypothesized that Fincham
and Linfield’s CFA results using the PAN-
QIMS would replicate using the PN–SMD.
We also tested for measurement invariance

across gender and relationship type (e.g., mar-
ried, engaged, etc.)

Second, we predicted that elevated PSD
and NSD scores would positively and neg-
atively correlate, respectively, with reports
of higher relationship satisfaction (convergent
validity), as measured by the Couples Satis-
faction Index (CSI; Funk & Rogge, 2007).
This was done to establish that the PN–SMD
subscales were, to some extent, measuring the
same evaluative judgments as a validated one-
dimensional measure with positive and nega-
tive endpoints.

Third, we hypothesized that the PN–SMD
would demonstrate criterion-related validity
using variables known to be strong corre-
lates of relationship satisfaction (see Frame,
Mattson, & Johnson, 2009). Specifically, we
predicted that greater social support and
sexual satisfaction would positively corre-
late with the PSD and negatively correlate
with the NSD, whereas we expected the
reverse pattern when using conflict or nega-
tive affectivity as the criterion. We also tested
whether the correlations of the PN–SMD
subscales differed significantly for each cri-
terion. We anticipated that the PSD would
more strongly correlate with positive aspects
of the relationship (e.g., sexual satisfaction),
whereas negative characteristics (e.g., con-
flict) would more strongly associate with
the NSD. Significant findings demonstrate
that the separate positive and negative atti-
tudes toward the relationship carry meaning-
fully different associations in line with their
putative determinants (i.e., the positive and
negative characteristics of the relationship,
respectively).

Fourth, we hypothesized that each PN–
SMD subscale would account for unique
variability in our criterion variables (i.e.,
incremental validity) beyond that which is
predicted by the other semantic dimension
and the CSI. In the former case, significant
effects would indicate that aspects of relation-
ship functioning uniquely correspond to sep-
arate positive and negative evaluative judg-
ments when controlling for potential over-
lap. In the latter case, incremental validity
would show that the information afforded by
a two-dimensional scale is significantly more
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than what is on offer from a one-dimensional
index. Consistent with Fincham and Linfield’s
(1997) approach, we also tested whether the
above associations were robust when control-
ling for the more general constructs of posi-
tive and negative affectivity.

Fifth, using the PN–SMD in lieu of PAN-
QIMS, we sought to replicate Fincham and
Linfield’s (1997) finding that mean differ-
ences in the criteria would exist between
satisfied (i.e., high PSD and low NSD), dissat-
isfied (i.e., low PSD and high NSD), ambiva-
lent (i.e., high PSD and high NSD), and
indifferent (i.e., low PSD and low NSD)
participants. In addition to an omnibus test,
we ran planned comparisons examining the
ambivalent and indifferent groups. We pre-
dicted mean differences in the criteria across
these two groups but also that ambivalent
and indifferent participants would be indis-
tinguishable on the basis of one-dimensional
relationship satisfaction (i.e., CSI) scores.

We also explored whether these groups
demonstrated dissimilar trajectories in one-
dimensional relationship satisfaction. Of most
interest was the comparison between the
ambivalent and indifferent groups. Despite
being indistinguishable at the cross-sectional
level, we reasoned that ambivalent individu-
als may display steeper declines in satisfaction
over time. Relative to indifferent participants,
ambivalent individuals (by definition) have
more highly favorable evaluations of their
relationships’ positive characteristics. How-
ever, as shown by Huston, Caughlin, Houts,
Smith, and George (2001), a relationship’s
positive characteristics are more susceptible to
decline over time, which, in turn, corresponds
to decreases in global satisfaction. As such, it
is possible that ambivalent individuals will be
more prone to declines in global satisfaction
over time. Demonstrating this effect would
further challenge a one-dimensional opera-
tion of relationship satisfaction. Specifically,
although ambivalent and indifferent individ-
uals may at one time appear similar on a
one-dimensional scale, underlying differences
in their positive and negative relationship atti-
tudes actually foreshadow alternate outcomes
longitudinally.

Method

Participants

Respondents were at least 18 years old and
were currently in a romantic relationship. Par-
ticipants were recruited online (87%), from
postings in online forums (e.g., The Knot.com
and CanadianBride.com) and from the sec-
ond author’s website, as well as e-mails and
e-mail distribution lists (8.2%), and in person
with postcards (1.9%). The initial survey took
approximately 20–25 min and participants
were offered individualized feedback at the
end of the survey. Via follow-up e-mails, we
requested that participants complete the CSI
(as well as other measures unrelated the cur-
rent analyses) every 3 months for 18 months.

The initial sample comprised 1,727 partici-
pants. We omitted 34 individuals who did not
meet inclusion criteria. Approximately 15%
had at least one missing value. Ipsative mean
imputation was used to estimate missing val-
ues; however, cases in which mean scale val-
ues for the PSD or NSD could not be obtained
given the amount of missing data (i.e., only
one item was endorsed) were deleted (n =
10). We included the Inconsistency and Infre-
quency scales of the Attentive Responding
Scale (ARS; Rogge & Maniaci, 2010) to
screen for inattentive or random responding,
and excluded 27 individuals because their
scores indicated extreme inconsistency in
responding or extreme endorsement of atyp-
ical responses. For the longitudinal analyses,
we only retained cases that had at least three
waves of completed CSI data (n = 510).1

The final baseline sample (N = 1, 656)
was predominantly female (n = 1, 564). The
mean age in years for participants and their
partners was 27.5 (SD = 6.5) and 29.3 (SD =
7.2), respectively. The modal educational
level was a college degree for both par-
ticipants (n = 708) and their partners (n =
624). Many individuals did not report their

1. About half of the initial sample was interested in
participating in the follow-up assessments. These
respondents provided their e-mail address and were
sent invitations to complete brief follow-up assess-
ments at 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, and 18 months. Those par-
ticipating in the follow-ups tended to be slightly older
and tended to have slightly higher levels of education.
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monthly salary (n = 168) or their partner’s
monthly salary (n = 301). Of the remain-
ing participants, the median monthly income
reported was $2,500 for themselves and
$3,000 for their partners. The majority of par-
ticipants were Caucasian (86.8%), with the
remainder comprising 2.4% African Ameri-
can, 3.3% Asian American/Pacific Islander,
3.6% Latino/a, .8% Native American, .6%
Middle Eastern, and 2.2% identifying them-
selves as Other. Five individuals did not report
on their ethnicity; 261 individuals reported
that their ethnicity differed from that of
their partner. Average relationship length in
months was 28.9 (SD = 26.5) for individu-
als in serious dating relationships (n = 357),
43.7 (SD = 27.0) for those engaged to be mar-
ried (n = 623), and 78.4 (SD = 67.0) for mar-
ried participants (n = 676). The majority of
married participants were cohabiting (98%),
as were those engaged to be married (72%).
Only 36% of the individuals in serious dating
relationships were living with their partner.
For participants living with their partner, the
average length of cohabitation in months was
40.3 (SD = 53.3). Twenty-seven individuals
reported that they were currently in therapy
for relationship problems.

Measures

Positive and negative relationship satisfaction.
The PN-SMD was formed using seven highly
precise and informative semantic differential
items, as well as Kaplan’s (1972) method
for constructing the positive and negative
semantic dimensions. Note that Kaplan’s
method for reconfiguring semantic differen-
tial items used a 4-point scale, whereas we
used a 7-point response scale. Our approach
is more consistent with the longer response
scale on the PANQIMS, which we presently
adopted to increase response variability on
our measure (thereby enhancing the variance
of the final scale). Items within each sub-
scale were administered together, with each
group of items prefaced with the follow-
ing statement: “Considering only the posi-
tive/negative qualities of your relationship
and ignoring the negative/positive ones,
evaluate your relationship on the follow-
ing qualities. My relationship is . . .” This

wording is consistent with the approach used
by Kaplan and for the PANQIMS. It helps
ensure that participants evaluate the positive
and negative aspects of their relationship sep-
arately rather than applying the positive and
negative semantic labels to the relationship as
a whole. Also, this may help reduce the pull
toward response consistency across ostensibly
opposite semantic descriptors. For similar rea-
sons, the PSD and NSD subscales were sep-
arated by additional questionnaires that were
presented at random. The PSD and NSD sub-
scales ranged from 0 to 49, with higher scores
representing more positive and negative eval-
uations of the relationship, respectively. The
sample mean for the PSD was 41.8 (SD =
7.4) and 6.3 (SD = 9.1) for the NSD. The
α coefficient was .95 for both the PSD and
NSD. The PN–SMD items are presented in
the Appendix.

One-dimensionalrelationship satisfaction. We
used the 16-item version of the CSI. Using
IRT analysis, Funk and Rogge (2007) identi-
fied these items as providing the most infor-
mation about relationship satisfaction from a
pool of 176 items sampled mostly from 12
predominant measures of relationship satis-
faction (e.g., MAT). Scores ranged from 3 to
81; higher scores represent greater satisfac-
tion. The mean at the initial assessment was
66.9 (SD = 13.3); alpha coefficients across
time points were all in the acceptable range.

Negative and positive affectivity. The Ey-
senk Personality Questionnaire–Neuroticism
(EPQ–N; Eysenk & Eysenk, 1975) comprises
23 dichotomously scored items that measure
negative affectivity (e.g, “Do you ever feel
‘just miserable’ for no reason?”). Scale scores
ranged from 0 to 23, had a mean value of 10.5
(SD = 5.3) and α = .85; higher scores indi-
cate greater negative affectivity. We included
12 items from the Anhedonic Depression
(AD) subscale of the Mood and Anxiety
Symptom Questionnaire (MASQ; Watson &
Clark, 1991) as our measure of positive affec-
tivity. Items on the MASQ–AD, which are
rated on 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0
(not at all ) to 4 (extremely), reference positive
affect and cognition (e.g., proud of myself, felt
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optimistic, felt cheerful). The sample mean
was 29.6 (SD = 8.6); α = .92.

Perceived social support. We assessed this
construct with the Kessler Perceived Support
Scale (KPSS; Kessler, Kendler, Health, Neale,
& Eaves, 1992). Respondents were asked to
rate their partner’s support on a 4-point scale
ranging from 1 (not at all ) to 4 (a great deal )
across three main stems: listen to you if you
need to talk about your worries or problems;
understand the way you feel and think about
things; go out of their way to help you if
you really need it. We added two additional
questions to increase the variance of the scale
(accept you totally, including both your worst
and your best points; help you feel better
when you are feeling stressed-out or down-in-
the-dumps). Scores ranged from 0 to 15 with
a sample mean of 13.3 (SD = 2.7); α = .89.

Hostile conflict. Hostile and attacking con-
flict behavior was assessed using the Aversive
Interaction Scale (AIS; Rodriguez & Rogge,
2012). Participants reported the frequency of
their partners’ behavior over the last year
on 16 items (e.g., used profanity, shouted
or yelled, ignored partner, etc.). Responses
to these items were summed so that higher
scores indicated higher levels of partner hos-
tile conflict behavior. Scale scores ranged
from 0 to 320, the average AIS score was
40.8 (SD = 58.3); α = .95.

Sexual satisfaction. We used a seven-item
version of the Index of Sexual Satisfac-
tion (ISS; Hudson, Harrison, & Crosscup,
1981), which measures sexual satisfaction
using evaluative statements (e.g., “My sex life
is very exciting”) rated on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 0 (rarely or none of the
time) to 4 (most or all of the time). The mean
ISS score was 18.7 (SD = 5.3); α = .79.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Univariate and multivariate outliers were
retained in the set if their omission did not
substantially alter the pattern of findings;

otherwise, they were corrected with nonlin-
ear transformations of the offending variables
using the guidelines presented by Cohen,
Cohen, West, and Aiken (2003). All vari-
ables were normally distributed and lin-
early related before the analysis. Inspection
of residuals indicated potential heteroskedas-
ticity in the regression models. To correct
for this, we employed the heteroskedasticity-
consistent standard error estimate procedure
developed by Cribari-Neto (2004), and com-
puted the analyses using the SPSS macro and
syntax provided by Hayes and Cai (2007).
Similarly, Levene’s test indicated significant
violation of the homogeneity of variance
assumption across the analysis of variance
(ANOVA) models. For these analyses, we
used the Welch and Games–Howell tests for
the omnibus analyses and planned compar-
isons, respectively, as these procedures do not
require this assumption (see Games & Howell,
1976; Meyers & Well, 1995).

The factorial structure of the PN-SMD

Model comparisons. We conducted multi-
group CFAs with relationship status as the
grouping variable. We evaluated model fit
using the comparative fit index (CFI), the
root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA), and the standardized root mean
square residual (SRMR). CFI values at or
higher than .90, RMSEA lower than .07, and
SRMR values of less than .08 represent good
fitting models (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2006).
As χ2 is sensitive to sample size, the χ2/df
criterion was used as a better indicator of
fit when comparing across models. We also
compared model fit using Akaike’s informa-
tion criteria (AIC; Akaike, 1987), with lower
AIC values representing better fitting models.
Fit statistics for each model are displayed in
Table 1.

Our hypothesis that an oblique two-factor
model would provide the best fit for the
observed data was confirmed. Specifically, the
two-factor oblique model was a reasonable fit
to the data according to the CFI, RMSEA, and
SRMR, whereas neither the one-factor nor the
orthogonal two-factor model met any of the
criteria for satisfactory fit. The performance
of these latter two models was especially poor
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Table 1. Indices of fit for the multigroup confirmatory factor analyses using the PN–SMD

Indices of model fit

Model χ2/df CFI RMSEA SRMR AIC

One factor 87.03 .08 .23 .66 21,801.7
Two-factor orthogonal 11.95 .89 .08 .39 2,928.1
Two-factor oblique 8.66 .93 .068 .03 2,198.1
Bifactor 11.82 .89 .08 .39 2,908.2

Note.N = 1,656. PN–SMD = positive and negative semantic differential; CFI = comparative fit index;
RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual;
AIC = Akaike’s information criteria. Adequate fit is indicated by CFI values > .90 and RMSEA and SRMR values
below .07 and .08, respectively. Smaller χ2/df and AIC values indicate better fitting models.

with respect to the SRMR fit index. Simi-
larly, according to AIC values, the two-factor
oblique model was a comparatively better fit
to the data than was either the orthogonal two-
factor or one-factor models. Taken together,
these findings indicate that items measuring
attitudes toward the positive and negative
aspects of the relationship pertain to separate
but related constructs.

However, given the high correlation be-
tween the latent PSD and NSD dimensions,
we also tested the fit of a bifactor model
(see Chen, West, & Sousa, 2006). This model
included a third latent variable representing
the common variance between the positive
and negative dimensions (i.e., global satis-
faction). In particular, we specified causal
paths between this general factor and the
items on both the PSD and NSD (items on
each subscale still loaded separately onto their
respective latent constructs). The fit for the
bifactor model was not adequate, however,
and comparatively worse than the two-factor
oblique structure according to AIC values (see
Table 1). As a set, the CFA findings suggest
that individuals indeed hold distinct positive
and negative feelings toward their roman-
tic relationships. Although those attitudes are
related to each other, the results suggested that
they can be measured separately, and their
correlation occurs for reasons external to the
measurement model. The parameter estimates
for the oblique two-factor model are presented
in Figure 1.

Factorial invariance. On the basis of Byrne’s
(2010) recommendations, we examined if the
results for the oblique two-factor model were
invariant across relationship type (i.e., mar-
ried, engaged, or dating). We found that all
the constrained models provided a good fit
and the estimates for the CFI, RMSEA, and
SRMR did not appreciably differ between
them (ranges = .90 to .93 for the CFI, .06 to
.07 for the RMSEA, and .03 to .08 for the
SRMR), suggesting that a single model may
account for the associations among observed
and latent variables across samples, and that
the statistical differences across samples do
not represent meaningful or systematic varia-
tion. We found a similar pattern when test-
ing for factorial invariance across gender;
the two-factor model was not invariant when
constraining factor loadings and regression
weights but nonetheless provided a good over-
all fit to the data. These results suggest that
both men and women at various stages in their
romantic relationships demonstrate the same
tendency to hold separate (yet correlated) pos-
itive and negative attitudes about their rela-
tionships. As a result, the PN-SMD scale can
be expected to operate similarly across a wide
range of individuals in relationships.

Convergent and criterion-related validity
of PN–SMD

Turning to the bivariate correlations (Table 2);
the PSD and NSD not only demonstrated
associations in the expected directions but
also demonstrated some specificity from one
another. Specifically, the PSD demonstrated
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Figure 1. Parameter estimates for the oblique two-factor model of the PN–SMD. PN-
SMD = positive and negative semantic differential; PSD = positive semantic dimension;
NSD = negative semantic dimension. The items in the model appear in the sequence in which
they were administered, beginning and ending with “Interesting” and “Hopeful,” respectively,
for the PSD, and “Bad” and “Miserable,” respectively, for the NSD.

correlations that were greater in absolute mag-
nitude to positive factors (social support and
sexual satisfaction), whereas the NSD demon-
strated correlations that were greater in abso-
lute magnitude to negative factors (hostile
conflict and negative affectivity). We tested
whether the correlations between the PSD and
NSD scores and the criteria were significantly
different (in terms of absolute magnitude)

using Meng, Rosenthal, and Rubin’s (1992)
method for comparing correlated correlations
(see last row of Table 2). Our results indi-
cate that the PSD correlated with social sup-
port and sexual satisfaction to a greater extent
than did the NSD, whereas the NSD yielded
stronger correlations with hostile conflict and
neuroticism. These results therefore suggest
that positive and negative feelings toward a

Table 2. Convergent and criterion-related validity of the positive and negative semantic
differential using partial correlations

Correlations Predictors Criterion

Variables 1 2 3 KPSS AIS ISS EPQ-N

PSD — −.62 .71 .71 −.41 .46 −.25
NSD — −.58 −.64 .54 −.38 .33
CSI — .57 −.46 .43 −.27
Differences in correlation magnitude between PSD and NSD across criterion measures
PSD–NSD(zdifference) 8.51 4.60 −6.67 3.64 −3.89

Note.N = 1,656. PSD = positive semantic dimension; NSD = negative semantic dimension; CSI = Couples Satis-
faction Index; KPSS = Kessler’s Perceived Support Scale; AIS = Aversive Interaction Scale; ISS = Index of Sexual
Satisfaction; EPQ–N = Eysenk Personality Questionnaire−Neuroticism. The coefficients represent partial correlations;
gender, age, partner’s age, relationship length, cohabitation status, and relationship type were statistically controlled.
The differences in absolute magnitude of the correlations between the PSD and NSD and the criterion variables were
evaluated using z tests, in accordance with Meng and colleagues’ (1992) approach. All correlations and z tests were
significant at p < .01 (two-tailed).
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relationship might not only be empirically dis-
tinct (as suggested by the CFA) but might
also have meaningfully different correlates
and potentially link to different underlying
processes or antecedents.

Incremental validity of PN–SMD

Model specification. We used hierarchical
multiple regression to evaluate the incremen-
tal validity of the PN–SMD. We entered the
following control variables into the first step:
gender, age, partner’s age, relationship length,
cohabitation status, and relationship type. We
entered the PSD and NSD in the second
step to evaluate the incremental validity of
each semantic dimension over the other, as
well as to evaluate the overall explanatory
power of both in tandem—beyond the con-
trol variables—according to change in R2.
We then entered in our one-dimensional rela-
tionship satisfaction measure (i.e., the CSI)
in Step 3, followed by positive and neg-
ative affectivity (i.e., the MASQ–AD and
EPQ–N, respectively) in Step 4. Semipartial
correlation coefficients (sr) for the PN–SMD
subscales in Steps 3 and 4 indicate, respec-
tively, their incremental validity over a one-
dimensional measure of satisfaction alone or
in tandem with positive and negative affectiv-
ity. In accordance with Hunsley and Meyers
(2003), we set the minimum criteria for mean-
ingful incremental validity to sr = .15.

One-dimensional relationship satisfaction.
The results—displayed in Table 3—support
our hypotheses. Both the PSD and NSD
demonstrated significant and distinct predic-
tive associations with the four constructs
examined, suggesting that both dimensions
provide unique insight into these processes.
As hypothesized, the PSD demonstrated sig-
nificantly stronger and unique associations
than the NSD when predicting sexual satis-
faction and perceived partner supportiveness
(demonstrating incremental validity). Like-
wise, the NSD demonstrated stronger and
unique associations when reports of conflict
behavior and negative affectivity were the
criterion. The CSI only accounted for an
additional 1% of variance in each of these

constructs when added in Step 3, failing to
yield incremental validity over the PN–SMD
in any of the models (i.e., srs <.15). More-
over, the PSD and NSD retained their incre-
mental validity (i.e., srs >.15) when both one-
dimensional satisfaction (Step 3) and positive
and negative affectivity were entered into the
model (Step 4).

Considered together, our findings indicate
(a) an empirical distinction between evalua-
tions of the positive and negative aspects of
the relationship (corroborating our bivariate
findings), (b) that separate measures of these
evaluative judgments confer information per-
tinent to relationship functioning otherwise
missed by a one-dimensional scale, (c) even a
precise one-dimensional measure like the CSI
afforded no additional explanatory gains, and
(d) the unique predictive validity of positive
and negative relationship satisfaction is not
reducible to potential overlap with positive or
negative affectivity.2

Distinguishability between ambivalent
and indifferent participants:
Cross-sectional analyses

Using the PN–SMD, we attempted to repli-
cate Fincham and Linfield’s (1997) find-
ing that mean differences in the criteria
would exist between participants categorized

2. Two subsamples (ns = 835 and 821) were randomly
generated, and the incremental validity analyses were
rerun separately for each subsample in order to cross-
validate the findings from the full sample. Using the
CSI as the comparison, the sr coefficients were highly
stable for hostile conflict and sexual satisfaction, with
values differing from the full sample estimates by
no more than approximately .01 in either direction.
Social support evidenced a wider range of sr values
for the PSD (.27 to .33) and NSD (−.18 to −.26),
but the pattern of findings was consistent with those
from Table 2. With regard to negative affectivity,
the sr values for the PSD differed from the full
sample estimates by no more than .01 in either
direction, although the NSD demonstrated a wider
range (−.15 to −.23), all effects were above Hunsely
and Meyers’s (2003) criterion for incremental validity.
Similar findings emerged when entering positive and
negative affect in Step 4. However, in one and the
other subgroup, the sr value for the PSD and NSD in
predicting sexual satisfaction (sr = .14) and negative
affectivity (sr = .11), respectively, dropped below
our criteria (though remained statistically significant
predictors).
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Table 3. Incremental validity of the PSD and NSD subscales beyond a one-dimensional measure
of relationship satisfaction and positive and negative affect

Social support Hostile conflict Sexual satisfaction Negative affect

�R2 sr �R2 sr �R2 sr �R2 Sr

Step 2 .54∗∗ .29∗∗ .23∗∗ .11∗∗
PSD .39∗∗ −.07∗∗ .28∗∗ −.06∗
NSD −.24∗∗ .37∗∗ −.13∗∗ .22∗∗
Step 3 .001∗ .01∗∗ .01∗ .01∗∗
PSD .31∗∗ −.01 .17∗∗ −.01
NSD −.22∗∗ .34∗∗ −.09∗∗ .20∗∗
CSI .03∗ −.08∗∗ .12∗∗ −.08∗∗
Step 4 .001 .01∗∗ .01∗ .11∗∗
PSD .30∗∗ −.03 .16∗∗ .05*
NSD −.22∗∗ .32∗∗ −.08∗∗ .16∗∗
CSI .03∗∗ −.08∗∗ .11∗∗ −.04*
Positive affect .02 .07∗∗ .06∗∗ −.34∗∗
Negative affect .03∗ .10∗∗ .03 —

Note.N = 1,656. PSD = positive semantic dimension; NSD = negative semantic dimension; CSI = Couples Satis-
faction Index. Control variables were entered in the first step but were not tabulated in the interest of space. The
criterion for incremental validity was a semipartial correlation (sr) of .15 or greater; estimates that met this criterion
are highlighted in bold. Significance values were corrected for heteroskedasticity across models.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01 (two-tailed).

(using median splits) as satisfied, dissatis-
fied, ambivalent, or indifferent,3 and that
differences would exist between the latter
two groups for all variables except the CSI.
Because we tested five separate dependent
variables, we set the p value per con-
trast at .01 to control for error inflation.
We found that (a) the omnibus test revealed
significant group differences in mean val-
ues across all of the criteria; values ranged
from Fw(3, 654.0) = 67.5 to Fw(3, 596.8)
400.6, p’s <.01; (b) ambivalent and indiffer-
ent participants were indistinguishable based
on their CSI scores; υi,j

4 = 1.89 (SE = .63),
ns; and, relative to indifferent participants,

3. We separated participants into groups as follows:
individuals scoring above the median on the PSD
and at or below the median on the NSD scales were
categorized as satisfied, those scoring at or below
the median on the PSD and above the median on
the NSD were classified as dissatisfied, those scoring
above median on both subscales were classified as
ambivalent, and those scoring at or below the median
on both subscales were classified as indifferent.

4. This symbol signifies the difference between the ith
and j th means, which in this case are the means for
the ambivalent and indifferent groups, respectively.

(c) ambivalent individuals reported greater
negative affectivity, υi,i = 2.52 (SE = .46)
and partner’s conflict behaviors, υi,j = 20.42
(SE = 4.57), ps < .01. As shown graphically
in Figure 2, the significant planned contrasts
indicate that ambivalent individuals reported
greater negative affectivity and more conflict
behaviors than indifferent individuals, despite
the fact that these two groups endorsed sim-
ilar CSI scores on average. When analogous
interaction terms between PSD and NSD were
added to the regressions presented in Table 3
(extending these median split analyses to their
continuous forms), the same pattern of find-
ings emerged across the criterion variables.

Taken together, the PN–SMD identified
two classes of individuals (those holding
ambivalent or indifferent attitudes toward
their relationships) that were substantively
different from one another (as well as from
distressed and satisfied individuals) on spe-
cific relationship processes but were indis-
tinguishable at the cross-sectional level on
the basis of a one-dimensional satisfaction
index. Furthermore, our results demonstrate
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Figure 2. Mean differences between satisfied, dissatisfied, ambivalent, and indifferent indi-
viduals with respect to negative affectivity (Eysenk Personality Scale–Neuroticism), conflict
behaviors (Aversive Interaction Scale), and relationship satisfaction (Couples Satisfaction
Index) using the Games–Howell procedure. A p value of .01 was used for each planned
comparison to control for error inflation.

that the same overall pattern of findings
observed when using the PANQIMS can also
be detected when using the PN–SMD.

Distinguishability between ambivalent and
indifferent participants: Longitudinal
analysis

We examined whether distinct trajectories of
global relationship quality over time would
emerge across the four main groups (i.e., satis-
fied, dissatisfied, ambivalent, and indifferent).
Of particular interest was whether individu-
als identified as ambivalent (high PSD and
high NSD) at the first assessment would dis-
play steeper declines in CSI scores over time
relative to those identified as indifferent (low
PSD and low NSD). We tested our hypothe-
ses using a series of slope-intercept hierar-
chical linear models (HLM) where individ-
ual differences were modeled at Level 2 and
repeated assessments across time were mod-
eled at Level 1. Both initial status (intercept)
and linear change over time (slope) were set
as random effects at Level 2 to allow indi-
viduals to vary in their linear trajectories of
one-dimensional global relationship satisfac-
tion. Instead of forming groups from median
splits in these analyses, we included continu-
ous interaction terms between PSD and NSD.
Following standard practice when graphing
significant interactions (see Curran, Bauer, &
Willoughby, 2006), we then used 1 SD above

or below the mean on the PSD and NSD to
represent the various groups (e.g., +1 SD on
both PSD and NSD would represent ambiva-
lent individuals, whereas −1 SD on both PSD
and NSD would represent indifferent individ-
uals). Prior to analysis, we standardized the
criterion and the predictors (except for time)
to facilitate interpretation of the parameter
estimates (see Table 4).

Model A. A slope-intercept model without
any predictors (unconditional growth model)
suggested that global relationship satisfaction
scores tended to drop over the 18 months
of the study. The pseudo R2 statistic (see
Snidjers & Bosker, 1994) suggested that this
linear trend accounted for roughly 13% of the
variance in scores over time (when compared
to a fully unconditional model).

Model B. We then entered the initial reports
of positive (PSD) and negative (NSD) rela-
tionship attitudes (along with a PSDxNSD
interaction term) into the portion of the model
predicting global relationship satisfaction at
the start of the study. The results suggested
that higher baseline positive attitudes toward
the relationship corresponded to higher lev-
els of initial relationship satisfaction, whereas
higher baseline negative attitudes toward the
relationship associated with lower levels of
initial relationship satisfaction. Initial positive
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Table 4. Results for the multilevel models examining the effects of initial PSD and NSD status
on CSI intercepts and slopes over time

Fixed effects Parameter Model A Model B Model C Model D

Initial status Intercept γ00 .09 (.05) .02 (.03) .02 (.03) .04 (.03)

PSD γ01 .57 (.04)∗ .59 (.04)∗ .62 (.03)∗
NSD γ02 −.28 (.03)∗ −.29 (.03)∗ −.33 (.03)∗
PSD*NSD γ03 −.03 (.02) .03 (.02) .02 (.02)

Linear change
over time

Intercept (time) γ10 −.21 (.03)∗ −.22 (.03)∗ −.18 (.04)∗ −.13 (.03)∗
PSD γ11 −.10 (.04)∗ .01 (.04)

NSD γ12 .03 (.04) −.07 (.03)∗
PSD*NSD γ13 .02 (.03) .02 (.02)

Shifts within
each wave

PSD γ20 .38 (.02)∗
NSD γ21 −.33 (.02)∗

Random effects
Level 1 Within-person σ2

ε .23 (.01)∗ .23 (.01)∗ .23 (.01)∗ .16 (.01)∗
Level 2 In initial status σ2

0 .74 (.06)∗ .12 (.02)∗ .12 (.02)∗ .09 (.01)∗
In rate of change σ2

1 .15 (.03)∗ .16 (.02)∗ .15 (.03)∗ .08 (.02)∗
Covariance σ2

01 −.02 (.03) .06 (.02)∗ .06 (.02)∗ −.01 (.01)

Note. n = 510. PSD = positive semantic dimension; NSD = negative semantic dimension; CSI = Couples Satisfac-
tion Index. All the modeled variables except for time were standardized before analysis. The fixed and random effects
were evaluated for statistical significance using t tests and Wald Z values, respectively.
∗p < .05 (two-tailed).

and negative attitudes toward romantic rela-
tionships accounted for 84% of the variance
in global relationship satisfaction at the start
of the study. Although the interaction term
was not significant, we nonetheless plotted the
intercepts for each group (Figure 3a) to show
that findings from the present analysis mirror
the median-split results presented before.

Model C. We then added PSD, NSD and
an interaction between the two as predic-
tors for linear change in global relation-
ship satisfaction over time. The results sug-
gested that higher initial positive attitudes
toward the relationship were associated with
slight declines in relationship satisfaction over
time, accounting for 6% of the variance in
individual CSI trajectories. This may sug-
gest that changes in one-dimensional satisfac-
tion for ambivalent (and satisfied) individuals
resulted because their initially more favor-
able evaluations of the relationship’s positive
characteristics were diminishing over the 18-
month course of the study. Neither NSD nor
the interaction term demonstrated significant
associations with linear change in relationship

satisfaction. Taken together, these findings
suggest that (a) the more critical determiner
of the slope of one-dimensional satisfaction
was high versus low baseline PSD scores and
(b) this effect did not differ across those with
high versus low negative relationship evalu-
ations. In other words, individuals with high
initial PSD scores (i.e., satisfied and ambiva-
lent) showed steeper declines irrespective of
their evaluative judgments toward the nega-
tive aspects of their relationship. To illustrate,
the regression weights were used to generate
prototypic change trajectories for dissatisfied,
indifferent, ambivalent, and satisfied partici-
pants (see Singer & Willet, 2003), which are
displayed in Figure 3b.

Model D (exploratory analyses). To fur-
ther explore unique links between positive–
negative relationship attitudes and global rela-
tionship satisfaction across time, we built a
final model in which we entered shifts in
positive and negative relationship attitudes at
each wave of assessment (above and below
one’s own initial levels of each attitude)



Positive and negative semantic differential 343

a b

Figure 3. Prototypic Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI) intercepts (a) and trajectories (b) for
dissatisfied, indifferent, ambivalent, and satisfied participants over 18 months. CSI scores were
square root transformed before the analysis.

as time-varying covariates to predict corre-
sponding shifts in global relationship satis-
faction in those same waves of assessment.
The results suggested that spikes in positive
relationship attitudes (above one’s own initial
levels) tended to be associated with corre-
sponding spikes in global relationship satis-
faction in those same waves. Similarly, spikes
in negative relationship attitudes tended to be
associated with corresponding dips in global
relationship satisfaction. Together, shifts in
positive and negative relationship attitudes
accounted for an additional 46% of the vari-
ance in global relationship satisfaction across
time. This suggests that shifts in global rela-
tionship satisfaction can result from fluctua-
tions in either positive or negative attitudes
toward the relationship. As the underlying
processes influencing shifts in positive and
negative attitudes are likely to be distinct,
these results once again highlight how the use
of a one-dimensional measure of global rela-
tionship satisfaction might serve to obscure
meaningful distinctions in attitude change
over time (e.g., the difference between drops
in negative attitudes and increases in positive
attitudes would be obscured). Also notable,
initial PSD values no longer significantly pre-
dicted CSI slopes when time-varying PSD
scores were added to the model. This implies
that subsequent changes in positive relation-
ship attitudes over time mediate the associ-
ation between their baseline values and CSI
slopes. That is, higher baseline PSD scores are

perhaps more likely to depreciate over time,
which, in turn, underscore contemporaneous
declines in one-dimensional satisfaction.

Discussion

The results of Study 1 provide overall support
for the two-dimensional structure of relation-
ship satisfaction. With respect to our CFA
findings, the poor fit for the one-dimensional
model indicated that conceptualizing relation-
ship satisfaction as a single latent construct
failed to capture its underlying dimensional-
ity. Notably, however, the correlation between
the positive and negative dimensions was
fairly high (r = −.66), suggesting that the
two dimensions share roughly 44% of their
variance. Although this may be suggestive of
an overarching evaluative judgment (a single
common factor) with separable positive and
negative attitude domains nested therein (i.e.,
a bifactor model; see Chen et al., 2006), the
present data did not support this contention.
Rather, the data supported a two-factor solu-
tion in which evaluations of the positive and
negative relationship characteristics correlate
for some reason outside of the measurement
model.

One possibility is that the association
observed between the PSD and NSD reflects
the correlation between their respective eval-
uative objects. Relationships higher in posi-
tive characteristics (e.g., social support) may
tend to be lower in negative characteris-
tics (e.g., conflict), and so the evaluations
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of these separate domains will be correlated
but nonetheless distinct attitudes. Also, the
association between the PSD and NSD is
similar to that observed when assessing posi-
tive and negative aspects of other constructs.
For example, common two-dimensional scales
assessing positive and negative mood states
(e.g., the Positive and Negative Affect Scale
[PANAS]; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988)
demonstrate comparable associations between
the two scales. In any case, the median
split and longitudinal HLM analyses sug-
gest that—although the positive and neg-
ative dimensions share variance (as might
be expected because they reflect attitudes
toward the same relationship)—they provide
distinct insights into relationship processes.
Moreover, detecting this nuance may have
important clinical implications and theoretical
relevance to developmental models of rela-
tionship distress.

The regression analyses also supported a
two-dimensional structure for relationship sat-
isfaction. If positive and negative attitudes
were truly bipolar, then responses on one
dimension (e.g., “My relationship is ‘com-
pletely’ boring”) would be the exact inverse
of responses on the other (i.e., “My relation-
ship is ‘not at all’ interesting”), and vari-
ance in the criteria explained by either dimen-
sion would completely overlap. This was not
the case, however; either positive or negative
relationship evaluations (or both) uniquely
associated with the criteria when control-
ling for overlapping variability between them.
Furthermore, they accounted for variance in
our criteria beyond a one-dimensional mea-
sure of relationship satisfaction. This latter
finding is consistent with a two-dimensional
formulation. Specifically, forcing individu-
als to evaluate the positive and negative
aspects of their relationship using one global
dimension (ranging from positive to negative)
will result in the loss of important infor-
mation about relationship functioning. This
appears to be particularly relevant for dis-
criminating between indifference and ambiva-
lence toward the relationship. Specifically,
we found that ambivalent and indifferent
individuals reported differences in negative
affectivity and conflict behaviors but were

indistinguishable in terms of CSI scores at the
baseline assessment. This implies that a one-
dimensional approach may treat qualitatively
different underlying attitudes as equivalent,
thereby obscuring the aspects of relationship
functioning that underlie these distinct evalu-
ative judgments.

We also found that initially endorsing more
favorable evaluations of a relationship’s pos-
itive characteristics predicted steeper declines
in one-dimensional relationship satisfaction.
However, the impact of higher initial posi-
tive evaluations was potentially mediated by
subsequent changes in these same attitudes.
That is, after controlling for change in pos-
itive relationship attitudes across subsequent
assessment waves; the effect of their base-
line values on change in one-dimensional
satisfaction was no longer significant. This
implies that highly positive relationship evalu-
ations were more likely to attenuate over time,
which, in turn, emerged as contemporane-
ous decreases on a one-dimensional relation-
ship satisfaction measure. However, we found
that evaluations of the relationship’s negative
characteristics at each assessment wave were
also longitudinally relevant. As such, reported
declines in global relationship satisfaction
may variously reflect changes in either or both
positive and negative relationship evaluations.
Such findings highlight the interpretive diffi-
culties inherent to one-dimensional measures
of relationship satisfaction. Specifically, the
underlying nature and course of a relation-
ship’s evaluation is apparently more complex
than is evident when using a one-dimensional
scale. By comparison, the interplay of the pos-
itive and negative evaluative dimensions may
provide the most comprehensive understand-
ing of relationship functioning.

Study 2

Study 2 replicated the convergent, criterion-
related, and incremental validity of the PN-
SMD. We conducted Study 2 in a laboratory
setting, as opposed to online, and we adminis-
tered alternative measures of partner support-
iveness, conflict, and negative affectivity. In
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addition, we expanded the set of criterion vari-
ables to include maladaptive relationship attri-
butions for partner behavior. The PN–SMD
was again compared to the CSI for the
purpose of replication. However, Study 2
also extended the findings of Study 1 in
three ways. First, we examined the incre-
mental validity of the PN–SMD over the
original semantic differential. Comparing the
PN–SMD with its one-dimensional counter-
part more directly assesses the contribution of
a two-dimensional assessment methodology
of relationship satisfaction, as important psy-
chometric differences between the measures
are held constant (e.g., semantic content). Sec-
ond, we explored the incremental validity of
the PN–SMD over the PANQIMS, as use
of the former is only justified if its valid-
ity exceeds that of its predecessor (Haynes
& Lench, 2003; Hunsley & Meyers, 2003).
Third, based on Kaplan’s (1972) attitude com-
ponent model, we created indices of ambiva-
lence (i.e., the extent to which PSD and NSD
are equal) and polarization (i.e., the magni-
tude of the difference between the PSD and
NSD dimensions). We examined whether this
method of modeling ambivalence toward the
relationship would meaningfully improve the
prediction of the criterion variables beyond
the effects captured by more polarized (i.e.,
unilaterally favorable versus unfavorable) atti-
tudes, which are effectively similar to a typ-
ical one-dimensional measure of relationship
satisfaction.

Method

Participants

Undergraduate psychology majors at a uni-
versity in the Southeastern United States
participated in the study. A total of 89 partic-
ipants were recruited through flyers placed on
campus, announcements made in undergradu-
ate classes, and through an online recruitment
system used by the Department of Psychol-
ogy. Participants were at least 19 years of
age and in a monogamous dating relation-
ship for at least 6 months (75.3%), married
(4.5%), or engaged to be married (16.9%).
The sample comprised 20 men and 69 women.

The average age in years for participants and
their partners was 21.3 (SD = 1.9) and 22.1
(SD = 2.8), respectively. The average rela-
tionship length was 24.9 months (SD = 20.3).
The sample predominantly comprised Cau-
casians (78.7%); the racial demography of
the remaining participants was as follows:
18.0% African American, 1.1% Asian/Pacific
Islander, and 2.2% Other. By their report,
51.7% were currently working. The median
monthly income for participants and their
partners was $400 and $625, respectively.
Ten participants were cohabiting with their
partner, whereas 17 were in a long-distance
relationship. Two individuals were in couples
therapy.

Measures

Consistent with Study 1, we administered the
same measures of social support (KPSS; M =
23.9, SD = 5.5; α = .87), negative affect
(EPQ-N; M = 31.9, SD = 4.7; α = .82), pos-
itive affect (M = 41.1, SD = 7.1; α = .85),
and the PN-SMD’s positive (PSD; M = 40.4,
SD = 7.4; α = .94) and negative (NSD; M =
5.7, SD = 6.7; α = .88) subscales.5 However,
for the purposes of systematic replication, we
used alternative measures of several variables
from Study 1 (presented below).6

Positive and negative relationship satisfaction.
The PANQIMS items were reconfigured to
assess relationship (as opposed to marital)
satisfaction; all references to marriage or
spouse were replaced with relationship or
partner, respectively (also see Mattson et al.,
2007). Item responses are summed within
each dimension; higher scores on the PMQ
and NMQ reflect greater positive and negative
relationship satisfaction, respectively. Both
the PMQ and NMQ subscales were internally
consistent, yielding reliability coefficients of
.79 and .89, respectively. The mean PMQ and
NMQ scores, respectively, were 18.3 (SD =

5. For the KPSS we used a 6-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (not at all ) to 6 (completely), and
added a question regarding overall satisfaction with
partner supportiveness.

6. Although we administered a one-item measure of
sexual dissatisfaction, these data were not analyzed
because of insufficient variability across participants.
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2.6) and 6.6 (SD = 4.4). PMQ scores ranged
from 9 to 21, whereas NSD scores ranged
from 0 to 21.

One-dimensional relationship satisfaction. We
used the 16-item version of the CSI and
the 7-item semantic differential (see Funk &
Rogge, 2007). Scores on the CSI ranged from
44 to 97, with a mean score of 80.9 (SD =
13.2). Semantic differential scores ranged
from 15 to 42 and had a mean of 36.0
(SD = 5.7). The CSI and semantic differen-
tial scales yielded αs of .96 and .90, respec-
tively. Note that the CSI contains 6 of the
7 semantic differential items, but the 7-item
semantic differential was examined separately
to more specifically compare the one- versus
two-dimensional methods.

Social support. As an alternative measure
of perceived partner support, we administered
the 12-item Perceived Responses to Capital-
ization Attempts scale (PRCA; Gable, Reis,
Impett, & Asher, 2004). This scale measures
a partner’s responses to the sharing of posi-
tive events in the respondent’s life (e.g., “My
partner reminds me that most good things
have their bad aspects as well”). Participants
rate each statement using a 7-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 0 (not at all true) to
6 (very true). We used Gable, Gonzaga, and
Strachman’s (2006) method for calculating a
total score index for which higher scores indi-
cate higher perceived levels of positive versus
negative responses to capitalization attempts.
Scores on the PRCA ranged from −9.7 to 6.0,
and yielded a mean of .95 (SD = 3.6) and an
α coefficient of .84.

Conflict behaviors. We assessed conflict
behaviors using the Marital Coping Inven-
tory–Conflict scale (MCI–C; Bowman,1990).
This measure requires participants to iden-
tify the most serious recurring problem in
their relationship, followed by 15 items that
assess hostile conflict behaviors (e.g., crit-
icism) engaged in by the respondent and
directed toward his or her partner with respect
to this problem (e.g., “When I am dealing with
the problem. . .I yell or shout at my partner”).
Response scales ranged from 1 (never) to 5

(usually), with summed scores currently rang-
ing from 32 to 75. Higher scores represent
more hostile conflict behaviors. The mean for
the MCI–C was 58.6 (SD = 10.3); α = .92.

Neuroticism. In addition to the EPQ–N, we
used the General Distress (GD): Depressive
Symptoms subscale of the MASQ, which
contains 12 items that assess symptoms of
depressed mood (e.g., “felt sad”) and non-
specific symptoms of mood disorder (e.g.,
pessimism) using a 5-point Likert scale. Qual-
itative anchors ranged from not at all to
extremely ; higher scores on the omnibus index
indicate higher levels of negative affectivity.
Scores presently ranged from 12 to 52 and
had a mean of 23.1 (SD = 8.3); α = .89.

Relationship attributions. We used the Rela-
tionship Attribution Measure (RAM; Fincham
& Bradbury, 1992) to assess maladaptive attri-
butions for negative partner behaviors (e.g.,
“My partner is cool and distant on purpose
rather than unintentionally”). In the interest
of space, we used a truncated version of this
scale containing 12 items that assess attribu-
tions across two domains: (a) your partner
is cool and distant and (b) your partner is
not paying attention to what you are say-
ing. Items were summed to form an omnibus
index, with higher scores indicating more mal-
adaptive attributions for partner behavior. The
mean RAM score was 29.4 (SD = 9.6); scores
ranged from 11 to 52 and the coefficient α

was .85.

Procedures

Participants were individually assessed in
the laboratory. Research assistants provided
informed consent forms to participants and
reminded them that they could withdraw from
the study at any time without penalty. Par-
ticipants then completed the survey packet,
which took approximately 25–30 min. Each
participant was then offered a referrals list
for couples counseling, debriefing forms, and
contact information for the principal investi-
gator. Participants were offered extra credit
for their psychology courses in return for their
participation.
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Results

Preliminary analyses

Preliminary analyses showed univariate out-
liers, as well as significant skew and kurtosis,
for negative affect (MASQ–GD only), nega-
tive evaluations of the relationship (both the
NMQ and NSD), perceived responses to cap-
italization attempts, and the semantic differ-
ential. A square root transformation for these
variables was required to achieve normality.
Age, partner’s age, and relationship length
were also square root transformed. There
was evidence for heteroskedasticity when the
MASQ–GD was the criterion; as such, we
used the heteroskedasticity-consistent stan-
dard error estimate procedure employed in
Study 1 for this regression model (Table 4).

Convergent and criterion-related validity
of the PN–SMD

We hypothesized that the findings of Study 1
would replicate using additional measures of
relationship satisfaction and an expanded set
of criteria (controlling for gender, age, part-
ner’s age, relationship length, cohabitation,
and relationship type). This hypothesis was
supported (Table 5). The PSD and NSD con-
verged with both one-dimensional measures
of relationship satisfaction (the CSI–16 and
the semantic differential) and both the PAN-
QIMS subscales in the expected directions,
with medium to large effect sizes. Associa-
tion with social support and negative affect
(using the EPQ–N) were similar in magnitude
to their corresponding estimates in Study 1. In
addition, we found that positive and negative
relationship attitudes significantly correlated
with the added indices for negative affectiv-
ity (except for the PSD and MASQ–GD),
hostile conflict, maladaptive attributions, and
perceived responses to capitalization attempts
(all in the anticipated directions). To facil-
itate the comparison between the PSD and
NSD and their PANQIMS counterparts, we
calculated z tests for differences between cor-
related correlations (Meng et al., 1992). These
results—also displayed in Table 5—showed
that the PSD correlated with social support
and capitalization attempts to a significantly

greater extent than did the PMQ, whereas the
NSD was significantly more highly correlated
with hostile conflict than was the NMQ. In
addition to corroborating the results from the
first study, these additional findings suggest
that expanding the number and diversity of
items used to assess the positive and negative
semantic dimensions of relationship satisfac-
tion provides for stronger correlations with
relationship-relevant criteria.

Incremental validity of the PN-SMD

One- and two-dimensional relationship sat-
isfaction measures. We hypothesized that
PN–SMD subscales would demonstrate incre-
mental validity over the CSI, the bipolar
semantic differential, and the PANQIMS. We
displayed our findings in Table 6. We found
that the positive and negative subscales on the
PN–SMD predicted unique and meaningful
variability in the positive and negative aspects
of the relationship, respectively, as compared
to the CSI and bipolar semantic differen-
tial. This further suggests that researchers
can obtain a deeper level of information
about relationship satisfaction by separately
assessing the positive and negative evalua-
tive dimensions. The comparison between the
bipolar semantic differential and PN–SMD
makes this point most clearly; these measures
contain the same semantic anchors but dif-
fer in their underlying dimensionality. The
results also highlight the PN–SMD as sig-
nificantly more valid than an existing mea-
sure of positive and negative attitudes toward
the relationship. Although the NMQ provided
incremental utility when predicting perceived
responses to capitalization attempts and mal-
adaptive attributions in Step 3, so did the
NSD and, in the former case, the PSD. In
other words, despite some support for the
NMQ, the PN–SMD subscales were still
the stronger and more consistent predictors
overall. These findings were robust in Step
4, wherein we entered the MASQ–AD and
MASQ–GD scales to measure positive and
negative affect, respectively, and included the
EPQ–N as an additional measure of the latter
construct.
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Exploratory analyses. As our samples dis-
proportionately comprised women, we exam-
ined whether the incremental validity findings
would be robust when only examining men.
We combined the men from both samples
(n = 112) and ran models using the EPQ–N
(negative affectivity) and the KPSS (social
support) as criteria (only these were measured
consistently across studies). We added sample
membership as an additional control variable.
Our previous findings were generally robust:
(a) the CSI did not predict unique variance in
social support over the PN-SMD subscales;
(b) evaluations of the relationship’s negative
characteristics significantly and uniquely pre-
dicted negative affectivity (sr = .20) when
controlling for the CSI, p < .01; and (c)
unique variance in social support was pre-
dicted by both negative (sr = −.18) and pos-
itive (sr = .17) relationship evaluations when
controlling for positive and negative affect,
ps <.01. In summary, although the magni-
tude of the association varied somewhat, the
pattern of findings for our subsample of men
was consistent overall.

Ambivalence as a predictor of individual
and relationship functioning

We tested the incremental validity of a contin-
uous index of ambivalence over one of polar-
ization, which we computed using Kaplan’s
(1972) attitude component model. According
to this model, the sum of the PSD and NSD
dimensions can be thought of as the overall
magnitude of evaluative sentiments—positive
and negative—held toward the relationship
(scores of [PSD + NSD] = 0 represent the
absence of any evaluative sentiment about the
relationship). The polarization and ambiva-
lence indices represent the two subcompo-
nents of the overall attitude. Polarization is
the portion of the overall attitude that is uni-
laterally in either one direction (e.g., positive)
or the other (i.e., negative), and is quantified
by the absolute difference between the PSD
and NSD scores (i.e., |PSD − NSD|). The
ambivalence component represents the degree
of opposing sentiments of equal magnitude
and is computed by subtracting the polariza-
tion score from the magnitude of the over-
all sentiment (i.e., [PSD + NSD] − |PSD −

NSD|). In other words, ambivalence occurs
when some form of sentiment is held (i.e.,
not indifference) but is not distinctly positive
or negative in direction.

We controlled for attitudinal polarization
when examining ambivalence because any
effects for the latter may actually represent
those for polarization, as the two indices are
likely negatively correlated. (The range of
possible values for the polarization index nec-
essarily decreases as ambivalence increases,
and vice versa, when holding constant the
total magnitude of the evaluative sentiment.)
Using regression analysis, we found that
greater levels of ambivalence were uniquely
predictive of negative affect (using the
MASQ–GD) and hostile conflict, srs = .26
and .19, respectively, ps <.05 (two-tailed).
We also found that increases in ambivalence
significantly predicted increases in relation-
ship satisfaction, as measured by the CSI
(sr = .15) and the bipolar semantic differen-
tial (sr = .12), ps <.05 (two-tailed), but only
the former met Hunsley and Meyers’s (2003)
criteria for substantial incremental validity.

Discussion

The consistency in findings across studies is
notable in light of the varying composition of
the samples, methods of recruitment, and con-
text of questionnaire administration. Findings
that are robust across measures of the crite-
ria and varying investigatory methods provide
converging operations supporting their valid-
ity. We also compared the PN–SMD with
its one-dimensional counterpart. As important
psychometric properties across these mea-
sures were controlled, our findings suggest
that assessing relationship satisfaction across
two dimensions is incrementally more valid
than doing so with a single bipolar contin-
uum. Although the PN–SMD has two 7-
point response scales (one for each dimen-
sion), whereas the bipolar semantic differ-
ential has only one, this difference cannot
account for the increased validity of the two-
dimensional model approach. Specifically, if
semantic anchors truly belonged on a sin-
gle bipolar dimension (i.e., were not indepen-
dent), then responses to items on the NSD
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(e.g., bad) and PSD (e.g., good) should be
the exact inverse of each other and should
correlate perfectly—in one direction or the
other—with responses on the bipolar seman-
tic differential (e.g., bad–good). As such, the
PSD and NSD should not have explained any
additional variance in the criteria over each
other—let alone the bipolar semantic differ-
ential—unless they represented two indepen-
dent attitudes.

The PN–SMD was also incrementally
more valid than a different two-dimensional
measure. However, the NMQ subscale did
uniquely explain substantial variance in mal-
adaptive attributions and partner’s responses
to capitalization attempts. It is possible that
these findings occurred because the PAN-
QIMS primarily samples attitudes about the
partner, as opposed to the items on the
PN–SMD that focus exclusively on the rela-
tionship. This may imply that attitudes toward
the partner versus the relationship overall are
partially separable and that both are associated
with unique variability in the same criteria.
Although this may be a fruitful area for sub-
sequent research, this finding illustrates that
the use of a measure combining potentially
separable evaluative judgments may obscure
the meaning of any associations with other
variables.

Our results also showed that attitudi-
nal ambivalence versus indifference about
the relationship yields additional explana-
tory value. Specifically, when using Kaplan’s
(1972) method, attitudinal ambivalence ac-
counted for unique variance in negative affec-
tivity and hostile conflict when controlling for
attitudinal polarization. These findings con-
verge with the ANOVA results from Study
1, suggesting that negative affect and con-
flict are important correlates of relationship
ambivalence. Perhaps, most interesting is that
ambivalence also carried unique associations
with one-dimensional measures of relation-
ship satisfaction. This may suggest that indi-
vidual differences in one-dimensional rela-
tionship satisfaction, in part, reflect differ-
ences in ambivalence rather than in satis-
faction versus dissatisfaction per se. In any
case, these findings highlight the increased
utility of a two-dimensional approach, as

deriving ambivalence scores requires sepa-
rate indices for positive and negative rela-
tionship attitudes. Moreover, use of Kaplan’s
method may help open a link between rela-
tionship research and the broader literature
on attitudinal ambivalence (e.g., Conner &
Sparks, 2002).

General Discussion

According to Bradbury and colleagues (2000),
the two-dimensional conceptualization of rela-
tionship satisfaction was one of most impor-
tant advancements in the assessment of this
construct (also see Fincham & Rogge, 2010).
However, relatively few studies have used a
two-dimensional assessment approach despite
such endorsements and provided corroborat-
ing empirical support from subsequent val-
idation studies (e.g., Mattson et al., 2007).
The present findings provide additional evi-
dence that measuring attitudes toward the
relationship using two dimensions is incre-
mentally more useful and valid, and that con-
tinued reliance on one-dimensional measures
may hinder the detection or precise eval-
uation of important aspects of relationship
functioning. Moreover, the presently devel-
oped measure derived from a clear theoreti-
cal domain of observables (i.e., SMD items)
and an empirically guided approach to item
selection and scale construction. Perhaps as a
result, the PN–SMD emerged as more pre-
cise and easily interpretable than its one- and
two-dimensional predecessors.

We also found evidence that attitudi-
nal ambivalence versus indifference toward
the relationship is an important distinction.
Indeed, it is possible that such attitudes par-
tially explain the modest association between
relationship satisfaction and stability (i.e.,
whether or not the relationship ends). Specif-
ically, attitudes represented at the midpoints
of a one-dimensional scale (e.g., somewhat
unhappy) may represent varying levels of
ambivalence versus indifference, which may
carry different associations with stability. This
is consistent with our finding that ambivalent
and indifferent individuals have different tra-
jectories of one-dimensional satisfaction over
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time. As such, they might even present dif-
ferently in couples therapy and benefit from
different methods of intervention. In any
case, such interesting possibilities underscore
the need for additional research examin-
ing ambivalent versus indifferent individu-
als, and highlight the PN–SMD’s potential
clinical utility over one-dimensional satis-
faction measures that effectively lump these
individuals into the same “moderately dis-
tressed” category.

Strengths and limitations

There were several notable strengths to our
studies. First, we replicated our effects across
two samples, controlling for several individ-
ual and dyadic variables, and using different
operations of the criteria and alternative meth-
ods to capture attitudinal ambivalence and
indifference. Second, we used effect sizes to
evaluate incremental validity and adjusted for
heteroskedasticity, providing confidence that
our tests did not over- or underestimate the
PN–SMD’s utility or validity. Third, the CSI,
the bipolar semantic differential, and the PAN-
QIMS each provide a high bar for demon-
strating incremental validity, thus making the
substantial contribution of the PN–SMD over
each of them rather impressive. This is espe-
cially so for the CSI, which represents the
most informative items from well-validated
and frequently used satisfaction measures.

Any interpretation of the present findings,
however, should be tempered by the fol-
lowing study limitations. First, the extent to
which the PN–SMD is incrementally valid
across other criteria, or different operations
of the same criteria, is uncertain. More-
over, we relied solely on self-report data
as opposed to employing a multimethod
approach to construct validation. Second, both
samples predominantly comprised women.
Although demographic characteristics were
controlled for or separately examined, addi-
tional research is needed to ensure that the
current findings replicate in other samples.
Third, the present data comprised reports
from only one dyad member; it is, there-
fore, unknown whether the current findings
are robust when using couples as the unit of

analysis. Fourth, the composition of our sam-
ples and the data they provided may somehow
reflect the circumstances under which they
were recruited (e.g., need for extra credit in
psychology courses), the methods of recruit-
ment (e.g., Internet advertisements), or some
other aspect of the study or its design. Perhaps
most notably, our participants were drawn
from marital websites or college classrooms,
which may have populated our samples with
relatively satisfied individuals. However, this
likely would make positive and negative atti-
tudes more difficult to differentiate and, there-
fore, highlights the need for replication but
does not undermine the thrust of our findings.
Last, we assumed that the best semantic dif-
ferential items to include on the PN–SMD
were the ones that provided the most infor-
mation in their one-dimensional format. It
is plausible that using other, currently over-
looked semantic anchors would provide for an
incrementally more valid assessment of posi-
tive and negative attitudes toward the relation-
ship. However, if we used alternative seman-
tic anchors, it could be argued that any incre-
mental validity over Funk and Rogge’s (2007)
bipolar item set was due to differences in item
content, as opposed to the two-dimensional
structure of our measure. Conversely, refor-
matting alternative items into a new bipolar
scale—and then using this as our one-
dimensional comparison index—would yield
a different problem. Specifically, the most
valid two-dimensional items may not serve as
an adequate one-dimensional relationship sat-
isfaction comparison measure in their bipolar
format, so demonstrating incremental validity
in that case would be less impressive. Taken
together, our approach allowed for the best
comparison of the one- and two-dimensional
assessment models. However, as alternative
positive and negative items may ultimately
prove more useful, subsequent research can
and should weigh their potential value against
the currently validated PN–SMD.

Conclusion

The findings from the present studies sup-
port the two-dimensional conceptualization
of relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, the
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PN–SMD emerged as an internally consis-
tent, two-factor measure that shows promise
at providing an incrementally valid assess-
ment of this construct. We hope that these data
will stimulate research on its continued appli-
cation and extension to more heterogeneous
samples and alternate methods for assess-
ing relationship functioning. Furthermore, the
present findings are consistent with the larger
corpus of attitude research demonstrating a
two-factor model for evaluative judgments,
which may allow relationship researchers to
draw from this rich literature on the functional
properties and behavioral correlates of posi-
tive and negative attitudes more generally.
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Appendix

Considering only the positive qualities of your
relationship and ignoring the negative ones,

evaluate your relationship on the following
qualities:

My relationship is. . .

Not at all A tiny bit A little Somewhat Mostly Very Extremely Completely
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Interesting O O O O O O O O
Full O O O O O O O O
Sturdy O O O O O O O O
Enjoyable O O O O O O O O
Good O O O O O O O O
Friendly O O O O O O O O
Hopeful O O O O O O O O

Considering only the negative qualities of
your relationship and ignoring the positive

ones, evaluate your relationship on the fol-
lowing qualities:

My relationship is. . .

Not at all A tiny bit A little Somewhat Mostly Very Extremely Completely
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Bad O O O O O O O O
Lonely O O O O O O O O
Discouraging O O O O O O O O
Boring O O O O O O O O
Empty O O O O O O O O
Fragile O O O O O O O O
Miserable O O O O O O O O


