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Assessing Marriage via Telephone Interviews

and Written -Questionnairés: :
A Methodological Note

Telephone interviews are becoming an increasing-
Iy popular method of data collection in marital re-
search. The present study examines whether the
assessment of marital adjustment and perceived
responsibility for marital events yields comparable
results across telephone interviews and written
questionnaires. Although the rank ordering of
scores on both measures was consistent across
these two administrative conditions, mean marital
adjustment scores obtained on questionnaires
were significantly lower than those obtained.in the
telephone interviews. Mean scores for the respon-
sibility judgments did not differ significantly
across response formats. The implications of
these findings for different types of studies are
discussed. . e

The use of the telephone interview has become

more frequent in marital research (e.g., Fincham
& Bradbury, 1989; Krokoff, 1989). Telephone in-
terviews are used for many purposes, including
the collection of data on marriage and the recruit-
ment of samples for laboratory research (e.g.,
Booth & Johnson, 1985; Krokoff, 1987). Despite
the modification of paper and pencil measures for
use in telephone interviews, there has been little
research -investigating the comparability of inter-
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view and questionnaire data. Scores across these
two administrative formats can be compared in
terms of both their relative position in the sample
and their absolute values. Consistency in relative
Dposition across administrative formats is impor-
tant when correlational analyses are performed,
since relative position in a sample influences ob-
tained correlations. Consistency in actual scores
across administrative formats is important when
cutoff points are used to categorize individuals
into groups. The present study therefore examines
two measures which were used in recent telephone
interviews by comparing relative and absolute
scores obtained from telephone interviews and
written questionnaires.

Several factors may differentially influence re-
sponses to the same or equivalent questions ad-
ministered in interview and questionnaire for-

_mats. First, demand characteristics can be greatly
~ increased when individuals respond orally to an

interviewer rather than privately complete a ques-
tionnaire (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). For exam-
ple, respondents may attempt to please the experi-
menter during a telephone interview because they
see the experimenter as an authority figure. Re-
spondents may also be influenced to a greater ex-
tent by experimenter expectancies during inter-
views than when completing a written question-
naire (Rosenthal, 1966).

Second, an interview format may rush the re-

_spondent to make a judgment more quickly than
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if he or she were completing a written question-
naire. Respondents completing questionnaires
often have time to look over their responses and
make sure that they are presenting a consistent
picture of themselves, while those completing in-
terviews do not have the luxury of reviewing their
responses. _

Third, the tendency to respond in a socially de-
sirable manner may increase when data are gath-
ered over the telephone as compared to the com-
pletion of a written questionnaire. A decreased
sense of anonymity when completing a telephone
interview may lead respondents to feel greater
evaluation apprehension and therefore present
themselves in a psychologically healthy manner
(Rosenberg, 1969). This impression management
is not necessarily deliberate deception on the part
of the respondent (Edwards, 1957) but it may
nevertheless influence responses.

Fourth, because of the nature of some written
questionnaires, some questions and response op-
tions must be reworded when administered in tele-
phone interviews. Groves and Kahn (1979) noted
that differing response formats in face to face in-
terviews yielded- significantly different results.
The effects of altering the response formats of
questionnaires for use in telephone interviews is
largely unknown.

Finally, individuals differ in terms of their
comfort with interpersonal interactions and this
level of comfort is likely to influence the results
obtained. For example, participants who are un-
comfortable with an interview may be motivated
to end it as soon as possible and may therefore be
fess attentive and more hurried in their responses.

In view of these observations, telephone and
written questionnaire responses to the Marital Ad-
justment Test (MAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959) and
a perceived responsibility questionnaire (Fincham
& Bradbury, 1989) were investigated. These two
measures were chosen because they recently have
been adapted to allow data to be collected over
the telephone. Although both telephone interview
and questionnaire formats have been used for
each measure, direct comparisons across these ad-
ministrative conditions have been quite limited.

Krokoff (1989) was able to demonstrate that a
telephone version of the MAT administered to
wives successfully predicted their own and their
husbands’ marital adjustment 6 and 12 months
later. The moderately high correlations between
MAT scores measured first by telephone and later
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in writing suggest that the relative position of indi-
viduals within the sample was consistent across
the two administrative formats. Krokoff’s study,
however, did not address questions about possible
absolute differences in scores on the MAT mea-
sured under the two procedures. In addition,
Krokoff did not interview husbands and it is
therefore not known whether gender differences
exist in responses obtained across interview and
questionnaire responses. The present study there-
fore examines possible gender differences.

As regards perceived responsibility, Fincham
and Bradbury (1989) adapted a paper and pencil
measure for telephone administration and found
that the results from the telephone interviews
yielded findings which were consistent with those
documented for written questionnaires (e.g., Ross
& Sicoly, 1979; Thompson & Kelley, 1981). How-
ever, no direct comparison was made between
telephone interview and written questionnaire as-
sessments of perceived responsibility, Because
earlier research had shown that small changes in
the wording of questions can significantly influ-
ence the allocation of responsibility (Ross & Sico-
ly, 1979; Study 5), Fincham and Bradbury (1989)
recommended investigation of the relationship be-
tween interview and questionnaire ratings of re-
sponsibility for marital activities.

In sum, the present study compares scores on
two measures across telephone interview and writ-
ten questionnaire administration formats. The
goal of the study is to examine the comparability
of scores obtained via these two methods. In pur-
suing this goal we extend previous research by (a)
investigating absolute as well as relative changes in
scores and (b) examining gender differences. Fi-
nally, the inclusion of two different measures
allows us to examine whether any differences ob-
tained result from a general method effect or are
measure specific.

- METHOD
Pafiicipants
Fifty-six married couples were selected from 258
couples recruited for a larger project. The couples
were recruited by means of advertisements in local
newspapers. The sample used in this paper were
selected to represent a wide range of marital qual-

ity. Marital quality was assessed by responses on a
10-point scale to a question asking respondents to
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indicate ““the degree of happiness, everythmg con-
sidered, in your marriage.”

The 56 couples who partlclpated in this study
were married an average of 10.7 years (SD = 9; 8),
had 1.0 children (SD = 1.2), and earned 2 median
family income of $25,000 to $30,000. The sample
consisted of couples living in rural areas and small
cities in a midwestern state. Wives averaged 33.6
(SD = 10.4) years of age, 14.6 (SD = 2.3) years
of education, and scored 97.5 (SD = 29.0) on the
written MAT. Corresponding figures for hus-
bands were 34.8 (SD = 11.5) years of age, 14.6
(SD = 2.5) years of education, and 103.2 (SD =
24.7) for the MAT.

Procedure

Each spouse independently completed a telephone
interview following which they were mailed ques-
tionnaires. The time between completion of the
interview and the questionnaires averaged 5.26
days (SD = 4.25), a period ‘over which the stabil-
ity of MAT and perceived responsibility scores
was expected to be high. Each member of the cou-
ple was interviewed separately on the telephone.
Care was taken to ensure that the partner could
not hear the spouse being interviewed on the tele-
phone. Similarly, couples were instructed to com-
plete the questlonnaxres independently of one an-
other and were given separate envelopes in which
they sealed their responsés. In the interview sev-
eral demographic questions were asked first, fol-
lowed by questions from the MAT and then the
percelved responsibility measure. In the question-

naire packet, the MAT also preceded the per- -

ceived responéibility ratings.

Measures

Marital quality. The Marital Adjustment Test
(Locke & Wallace, 1959) is a widely used measure
of marital satisfaction that yields a score ranging
from 2 to 158. It has adequate reliability (split half
= .90) and discriminates between nondistressed
spouses and spouses who have documented mari-
- tal problems (Locke & Wallace, 1959). Scores on
this instrument also correlate with clinicians’
judgments of marital discord (Crowther, 1985). A
score of 100 on the MAT is widely accepted as a
cutoff for. separating distressed from nondis-
tressed spouses and is-often used to form dis-
tressed and nondistressed subsamples.
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The telephone administration of the MAT fol-
lowed the procedures outlined by Krokoff (1989)
which entailed rearrangement of the order of
questions and minor rewordmg of some ques-
tions. The order of questions replicated that used
by Krokoff (1989) and was deemed necessary so
that the most threatening (personal) questions
were asked last (those regarding demonstrations
of affection and sexual relations). The minor re-
wording consisted of rephrasing open-ended
statements into conversational forms (e.g., Writ-
ten form: “When disagreements arise, they usu-
ally result in: husband giving in, wife giving in,
agreement by mutual give and take’’; Interview
form: ‘““‘When disagreements come up between
you and your husband/wife, who usually gives in?
Isit . .. your husband/wife, is it you, or do you
reach agreement by mutual give and take?’’).

Responsibility judgments. Judgments of responsi-
bility for marital activitics were assessed with a
questionnaire consisting of 12 commonly occur-
ring events which had been used by Fincham and
Bradbury (1989). Six items were positive (e.g.,
““How much do you contribute to planning joint
activities for the two of you?’’) while the other six
were negative (e.g., “How much do you con-
tribute to causing arguments that occur between
the two of you?’’). Respondents described their
perceptions of responsibility for each behavior on
a 9-point Likert scale ranging from ‘‘primarily
me”’ to “primarily partner.”’ The administration
of these questions over the telephone followed the
procedure outlined by Fincham and Bradbury
(1989), in which respondents were told to write
down the numbers 1 through 9 on a piece of paper
and put the words *‘primarily partner’’ next to the
1and ““primarily me” next to the 9. Respondents
then referred to the scale when answering each of

‘the 12 questions regarding thelr percelved contn-

butlon

RESULTS

,Scores on the MAT and the responsxblhty

measure are compared across the two methods of
data collection in terms-of the consistency of rela-
tive score position and in terms of absolute score

differences. Where significant differences are ob-
.served, further analyses are conducted to examine

the nature of the differences between the two ad-
ministrative formats.
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TABLE 1. MARITAL ADJUSTMENT TEST SCORES AND RESPONSIBILITY RATINGS (IN PARENTHESES)
As A FUNCTION OF GENDER AND ADMINISTRATIVE CONDITION

- Females

: - Males
Administrative Condition M SD M SD.
Telephone interview 103.2 (5.20) 24.7 (.63) 97.5 (5.49) 29.0 (.57)
Written questionnaire 24.0 (.57) 93.3 (5.44) 28.0 (.69)

99.9 (5.20)

To determine the consistency of respondents’
relative positions (rank order) across the two ad-
ministrative conditions, correlation coefficients
were computed. As expected, the correlation be-
tween total MAT scores from the interview and
written administrations was high for both hus-
bands and wives (» = .86 and .93, respectively),
indicating that spouses, in large part, maintained
their relative position within the sample, For re-
sponsibility judgments, scores from the interview
and written responses correlated moderately for
both husbands and wives (» = .44 and .73, respec-
tively). However, a significant gender difference
emerged in the rank ordering of scores across
methods of data collection (z = 2.12, p < .05).

To determine whether absolute differences in
scores emerged across the two types of adminis-
trations, 2 (telephone X questionnaire) x 2 (hus-
band x wife) analyses of variance were conducted
for both the MAT and the perceived responsibility
measures. Because the responses of each spouse in
a couple are not considered independent in the
marital literature, both factors were treated as re-
peated measures,

For marital quality, significant main effects
were obtained for gender, F (1,55) = 4.02, p <
-05, and for administrative condition, F(1,55) =
10.34, p < .002; on average, husbands were more
satisfied than wives and greater satisfaction was
was expressed over the telephone than in written
responses (see Table 1). The interaction of gender
by administrative condition was not significant, F
(1,55) 0.17, P < .69.

As regards responsibility judgments, a signifi-
cant gender main effect was found, F (1,55) =
2.60, p < .03; on average, wives saw themselves
as making greater contributions to marital events
than husbands (see Table 1). No significant differ-
ence was obtained between responses to interview
and written questionnaire formats.

The significant main effect of administrative
format on average MAT scores led us to examine
whether differences in scores across the two for-
mats changed individuals’ classification as dis-

‘tressed versus nondistressed spouses. Using an

MAT score of 100 as the cutoff point, individual
score differences were sufficient to change 9.8%
of the sample’s classification, that is, 11 of 112
participants. Five spouses who had been classified
as nondistressed during the telephone interview
were classified as distressed from their completion
of the written form of the MAT (average change
score = 17.6; range = 9-28). The other 6 individ-
uals had been classified as distressed during the
telephone interview and scored in the nondis-
tressed range on the written questionnaire (aver-
age change score = 12.5; range = 6-25)..

In view of the significant difference found for
administrative condition on mean MAT scores, an
attempt was made to determine the source of this
difference by examining each of the 15 items on
the MAT. After family-wise error rates had been
corrected (p < .05/15 items < .003), individual
item analyses using 2 (telephone x questionnaire)
X 2 (husband x wife) repeated measures analyses
of variance indicated that scores were significantly
different across interview and questionnaire for-
mats on the global evaluative item, ‘“How happy
are you with your marriage, everything consid-
ered?”’, F (1,50) = 9.44, p < .003, and on the
question, ‘Do you confide in your mate . . .-al-
most never, in some things, in most things, in
everything?”’, F(1,55) = 15.42, p < .001. Scores
on all other items of the MAT did not result in sig-
nificant differences across administrative formats.
No significant interactions between administrative
format and gender were found in the individual
item analyses.

. DiscussioNn

The present study indicates that the rank order of
MAT scores is highly consistent across telephone
interview and written questionnaire formats. This
consistency in relative scores is comparable to that
reported by Krokoff (1989) and was expected,
given the trait-like connotations of marital quality
discussed in the literature. The present study also
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extends Krokoff’s (1989) findings by showing that

they apply to husbands as well as wives. These re-

sults suggest that scores from the two administra-
tive formats are likely to yield comparable results
in correlational research on marital satisfaction,

Despite the high correlations between MAT
scores across the two administrative formats, a
significant difference in absolute scores was found
in that the average MAT score obtained over the
telephone was significantly greater than that ob-
tained from written responses. Although the data
do not indicate why higher average scores were
obtained on the administration of the telephone
interview, it is possible that they result from fac-
tors such as respondents’ attempts to please the
experimenter, increased awareness of experimen-
ter -expectancies, and lower. sense of anonymity
during the interview, However, the nature of the
differences in mean scores. across administrative
conditions was not found consistently across indi-
viduals. Our analysis of changes in individual
MAT scores . indicates - that . some participants’
scores increased from telephone interview to ques-
tionnaire while others decreased. The varying na-
ture of the changes in individual scores may result
from individual differences in the tendency -to
answer in a socially desirable manner and in levels
of comfort with interpersonal interactions that re-
spondents experienced. .

Absolute score differences across administra-
tive formats, regardless of their direction, are par-
ticularly important because the MAT is frequently
used to categorize individuals into distressed and
nondistressed subsamples. In the present study,
nearly 10% of the sample is classified differently
by the data from the two methods of MAT ad-
ministration. - Absolute score differences across
administrative formats will influence all types of
classification into subsamples, even those which
are based upon sample distributions rather than
absolute cutoff points (e.g., median or tertile
splits). Because of this, all procedures which use
MAT scores to classify respondents into separate
categories should be considered with caution, as
the subsamples may not be comparable to those
formed using an alternative method of data col-
lection. R - s

For the responsibility judgments, correlations
obtained between telephone and written adminis-
trations showed moderate consistency in relative

~~scores. However, unlike MAT scores, husbands’
and wives’ responsibility judgments differed signi-
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ficantly in the extent to which their rank order
correlates across the two administration formats.
This finding is consistent with the discovery of nu-
merous sex differences in marital research (Bau-

" com, Notarius, Burnett, & Haefner, 1990). Al
 though intriguing, the reason for this difference is

unclear. One possible explanation is that women
place greater value on relationships than men and
therefore attend to relationship events more care-
fully, leading to greater consistency. in reports
about such events. Finally, no absolute difference
was observed across the two administrative modes
in average responsibility scores. In sum, it appears
that correlational analyses of responsibility. judg-
ments may be influenced by the manner in which
data are collected more for husbands than for
wives. : -

Because differences in absolute scores across
types of administration occurred for the MAT but
not for the responsibility judgments, the findings
are unlikely to reflect a general method effect.
One factor thdt may account for the differing re-
sults obtained across measures is the nature of the
questions used in each measure. It is possible that
the average MAT score differs across administra-
tive conditions because the MAT includes ques-
tions that are more global and have less clear ref-
erents. Owing to their complexity, such questions
may be more strongly influenced by the time de-
mands of the interview situation.

In summary, the present study shows that
scores from telephone and written administrations
of the MAT are highly correlated. Although a
mean difference in absolute scores was found, the
high correlation between scores from the two ad-
ministrative conditions suggests that- data ob-
tained through telephone and written administra-
tions of the MAT can be used in place of ques-
tionnaire data when classification of respondents
into subsamples is not an objective of the re-
search. Perceived responsibility judgments: are
moderately correlated across telephone and inter-
view formats in terms of rank order and absolute
values, especially for wives. This result suggests
that the collection of perceived responsibility data
via telephone interviews is a reasonable alternative
to questionnaire data. .

In generalizing to a larger methodological
question regarding the consistency of data col-
lected ‘via telephone interviews and written ques-
tionnaires, this study suggests that telephone in-
terviews may be .an “appropriate "alternative to
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written questionnaires. However, the viability of
this alternative may depend on the nature of the
measure as well as the manner in which the data
are used. The present study suggests that the ad-
ministrative format is most likely to influence
measures containing global questions that lack
clear referents and data analyses that involve ex-
amination of absolute scores, Until the factors
that influence responses across telephone inter-
view and questionnaire response formats are in-
vestigated further, it seems most prudent to
demonstrate consistency of responses across data
collection formats before accepting their equiva-
lence.
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