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This study investigated the direction of possible causal effects between attributions 
for negative partner behavior and marital satisfaction and tested whether any effects 
are mediated by efficacy expectations regarding marital conflict. Couples married 
for 15-20 months completed measures of attribution and satisfaction at Time 1 and 
at Time 3 (18 months later). At Time 2 (6 months after Time 1) they completed a 
measure of efficacy expectations. For both husbands and wives, a cross-lagged 
effects model showed that the paths from causal attributions to later satisfaction and 
from satisfaction to later causal attributions were significant. Efficacy expectations 
mediated the temporal relation between attributions and satisfaction. These findings 
support the assumption that there is a reciprocal causal influence between attribu- 
tions and satisfaction but suggest important modifications to models of close 
relationships and marital therapy. 

The study of cognition in close relationships 
has become an established area of inquiry (cf. 
Fincham, 1994; Fletcher & Fincham, 1991; 
Fletcher & Fitness, 1996). One of the most 
widely studied topics in this domain is explana- 
tions or attributions for marital events, and a 
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robust association between attributions and 
marital satisfaction has been documented (for a 
review, see Fincham, in press). Although this 
research is largely motivated by theoretical 
analyses that posit a causal relation between 
attributions and marital satisfaction (e.g., Ban- 
corn, 1987; Bradbury & Fincham, 1990), few 
studies have investigated the causal status of  
attributions in close relationships. Moreover, 
longitudinal studies that have attempted to ex- 
amine a potential causal relation between attri- 
butions and relationship satisfaction have 
tended to investigate relatively stable, estab- 
lished marriages using data-analytic techniques 
that are not optimal for examining causal ef- 
fects. Finally, there has been no attempt to 
identify factors that might mediate any causal 
relation between attributions and marital saris- 
faction. The present study therefore used struc- 
tural equation modeling (SEM) techniques to 
examine the relation between attributions and 
marital satisfaction in recently wed spouses at 
two points in time separated by an 18-month 
interval and tested whether spouse expectations 
to engage in effective conflict resolution medi- 
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ate the relation between attributions and marital 
satisfaction. 

Attributions and Relationship Satisfaction 

The attribution hypothesis in close relation- 
ships research posits an association between 
attributions and relationship quality: Specifi- 
cally, attributions that accentuate the impact of 
negative relationship events and minimize the 
impact of positive relationship events are asso- 
ciated with lower relationship satisfaction. 
Thus, for example, locating the cause of nega- 
tive relationship events in the partner, viewing 
the cause as more stable and global, and seeing 
the partner's behavior as intentional, blamewor- 
thy and reflecting selfish motivation axe more 
likely among distressed partners than among 
their nondistressed counterparts. 

The attribution-satisfaction association is ar- 
guably the most robust phenomenon in the 
close-relationship literature. Across attribu- 
tional dimensions an average of 80% of relevant 
studies support the attribution hypothesis, and 
no data have emerged that are directly contrary 
to the hypothesis (Fincham, Bradbury, & Scott, 
1990). In addition, numerous plausible alterna- 
tive hypotheses for this association have been 
ruled out. Thus, the attribution-satisfaction as- 
sociation is not culture specific (e.g., Sabourin, 
Lussier, & Wright, 1991), an artifact of the 
manner in which attributions are assessed (e.g., 
Fincham & Beach, 1988), or due to depression 
(e.g., Fincham, Beach, & Bradbury, 1989), neg- 
ative affectivity (e.g., Kamey, Bradbury, Fin- 
cham, & Sullivan, 1994), or relationship vio- 
lence (e.g., Fincham, Bradbury, Arias, Byme, & 
Kamey, 1997). Although encouraging, these 
data do not speak to the assumption that moti- 
vates interest in covariation between attribu- 
tions and relationship satisfaction, namely, the 
belief that attributions initiate or maintain dis- 
satisfaction. 

Do Attributions Influence 
Relationship Satisfaction? 

At the practical level, the belief that attribu- 
tions are central in determining marital quality 
is so strong that clinical interventions for mar- 
ital dysfunction have attempted to change spou- 

sal attributions (e.g., Baucom & Lester, 1986; 
Baucom, Sayers, & Sher, 1990). Similarly, at 
the theoretical level, several models of close 
relationships assign inferences about partner be- 
havior a central role in determining relationship 
quality (e.g., Baucom & Epstein, 1990; Brad- 
bury & Fincham, 1987; Kelley et al., 1983; 
Weiss, 1984). 

As regards attributions specifically, Bradbury 
and Fincham (1990) offered a theoretical frame- 
work linking attributions, satisfaction, and be- 
havior in close relationships. According to this 
framework, attributions can be linked indirectly 
to satisfaction because of their impact on the 
perceiver's behavior toward the partner, and 
studies documenting a link between attributions 
and behavior support this aspect of the frame- 
work (e.g., Bradbury, Beach, Fincham, & Nel- 
son, 1996; Fincham & Bradbury, 1992; Miller 
& Bradbury, 1995). Through processing either 
their own behavior or partner responses to their 
own behavior, the perceiver's prior attribution 
may influence his or her short-term satisfaction. 
Alternatively, attributions can have a direct im- 
pact on short-term satisfaction. For example, 
viewing a negative partner behavior as selfishly 
motivated, intentional, and blameworthy is 
likely to activate a negative evaluation of the 
spouse and lead to a temporary reduction in 
relationship satisfaction. Whether influenced in- 
directly or directly, longer term changes in re- 
lationship satisfaction are likely to the extent 
that the attribution-satisfaction association is 
repeatedly and consistently activated. The weU- 
documented association between the tendency 
to make certain attributions (e.g., the conflict- 
promoting attributions described earlier) across 
different partner behaviors and marital satisfaction 
is consistent with this part of the framework. 

The theoretical importance given to attribu- 
tions in accounting for relationship quality in 
the marital literature stands in contrast to Hei- 
der's (1958) observations in which he accorded 
the affective relation between p and o a central 
role in accounting for attributions; for example, 
"If p who dislikes o also benefits o, the action 
will be suspect and ulterior motives will be 
looked for" (p. 258). From this perspective, it is 
plausible that relationship quality accounts for 
attributions. Bradbury and Fincham (1990) in- 
corporated this possibility into their framework 
by specifying a bidirectional relation between 
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attributions and satisfaction. However, research 
that examines possible bidirectional relations 
between attributions and relationship satisfac- 
tion is limited, and researchers have instead 
focused on the impact of attributions on rela- 
tionship quality. Two types of data address this 
question: Experimental data provide indirect 
evidence, and longitudinal data directly exam- 
ine the possible impact of attributions on marital 
satisfaction. 

In one of the few experimental studies con- 
ducted on attributions and relationships, Selig- 
man, Fazio, and Zanna (1980) showed that mak- 
ing salient the extrinsic reasons for being in a 
dating relationship resulted in lower scores on 
Rubin's (1973) Love Scale. However, this ef- 
fect was not found for global ratings of loving 
and liking or for scores on Rubin's Liking Scale 
and failed to replicate in a later study (Rempel, 
Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). In a related vein, there 
is some experimental evidence showing that 
attributions influence behavior toward the part- 
ner (Fincham & Bradbury, 1988), which is con- 
sistent with the earlier discussion of an indirect 
pathway linking attributions and relationship 
quality. 1 

Longitudinal data are most often cited to sup- 
port the existence of effects from attributions to 
relationship satisfaction. Four studies provide 
evidence to suggest that attributions may influ- 
ence relationship satisfaction. Fletcher, Fin- 
cham, Cramer, and Heron (1987) found that 
attributing the maintenance of a dating relation- 
ship equally to oneself and one's partner pre- 
dicted higher relationship happiness 2 months 
later. However, this attribution did not predict 
later ratings of love, and a second measure of 
attribution failed to predict either love or hap- 
piness. In a second study, Fincham and Brad- 
bury (1987c) assessed marriages at two points 
separated by a 12-month interval and found that 
wives' initial causal and responsibility attribu- 
tions predicted later satisfaction. Consistent 
with a unidirectional causal relation, initial sat- 
isfaction did not predict later attributions. How- 
ever, these results must also be interpreted with 
caution as no effects were found for husbands. 

In a third study, Fincham and Bradbury 
(1993) examined whether the longitudinal rela- 
tion found between causal attributions and mar- 
ital satisfaction might reflect their mutual co- 
variation with depression and self-esteem. 

Using a 12-month lag between data collections, 
they found that causal attributions predicted 
later marital satisfaction for both husbands and 
wives above and beyond initial satisfaction, de- 
pression, and self-esteem. For husbands, how- 
ever, earlier marital satisfaction also predicted 
later attributions, suggesting that the direction 
of effects between them might be bidirectional, 
a possibility that points to the need for all hy- 
pothesized effects to be tested in a single model. 

As attributions have been found to covary 
with marital violence (Holtzworth-Munroe & 
Hutchinson, 1993), Fincham, Bradbury, et al. 
(1997) examined the longitudinal relation be- 
tween causal and responsibility attributions and 
marital satisfaction in nonviolent spouses. Us- 
ing a sample of newlywed husbands who had 
not engaged in marital violence, they showed 
that responsibility but not causal attributions 
predicted marital satisfaction 12 months later 
beyond that which could be predicted from ini- 
tial satisfaction. The relation between earlier 
satisfaction and later attributions could not be 
examined as attributions were not assessed at 
the second data collection. 

Overall, then, available data support the view 
that attributions may influence relationship sat- 
isfaction. However, this conclusion should be 
viewed with considerable caution for several 
reasons. First, the longitudinal relation between 
attributions and later satisfaction has not been 
found consistently and has varied as a function 
of gender and type of attribution examined. 

1 Marital therapy outcome research can provide 
experimental data to determine the nature and direc- 
tion of any causal relation between attributions and 
marital satisfaction. However, the few studies avail- 
able on attributions and therapy outcome tend to have 
focused again on the effect of attribution on satisfac- 
tion (e.g., Baucom & Lester, 1986; Margolin & 
Weiss, 1978). Although these studies showed that 
supplementing standard behavioral treatments with 
attributional interventions fails to enhance treatment 
outcome, they did not provide satisfactory evidence 
on the nature of the relation between atta'ibutions and 
satisfaction for a number of reasons. Foremost among 
these are the failure to document the manipulation of 
attributions, the weak attribution interventions used, 
and the power of the studies to detect differences 
between treatments (see Fincham, Bradbury, & 
Beach, 1990). 
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Second, only two of the studies have examined 
different types of attributions, and neither has 
addressed whether causal and responsibility at- 
tributions are best retained as distinct constructs 
in longitudinal studies or whether they are best 
conceptualized as indicators of a latent attribu- 
tion construct as has been done in recent em- 
pirical research (e.g., Karney et al., 1994). 
Third, the relation between satisfaction and later 
attributions has been considered in only three of 
the four studies, one of which supports a possi- 
ble effect from satisfaction to attributions. 
Fourth, the methodologies and data analyses 
used in prior studies are quite limited. 

Improving Methodologies and 
Data-Analytic Strategies 

Cross-sectional investigations dominate re- 
search on the attribution-satisfaction associa- 
tion, but they yield data that are typically sub- 
ject to multiple competing and contradictory 
interpretations. Panel designs provide a better 
method for analyzing change as they provide 
information on cross-sectional and longitudinal 
variation (Kessler & Greenberg, 1981). Al- 
though such designs have been used in a few 
studies on the attribution-satisfaction associa- 
tion, the data have not been examined in a way 
that is most sensitive to addressing questions of 
direction of effects. 

All four longitudinal studies used ordinary 
least squares regression procedures to examine 
the longitudinal relation between attributions 
and satisfaction. Because they control for asso- 
ciations among predictor variables, regression 
analyses are an improvement over the most 
frequently used statistic to examine longitudinal 
relations in marital research, namely, zero-order 
correlations (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). How- 
ever, parameter estimates for predictor variables 
in regression analyses do not control for other 
paths posited in the causal system. SEM cir- 
cumvents this difficulty by simultaneously esti- 
mating all parameters in a hypothesized system 
of relations and also allows improved measure- 
ment through the estimation of latent constructs. 
It was therefore used in the present study. 

Finally, sampling methods may also bias pre- 
vious findings or limit their generalizability. 
Karney et al. (1995) argued that samples drawn 
from public records are often superior in creat- 

ing a representative sample and have the added 
advantage of allowing any bias resulting from 
refusal to participate to be quantified. Also, any 
effects between attributions and satisfaction 
may vary as a function of length of the rela- 
tionship. Thus, the investigation of well- 
established, relatively stable marriages in two of 
the three longitudinal marital studies reviewed 
may have led to underestimates of longitudinal 
relations compared with data obtained from re- 
cently married couples for whom there is more 
ongoing change in the relationship. It is there- 
fore important to investigate samples that are 
relatively homogeneous with regard to years of 
marriage to reduce error variance and obtain a 
better picture of true effects. Accordingly, the 
current study investigated couples in the 2rid 
year of marriage who were recruited from pub- 
lic records. 

Greater confidence could be placed in a low 
gitudinal relation between attributions and mar- 
ital satisfaction if it were documented using the 
methodological and data-analytic improve- 
ments described above. However, the documen- 
tation of such an association under these more 
rigorous conditions raises the question of how 
to account for the association, an issue that is 
addressed next. 

Do Efficacy Expectations Mediate the 
Association Between Attributions 

and Marital Satisfaction? 

In an important theoretical statement, 
Doherty (1981a, 1981b) argued that conflict be- 
tween intimates prompts them to engage in two 
cognitive processes. The first concerns attribu- 
tions because it involves asking why the conflict 
arose. The answer to this attributional question 
is hypothesized to influence the second process. 
The second process concerns efficacy expecta- 
tions or the perceiver's belief that he or she can 
execute the behaviors needed to resolve the 
conflict. Thus, for example, a spouse who at- 
tributes a marital conflict to his or her own 
inability to communicate clearly his or her 
strongly held preferences is likely to have dif- 
ferent efficacy expectations about resolving the 
conflict than a spouse who attributes the conflict 
to temporary work pressures that have not al- 
lowed him or her to engage the conflict with the 
partner. 
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Consistent with Doherty's (1981a, 1981b) 
attribution-efficacy model of conflict, one can 
hypothesize that spouse attributions will be as- 
sociated with efficacy expectations. This rela- 
tion between attributions and efficacy follows 
from the fundamental tenet of attribution theory 
that attributing effects to causes helps to make 
the world more predictable and potentially con- 
trollable. Once the cause of an event is deter- 
mined, attention can be devoted to executing 
behavior that will address the cause and lead to 
more desired outcomes. However, conflict- 
promoting attributions for negative partner be- 
havior (e.g., locating cause in one's partner and 
using stable, global attributions, such as, "He 
didn't do it because he is lazy") are likely to be 
less controllable by the spouse and lead to lower 
efficacy expectations for changing the behavior. 
In contrast, relationship-promoting attributions 
(e.g., locating cause externally to one's partner 
and using unstable, specific attributions, such 
as, "He didn't do it because I asked him at the 
last minute and didn't give him enough time") 
are likely to be more controllable and lead to 
higher efficacy expectations; if not controllable, 
their temporary, specific nature should lead to 
perceived efficacy in dealing with the behavior 
in the future. 

Doherty (1981a, 1981b) went on to argue that 
attributional and efficacy information were 
complementary in predicting conflict behavior, 
with attributions predicting the target and affec- 
tire valence of conflict behavior and efficacy 
expectations predicting persistence versus help- 
lessness effects. The few available studies in- 
formed by Doherty's analysis support the hy- 
pothesized links between attribution dimensions 
and efficacy expectations and between attribu- 
tion dimensions and efficacy expectations and 
conflict behavior (e.g., Bradbury, 1989; Fin- 
cham & Bradbury, 1987b; Vanzetti, Notarius, & 
NeeSmith, 1992). 

Although related, the constructs of conflict 
and relationship satisfaction are not equivalent, 
which raises the possibility that attributions and 
efficacy expectations play different roles in re- 
gard to relationship satisfaction. The construct 
of relationship satisfaction received little atten- 
tion in Doherty's analysis but when it was men- 
tioned, low efficacy expectations were said to 
result in diminished satisfaction (Doherty, 
1981b, p. 38). There is some empirical support 

for this view in that efficacy expectations are 
inversely related to current marital satisfaction 
(Bradbury, 1989; Meeks, Arnkoff, Glass, & No- 
tarius, 1986) and satisfaction 12 months later 
(Bradbury, 1989). 

Why should there be an association between 
efficacy expectations regarding conflict and re- 
lationship satisfaction? In the marital literature 
it is widely accepted that satisfaction is influ- 
enced by marital behavior and that "distress 
results from couples' aversive and ineffectual 
response to conflict" (Koerner & Jacobson, 
1994, p. 208). Ineffectual responses to conflict 
are, in turn, likely to lead to low efficacy ex- 
pectations and thereby result in an association 
between distress and efficacy. Alternatively, 
one can argue that low expected probability of 
being able to resolve conflict, combined with a 
high desire to resolve conflict (most couples 
tend to find conflict aversive), will not only 
influence behavior but is in itself demoralizing 
and will over time influence overall expectan- 
cies about the relationship and thereby erode 
relationship satisfaction. Thus, whether through 
influencing conflict-related behavior or through 
overall relationship expectations, efficacy be- 
fiefs will be related to relationship satisfaction. 
The possible existence of an association between 
efficacy expectations and marital satisfaction calls 
for reconsideration of the attribution-satisfaction 
association. 

At the theoretical level, it can be argued that 
the relation between outcomes (e.g., marital sat- 
isfaction) thought to result from attributions 
(e.g., for negative partner behavior) is not direct 
but depends on the perceived ability to control 
or effectively deal with the factors identified by 
the attributional analysis. After all, attributions 
are presumed to be necessary for helping people 
predict and control their world and are therefore 
seen to be ubiquitous (Heider, 1958). It is the 
expectations concerning control, rather than the 
attributions themselves, that are likely to be 
more proximal in determining outcomes associ- 
ated with attributions. Thus, it can be hypothe- 
sized that efficacy expectations mediate the re- 
lation between attributions and marital quality. 
This hypothesis is consistent not only with 
Doherty's analysis but also with a number of 
theoretical perspectives, including Weiner's 
(1986) attribution theory of motivation and the 
attributional reformulation of learned helpless- 
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ness theory (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 
1978). In these theories, attributions influence 
expectancies about the future, which are, in 
turn, the proximal cause of a number of out- 
comes. In the case of helplessness theory, these 
include chronic affective outcomes such as de- 
pression, which is known to be reliably associ- 
ated with marital dissatisfaction (see Beach, 
Fincham, & Katz, 1998), providing further in- 
direct empirical support for a link between ef- 
ficacy and marital satisfaction. In any event, if 
the preceding analysis is correct, efficacy expec- 
tations should play a role in mediating any effect 
of attributions on later marital satisfaction. 

M e t h o d  

Sample 

The sample comprised 130 couples who had mar- 
ried 15-20 months earlier and lived in small towns 
(range = 10-100,000 persons) in the Midwest. As 
part of a larger study in which a variety of data were 
collected,  2 potential participants had been identified 
through marriage license records and marriage an- 
nouncements in local newspapers. Couples were con- 
tacted and asked if they were living together, if both 
spouses could read and speak English, and if both 
spouses had completed at least the 10th grade of high 
school (to ensure that they could read and understand 
all questionnaires). Couples meeting these eligibility 
criteria were given a brief description of the project 
and were invited to participate in the study. Over 
80% of eligible couples agreed to do so. 

Couples had a modal gross annual income between 
$25,000 and $29,999. Approximately 92% of the 
sample were Caucasian, 2% were Hispanic, 2% were 
Asian, 3% were African American, and 1% indicated 
"other" for their race. Husbands averaged 28.9 years 
of age (SD = 6.7) and 15.6 years of formal education 
(SD = 2.9). Corresponding figures for wives were 
27.8 years of age (SD = 6.5) and 15.0 years of formal 
education (SD = 2.3). 

Measures  

Marital satisfaction. Most traditional measures 
of marital quality comprise heterogeneous items cre- 
ating the potential for spurious associations with 
other marital variables (e.g., measures of communi- 
cation; see Fincham & Bradbury, 1987a). Conse- 
quently, the Quality Marriage Index (QMI; Norton, 
1983) was used as it comprises six items that ask for 
overall evaluative judgments about the marriage. 

Five items ask spouses to rate, on a 7-point scale 
ranging from 1 (very strong disagreement) to 7 (very 
strong agreement), the extent to which they agree 
with statements about their marriage (e.g., "We have 
a good marriage"). The sixth item requires spouses to 
judge their overall marital happiness on a 10-point 
scale. Scores on the QMI range from 6 to 45. Coef- 
ficient alpha for this scale was high (for husbands, 
Time 1 = .92, Time 2 = .94; for wives, Time 1 = 
.94, Time 2 = .92). 

Attributions. Attributions were assessed using 
the Relationship Attribution Measure (RAM; Fin- 
chain & Bradbury, 1992). This measure presents re- 
spondents with four negative partner behaviors that 
have been found to occur in virtually all marriages 
(e.g., "Your spouse criticizes something you say") 
and asks them to rate their agreement, on a 6-point 
scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 6 (agree 
strongly), with each of six statements that reflect 
causal and responsibility attribution dimensions. Re- 
liability of the indices pertaining to each attribution 
type is high (average ~x = .90; average 2-week test- 
retest reliability = .76), and both types of attributions 
correlate with observed behavior independently of 
marital satisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). 

The Causal Attribution Index (RAM-C) comprises 
12 judgments (3 dimensions by 4 stimulus events), 
and the Responsibility Attribution Index (RAM-R) 
similarly comprises 12 judgments. The RAM-C in- 
dex was formed by summing the responses across 
assessment of causal locus, stability, and globality 
and was found to be highly reliable in the present 
study (for Time 1, husbands' tx = .82, wives' ~x = 
.87; for Time 2, husbands' tx = .84, wives' t~ = .87). 
For responsibility attributions, respondents indicated 
the extent to which the partner behaved intentionally, 
was selfishly motivated, and was blameworthy for the 
event (for Time 1, husbands' ,- = .92, wives' a = 
.93; for Time 2, husbands' a = .90, wives' a = .92). 
For both indices, higher scores indicate attributions 
that are likely to accentuate the impact of negative 
events and are therefore posited to be inversely re- 
lated to marital satisfaction. 

Efficacy expectations. A measure devised by 
Bradbury (1989) was used to assess the extent to 
which a spouse believed he or she had the ability to 
resolve conflicts with his or her partner. This measure 
requires respondents to rate the extent to which they 
agree, on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree), with seven statements (e.g., "I am 

2 Although an article has been published using 
data from the same sample used in this study (Fin- 
chain, Beach, & Kemp-Fincham, 1997), none of the 
variables reported here (other than gender and time) 
overlap with variables reported in that article. 
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able to do the things needed to settle our conflicts"). 
Higher scores reflect greater perceived efficacy and 
correlate directly with higher quality problem- 
solving behavior among wives and inversely with the 
amount of anger displayed during a problem-solving 
discussion by both husbands and wives. 3 Coefficient 
alpha for this measure was high (husbands = .87; 
wives = .90). 

Procedure 

After agreeing to participate in the study, couples 
were mailed a package that included two postage- 
paid return envelopes, a cover letter informing them 
about the importance of independently completing 
their tasks, and a battery of questionnaires that in- 
chided consent forms, demographic forms, the RAM, 
and the QMI. Couples were prompted to return the 
materials if they had not done so in a timely manner 
and were paid $20 when the completed materials 
were received. 

Approximately 6 months after the Time 1 data 
collection, couples were again sent a package of 
materials with two postage-paid return envelopes and 
a cover letter asking them to complete the question- 
naires, which included the measure of efficacy ex- 
pectations. Couples received $10 for returning the 
materials. 

Finally, 18 months after the initial data collection, 
couples were invited to visit our research rooms at 
the university. During the visit, they completed the 
attribution and satisfaction measures. Additional self- 
report, interview, and interactional data were col- 
lected but arc beyond the scope of this article and 
hence are not reported here. At the end of the session, 
couples were debriefed and paid $30. 

Across the three waves of data collection, 8 cou- 
ples separated or divorced, the husband in 1 couple 
died, 7 couples could not be contacted by mail or 
telephone, and 6 couples declined to continue their 
participation. Initial QMI and attribution scores of 
those who provided and did not provide information 
across the three data collections were compared using 
a t test. No group differences were found on any of 
the measures for husbands or for wives (p < .05). 
Because multivariate analysis using SEM requires 
listwise deletion of missing data points, 10 couples 
with missing data points were not used in the analy- 
ses that were conducted on the 98 couples with 
complete data. 

Resul ts  

Correlations among the variables appear in 
Table 1 with their means and standard devia- 
tions. Replicating prior findings, attributions 

and marital satisfaction were inversely related 
both concurrently and longitudinally. Also con- 
sistent with past research, stability estimates for 
attributions and marital satisfaction were mod- 
erate to strong (range = .48-.74, p < .01). As 
expected, efficacy expectations were positively 
related to marital satisfaction and negatively 
related to cause and responsibility attributions 
for both spouses (e.g., for Time 1 to Time 2, 
husbands' rs = .45, - . 30 ,  and - . 4 3 ,  respec- 
tively, p < .01; wives' rs = .72, - . 3 2 ,  and 
- . 49 ,  respectively, p < .01). Although several 
interesting magnitude differences were apparent 
between spouses and across constructs (see 
above), these differences were not statistically 
significant (see Table 1). 

Modeling Strategy 

The present study advanced understanding of  
the attributions-marital satisfaction link by si- 
multaneously considering causal and responsi- 
bility attributions as they relate to marital saris- 
faction over time. Previous longitudinal studies 
have tended to either focus on one type of  
attribution (e.g., Fincham & Bradbury, 1993) or 
estimate parameters relating to them indepen- 
dently (e.g., Fincham et al., 1997). Further, no 
longitudinal study has explored the possibility 
that causal and responsibility indices may re- 
flect an underlying, general attributional con- 
struct (see Karney et al., 1994). Although it is 
important to examine this possibility, it is 
equally important to recognize that estimation 
of  any structural relations between a latent at- 
tribution measure and marital satisfaction may 
mask important theoretical differences in the 
predictive role of  cause and responsibility attri- 
butions. Accordingly, we conducted two sets of  
cross-lagged analyses. First, a two-wave, two- 
variable cross-lagged panel model was esti- 
mated. Causal and responsibility attributions 
were used as indicators of  a latent attribution 

3 Doherty (1981b) defined efficacy expectations in 
terms of the couple's ability to master interpersonal 
conflicts. An analogous set of seven items in which 
the referent was the couple rather than the respondent 
was therefore also investigated. The two forms of the 
efficacy measure are highly correlated (wives = .89; 
husbands = .84; Yonan, 1990). In light of this find- 
ing, and for ease of interpretation, the version of the 
measure pertaining to self-judgments was used in this 
study. 
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Table 1 
Intercorrelations for All Indicators of Constructs Included in the Analyses 

Construct 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD 

1. Marital satisfaction 
(QMI) a - -  -.34** -.47** .72** .60** -.29** -.44** 38.06 8.10 

2. Responsibility 
attributions a -.38** - -  .53**-.32** -.23** .69** .38** 25.52 10.17 

3. Causal attributions a -.44** .51"* - -  -.49** - .41"* .39** .74** 39.70 9.95 
4. Efficacy 

expectations .45** -,30** -.43** - -  .54** -.29** -.52** 37.78 8.15 
5. Marital satisfaction 

(QMI) b .59** -.30** -.43** .57** - -  -.27** -.45** 38.77 7.52 
6. Responsibility 

attributions b -.25** .48** . 33** - .18 t  - .31"* - -  .56** 27.62 10.07 
7. Causal attributions b - .41"* .34** .50** -.42** -.55** .44** - -  41.23 9.76 

M 37.10 26.01 40.32 36.96 37.59 28.32 41.10 
SD 7.12 9.63 8.71 7.50 7.20 9.55 9.40 

Note. Data for husbands appear below the diagonal; data for wives appear above the diagonal. QMI = 
Quality Marriage Index. 
"Time 1. ~ Time 3. 
I"P < .10. **p < .01. 

construct, whereas the QMI was used as a 
manifest-level measure o f  marital satisfaction. 
Second, to examine possible differences in re- 
lations between causal and responsibility attri- 
butions and marital satisfaction, we estimated a 
two-wave cross-lagged model in which all vari- 
ables were treated at the manifest level. This 
model allowed for the simultaneous estimation 
o f  both attribution indices as they related to 
unique changes in marital satisfaction and vice 
versa. Building on the results of  these analyses, 
we conducted a third set o f  analyses using all 
three waves of  data to assess the mediating role 
o f  efficacy expectations in accounting for any 
cross-lagged relations between marital satisfac- 
tion and attributions. All modeling was con- 
ducted using variance-covariance matrices and 
LISREL 8.12 (Jtreskog & S6rbom, 1995), 
based on maximum-likelihood estimation pro- 
cedures. In estimating omnibus spouse models, 
we tested all husband and wife differences be- 
tween specific structural parameters. No signif- 
icant differences were observed between struc- 
tural relations across all models tested. 

Do Attributions and Marital Satisfaction 
Influence Each Other Over Time: 
A Two-Wave Latent Variable 
Cross-Lagged Analysis 

SEM is the technique o f  choice for analyzing 
cross-lagged panel correlation designs (Bentler, 

1989). Using SEM procedures to analyze data 
yielded by such designs allows each cross- 
lagged coefficient to reflect not only the posited 
causal effects between attributions and marital 
satisfaction over time but also the stability of  
the marital satisfaction and attribution con- 
structs over time, the intercorrelations between 
initial levels o f  marital satisfaction and attribu- 
tions, and estimates o f  both unique and system- 
atic errors contained within the model. Figure 1 
shows the results for the test o f  a latent variable 
cross-lagged model for both husbands and 
wives. 

With regard to model fit, the chi-square sta- 
tistics, goodness-of-fit indexes, and associated 
degrees o f  freedom suggest that the model pro- 
vides an excellent fit to the data: for husbands, 
~ ( 3 ,  N = 98) = 1.20, p > .10, GFI = 1.0, 
adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI) = 0.97; 
for wives, ~ ( 3 ,  N = 98) = 1.02, p > .10, 
GFI = 1.0, AGFI = 0.98. As seen in Figure 1, 
the association between Time 1 marital satisfac- 
tion and attributions for partner behavior was 
strong and significant for both spouses (hus- 
bands r = - . 56 ,  p < .01; wives r = - . 54 ,  p < 
.01). The stability effects between levels of  mar- 
ital satisfaction and attributions were also 
strong and statistically significant for both 
spouses (husbands 13 = 0.43 and 0.61, respec- 
tively, p < .01; wives /3 = 0.50 and 0.65, 
respectively, p < .01). 

With regard to the cross-lagged parameters, 
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significant effects were found between earlier 
measures of attributions for partner behavior 
and later satisfaction for both spouses (husbands 
/3 = -0 .27,  p < .05; wives,/3 = -0.20,  p < 
.10). It is interesting that no significant param- 
eter estimates emerged for the cross-lagged ef- 
fects between earlier marital satisfaction and 
later attributions. 

The decision to treat marital satisfaction as a 
manifest variable is supported by the high reli- 
ability coefficients obtained for the QMI (all 
as  > .91) and by previous research, in which it 
is routinely used as a manifest variable. It could 
be argued, however, that the cross-lagged ef- 
fects found were due to more precise measure- 
ment of attributions than of marital satisfaction, 
a concern that appears to be supported by the 
higher stability coefficients for spouse attribu- 
tions compared with the stability coefficients 
for satisfaction. To investigate this possibility 
further, we conducted a second set of analyses 
for which we parceled the QMI into two indi- 
cators of marital satisfaction. This allowed us to 
attempt to replicate the above results using a full 
latent-variable model, removing any potential 
interpretative problems associated with analyz- 
ing latent versus manifest-level variables in the 
same model. 

The fit statistics associated with this model 
suggested that it once again provided an excel- 
lent fit to the data: for husbands, X2(10, N = 
98) --- 7.31,p > .10, GFI = 0.98, AGFI = 0.95; 
for wives, X2(10, N = 98) = 3.35, p > .10, 
GFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.97. The stability coef- 
ficients linking marital satisfaction and attribu- 
tions also appeared similar in magnitude and 
were significant for both spouses (for husbands, 
/3 = 0.51 and 0.63, respectively, p < .01; for 
wives, /3 = 0.53 and 0.65, respectively, p < 
.01). However, a significant cross-lagged effect 
was found only in the case of husbands' earlier 
attributions for partner behavior and later mar- 
ital satisfaction (/3 = -0 .23,  p < .10; wives' 
/3 = -0 .12,  p > .10). Loadings for all indica- 
tors of each latent variable appeared strong and 
significant for both spouses (marital satisfaction 
lambda ranged from .80 to .99; attributions 
lambda ranged from .51 to .92). 

On the basis of results derived from both sets 
of latent-variable analyses, there appeared to be 
greater evidence for the impact of attributions 
on marital satisfaction across time than the con- 
verse. 4 However, careful inspection of specific 

measurement parameters associated with the 
models presented in Figure 1 raised a question 
about the theoretical use of these results. For all 
models tested and for both spouses, the indica- 
tor loadings associated with RAM-C attribu- 
tions are consistently higher compared with 
indicator loadings associated with RAM-R at- 
tributions (RAM-C range = .81-.93; RAM-R 
range = .51-.63; see Figure I). Along with the 
presence of significant systematic error variance 
in the case of responsibility but not causal at- 
tributions across time, these results suggest that, 
whereas both sets of attributions covary signif- 
icantly, causal attributions appear to be account- 
ing for a greater portion of this covariance in 
any latent-variable construction. This reinforces 
the hypothesis that a conceptual distinction may 
need to be drawn in accounting for any impact 
of causal and responsibility attributions on lev- 
els of marital satisfaction and vice versa, a 
possibility that we now examine. 

Causal Attributions, Responsibility 
Attributions, and Marital Satisfaction: 
A Two-Wave Manifest Variable 
Cross-Lagged Analysis 

We tested a theoretical model in which each 
variable in the model was treated at the manifest 
level. This allowed us to test the hypothesis that 
both attribution measures will have covarying 
yet conceptually distinct effects on levels of 
reported marital satisfaction across time. Figure 
2 contains the results for tests of the proposed 
model for both husbands and wives, 

The variance-covariance matrices used in 
these analyses were identical to those used to 
derive the results presented in Figure 1 and 
appear as correlation coefficients in Table 1. 
The fit statistics associated with the model pre- 
sented in Figure 2, for a 1 degree of freedom 
difference, showed a slight improvement over 
those presented in the earlier figure: for hus- 
bands, X2(2, N = 98) = 1.08, p > .10, GFI = 
1.0, AGFI = 0.96; for wives, )(2(2, N = 98) = 
0.34,p < .10, GFI = 1.0, AGFI = 1.0. Stability 
effects between marital satisfaction across 
waves were strong and significant for both 
spouses (for husbands,/3 = 0.50, p < .01; for 

4It is important to note, however, that in further 
tests of both models, the magnitude of the two cross- 
lagged coefficients did not differ significantly. 
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wives,/3 = 0.53, p < .01). This was also the 
case for both spouses' reports of responsibility 
and causal attributions across time (for hus- 
bands,/3 = 0.44 and 0.38, respectively, p < .05; 
for wives, 13 = 0.67 and 0.67, respectively, p < 
.01). However, for both attribution measures, 
the magnitude of each parallel stability measure 
appeared significantly stronger for wives com- 
pared with husbands (/7 < .05). 

With regard to cross-lagged parameters, sig- 
nificant effects were found between earlier mar- 
ital satisfaction and later causal attributions and 
between earlier causal attributions and later sat- 
isfaction (for husbands,/3 = -0 .23 and -0.20,  
respeetively, p < .05; for wives,/3 = -0 .12  and 
-0.19,  respectively, p < .10 and .05). No sig- 
nificant parameter estimates emerged for cross- 
lagged effects between responsibility attribu- 
tions and marital satisfaction for either spouse. 
Also of interest, when attributions were treated 
at a covarying yet manifest level, marital saris- 
faction then appeared to affect causal attribu- 
tions, but not responsibility attributions, across 
time. These results contrast with those pre- 
sented in Figure 1, for which significant cross- 
lagged effects were found from latent measures 
of attributions to marital satisfaction for both 
spouses, but not vice versa. The present results 
amplify the point raised earlier that a conceptual 
distinction needs to be made between causal and 
responsibility attributions. Indeed, by treating 
causal and responsibility attributions as a latent 
measure, differences may be observed at a mea- 
surement level (see Figure 1) but cause-and- 
effect relations may be masked at a structural 
level. In the present model, causal attributions 
appeared to account for more of any impact on 
marital satisfaction than do responsibility attri- 
butions. On the basis of these results, we com- 
pleted a final set of analyses to investigate the 
role of efficacy expectations in mediating the 
temporal relationship between causal attribu- 
tions and satisfaction. 

Do Efficacy Expectations Mediate the 
Relationship Between Marital Satisfaction 
and Causal Attributions ? 

The significant cross-lagged effects between 
causal attributions and marital satisfaction al- 
lowed us to examine whether efficacy expecta- 
tions mediate these temporal relations. We did 

this by adding Time 2 efficacy expectations to 
the analyses and by estimating indirect effects 
from earlier attributions to later satisfaction and 
from earlier satisfaction to later attributions 
through this construct while controlling for at- 
tributions and satisfaction at Time 2. Control- 
ling for these constructs at Time 2 was neces- 
sary to permit conclusions regarding the 
possible unique role of efficacy expectations in 
mediating temporal relations between attribu- 
tions and satisfaction. On the basis of the lack of 
any significant cross-lagged effects between 
marital satisfaction and responsibility attribu- 
tions (see Figure 2), we completed the present 
analyses for marital satisfaction and causal at- 
tributions only. 

To assess the mediational role of efficacy 
expectations, we found it was first necessary to 
assess whether direct effects linked Time 1 and 
Time 3 marital satisfaction and causal attribu- 
tions while controlling for these measures at 
Time 2. These analyses replicated three of the 
four direct effects reported in Figure 2 (p < 
.05). The direct effect between wives' marital 
satisfaction and causal attributions appeared 
nonsignificant in the present analyses (p > .  10). 
Results for both spouse models are presented in 
Figure 3. 

The model presented in Figure 3 contains all 
significant paths linking Time 1 to Time 3 mar- 
ital satisfaction and causal attributions through 
efficacy expectations. Stability coefficients for 
marital satisfaction (for husbands,/3 = 0.80 and 
0.74, respectively; for wives, /3 = 0.78 and 
0.51, respectively) and attributions (for hus- 
bands, /3 = 0.58 and 0.46, respectively; for 
wives, /3 = 0.72 and 0.67, respectively) were 
significant for both spouses (p < .01). When the 
proposed mediator was introduced at Time 2, 
significant effects were found between earlier 
satisfaction and later causal attributions through 
efficacy expectations for wives but not for hus- 
bands (for wives,/3 = 0.54 and -0.18,  p < .01 
and .05, respectively; for husbands /3 = 0.40 
and -0.02,  p < .01 and p > .10, respectively). 
Significant direct effects were found between 
earlier attributions and later satisfaction through 
efficacy expectations for both spouses (for 
wives,/3 = -0 .18 and 0.25, respectively, p < 
.05; for husbands,/3 = -0 .17  and 0.15, respec- 
tively, p < .05). All indirect effects were sta- 
tistically significant (p < .10). We also esti- 
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mated direct cross-lagged paths from each Time 
1 measure to each Time 3 measure in the 
present analyses (for the purpose of presenta- 
tion, these paths are not shown in Figure 3). 
Central to providing support for any complete 
mediational hypothesis is the fact that effects 
between attributions and marital satisfaction 
were not statistically significant for both 

spouses when estimated in the presence of  effi- 
cacy expectations (attributions to satisfaction 
for wives, ~ = - 0 . 0 7 ;  for husbands, /3 = 
-0 .08) .  The initial cross-lagged effect between 
husbands marital satisfaction and attributions 
remained statistically significant in the presence 
of  efficacy expectations (/3 = -0 .27 ,  p < .05). 

All derived fit statistics suggest that both 
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models provide an adequate fit to the data: for 
husbands, X2(6, N = 98) = 14.02, p < .05, 
GFI = 0.96, AGFI = 0.86; for wives, X2(6, N = 
98) = 16.84, p < .05, GFI = 0.96, AGFI = 
0.85. However, because these analyses simply 
control for Time 2 attributions and satisfaction 
in testing the mediating role of efficacy expec- 
tations, all associated fit statistics should be 
regarded as somewhat artifactual. Derived pa- 
rameter results, however, suggest that the ef- 
fects between earlier causal attributions and 
marital satisfaction are fully mediated for both 
spouses. Conversely, when effects between ear- 
lier satisfaction and attributions were assessed, 
a significant indirect effect through efficacy ex- 
pectations existed for wives, whereas for hus- 
bands earlier marital satisfaction influenced 
later causal attributions above and beyond effi- 
cacy expectations. 

The decision to examine efficacy expecta- 
tions as a mediator of the association between 
causal attributions and marital satisfaction was 
based on the theoretical arguments outlined in 
the introduction. Although it is not a trivial 
accomplishment to show that this theoretical 
model fit the data, our findings do not rule out 
alternative models of the relations among the 
constructs. Accordingly, we examined one such 
alternative model. It could be argued that attri- 
butions mediate the relation between efficacy 
expectations and marital satisfaction, and, 
hence, we tested this possibility. However, di- 
rect effects from earlier efficacy (Time 1) to 
later satisfaction (Time 3) and earlier satisfac- 
tion to later efficacy remained significant when 
causal attributions (Time 2) served as a media- 
tor (while controlling for Time 2 efficacy and 
satisfaction) for both spouse models. Thus, no 
evidence was obtained to support attributions as a 
mediator of the efficacy-satisfaction relationship. 

Discussion 

Rationale, Summary, and Limitations 

This study attempted to document a longitu- 
dinal association between atlributions and mar- 
ital satisfaction, determine the direction of pos- 
sible causal effects between these two variables, 
and test whether any relation between them was 
mediated by efficacy expectations. Our findings 
replicated those of numerous earlier studies in 
which an inverse relation was found between 
attributions that accentuate the impact of nega- 

tive partner behavior and marital satisfaction. 
We also addressed the distinction drawn be- 
tween causal and responsibility attributions and 
showed that despite their high empirical associ- 
ation these two types of attributions did not 
yield the same pattern of significant findings. 
When modeled as separate manifest variables, 
only causal attributions were temporally related 
to marital satisfaction. 

The documentation of a robust association 
between attributions and marital satisfaction 
raises questions about the possible direction of 
effects, if any, between these two variables. 
Although this question of causality has received 
considerable attention in theoretical and applied 
writings, attempts to address it empirically have 
been infrequent. Moreover, data pertaining to 
this question reflect important methodological 
and data-analytic limitations. Chief among 
these is the use of samples recruited through 
advertisements, which makes it difficult to de- 
termine the population from which the sample is 
drawn and hence limits generalizations that can 
be made from the study. The sampling of estab- 
lished, relatively stable marriages in two of the 
three marital studies (7.3 and 9.9 years of mar- 
riage, respectively, for Fincham & Bradbury, 
1987c, and Fincham & Bradbury, 1993) may 
also lead to underestimates of the longitudinal 
relations between attributions and marital saris- 
faction. In addition, the exclusive use of ordi- 
nary least squares regression analyses limits the 
examination of possible bidirectional effects 
and yields results that are confounded by mea- 
surement error. 

The present study addressed many of these 
limitations and examined the possible direction 
of effects between attributions and satisfaction 
using couples drawn f rom marriage licence 
records. Slightly different results emerged when 
causal and responsibility attributions were 
treated as indicators of a latent attribution con- 
struct and when they were treated as separate 
manifest variables. A cross-lagged, stability 
model showed that the path between a latent 
construct of earlier attributions and later satis- 
faction was significant for both husbands and 
wives, whereas the path from earlier satisfaction 
to later attributions was not significant. This 
pattern of findings, which is consistent with the 
majority of results from prior studies, suggests 
that attributions influence marital satisfaction 
but not vice versa. However, causal attributions 
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showed higher indicators loadings, and when 
causal and responsibility attributions were ex- 
amined separately the pattern of findings varied. 
Specifically, the path from earlier satisfaction to 
later causal attributions was found to be signif- 
icant. This result is consistent with a finding 
from one of the two prior studies that have 
examined the impact of earlier satisfaction on 
later attributions and suggests that the direction 
of effects between causal attributions and mar- 
ital satisfaction may be reciprocal. Also, no 
significant cross-lags were found for responsi- 
bility attributions. The failure to find effects for 
responsibility attributions does not appear to 
replicate prior findings. However, prior research 
has not examined causal and responsibility at- 
tributions simultaneously, and hence the present 
findings provide a more complete picture of the 
longitudinal relations between these two types 
of attributions and marital satisfaction. 

The present study extends the findings of 
previous research in several ways. First, it 
shows a longitudinal relation between attribu- 
tions and satisfaction that extended beyond the 
12-month period investigated in prior marital 
studies. The documentation of this relation over 
a second, arbitrarily chosen time period that 
may not reflect the true causal lag between the 
variables suggests that the association may be 
quite robust. Second, it allows greater confi- 
dence in inferring possible temporal effects be- 
tween attributions and satisfaction because the 
cross-lagged stability model takes into account 
all relations in the hypothesized system when 
estimating this longitudinal relation. Third, it 
demonstrates the importance of how attribu- 
tions are conceptualized for investigating the 
longitudinal relation between attributions and 
marital satisfaction. Fourth, it shows that con- 
current and longitudinal relations between attri- 
butions and marital satisfaction occur when the 
latter is measured using global evaluations of 
the marriage. This is important in view of cri- 
tiques of traditional measures of marital saris- 
faction (e.g., Fincham, Beach, & Kemp- 
Fincham, 1997; Norton, 1983). 

In addition to documenting the effect of at- 
tributions on satisfaction, our findings also 
speak to one of the mechanisms that might 
account for this association, Specifically, our 
results are consistent with the view that causal 
attributions axe linked to satisfaction because of 
their hypothesized effect on efficacy expecta- 

tions, which, in turn, may affect marital satis- 
faction. In other words, efficacy expectations 
mediated the effects of attributions on later mar- 
ital satisfaction. In considering the effects of 
marital satisfaction on attributions, a significant 
indirect effect (not a mediational effect) was 
found through efficacy expectations for wives 
but not for husbands. For husbands, earlier lev- 
els of marital satisfaction influenced attributions 
above and beyond the influence of efficacy ex- 
pectations. It should be noted, however, that we 
did not assess attributions for conflict behavior 
but instead used a more general measure 
of attributions for negative spouse behavior. 
This disparity between the referent for the 
attribution- and efficacy-expectations assess- 
ments is a limitation of the study as it does not 
follow directly from theoretical analyses of con- 
flict among infmates (e.g., Doherty, 1981a, 
1981b; Fincham & Bradbury, 1987b) and 
should mitigate against finding the predicted 
relations among attributions, efficacy, and sat- 
isfaction. The fact that the predicted results 
were obtained suggests that associations among 
these variables may be particularly robust. 

Caution is necessary when interpreting these 
results for two other reasons. First, the available 
sample size approached the lower limit nor- 
really recommended for SEM analyses. How- 
ever, for all three models the parameter-to-N 
ratio ranged between 5 and 7 participants. This 
meets criteria recommended separately by Bol- 
len (1989) and Bentler (1992) that there should 
be a minimum of 5 participants per parameter 
estimated. Second, there is the temptation in 
using structural equation methods to overstate 
the inferences that can be drawn about the 
causal priority of variables when considering 
data from panel studies (Kessler & Greenberg, 
1981). As Kenny (1979) reminded us, the logic 
informing panel designs like the one used in the 
present study is that of the quasiexperiment in 
which the focus is on spuriousness or ruling out 
alternative explanations for causal effects. No 
amount of sophisticated causal modeling estab- 
fishes the existence of causal effects; rather the 
basis for inferring such effects rests on the as- 
sumptions we make in analyzing what are, in 
essence, correlational data. 

Implications for Theory and Research 

Demonstrating effects from attributions to 
satisfaction supports the attention given to this 
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direction of effects in models of marriage and 
other close relationships (e.g., Baucom & Ep- 
stein, 1990; Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Rus- 
bult, Johnson, & Morrow, 1986; Weiss, 1984). 
Equally important, however, is the evidence for 
effects from satisfaction to causal attributions as 
some theoretical statements (e.g., Bradbury & 
Fincham, 1987, 1990; Heider, 1958) posit such 
effects. This latter result provides an important 
reminder of the potential role of relationship 
satisfaction in influencing attributions, an influ- 
ence that tends to have received limited atten- 
tion relative to the possible influence of attribu- 
tions on satisfaction. Taken together with a 
prior finding showing that earlier causal attribu- 
tions predicted men's later satisfaction (Fin- 
cham & Bradbury, 1993), the present study 
suggests that the direction of effects between 
causal attributions and marital satisfaction is 
bidirectional. 

The theoretical importance of these findings 
is also emphasized by the widespread belief 
among marital researchers that spouses respond 
to questions about the partner and the marriage 
simply in terms of their dominant sentiment 
about the relationship rather than in terms of the 
specific question asked. In fact, Weiss (1980) 
coined the term sentiment override to refer to 
this proposed phenomenon, and it has been 
widely used to explain spouse judgments and 
behaviors. In its strongest form, the sentiment 
override hypothesis poses a threat to the validity 
of self-report studies on marriage. Specifically, 
if dimensions of marriage assessed through self- 
report simply reflect level of satisfaction, they 
will therefore necessarily be correlated if the 
range of marital satisfaction sampled is not re- 
stricted. Although used for interpreting research 
findings, there are little data on the sentiment 
override hypothesis. The present findings chal- 
lenge the view that marital satisfaction is the 
dominant construct that drives responses on 
other self-report measures. Instead, the results 
of the cross-lagged model suggest that satisfaction 
is itself determined, in part, by at least one other 
self-reported construct, namely, attributions. 

A third important theoretical implication of 
the study concerns the distinction between 
causal and responsibility attributions. Prior the- 
orists have drawn this distinction primarily on 
rational grounds. Although there are some data 
to support the distinction in the marital literature 
(e.g., Fincham & Bradbury, 1992), demonstra- 

tion of empirical differences between the two 
types of attributions in this literature is limited. 
This circumstance, together with the robust as- 
sociation typically found between the two types 
of attributions, has led to exploration of causal 
and responsibility attributions as indicators of a 
latent, attribution construct (Karney et al., 
1994). A model that included a single, latent 
attribution construct was therefore examined, as 
was a model that treated causal and responsi- 
bility attributions as manifest variables. How 
attributions were conceptualized turned out to 
be important because a relation between earlier 
satisfaction and later attributions emerged only 
when attributions were treated as separate, man- 
ifest variables. In any event, the finding of dif- 
ferential temporal relations with marital saris- 
faction provides further empirical support for 
distinguishing between causal and responsibil- 
ity attributions. 

The documentation of effects between causal 
attributions and satisfaction over time raises the 
question of how these effects occur and what 
mechanisms might be involved in their produc- 
tion. As noted earlier, the one possibility dis- 
cussed to date is that attribution effects are 
mediated through their impact on spouse behav- 
ior, a perspective that is consistent with corre- 
lational (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1992; 
Miller & Bradbury, 1995; Bradbury et al., 1996) 
and experimental evidence (Fincham & Brad- 
bury, 1988) relating attributions to behavior. 
Briefly stated, attributions that maximize the 
impact of negative partner behavior are pos- 
ited to lead to the reciprocation of such be- 
havior and to negative behavior exchanges 
that erode marital satisfaction (see Bradbury 
& Fincham, 1990). This theoretical perspec- 
tive calls for research that includes examina- 
tion of attributions, behavior, and marital 
satisfaction. 

It can be argued, however, that this account 
is incomplete. Specifically, negative behav- 
ioral exchanges are unlikely to have direct 
effects on marital satisfaction. Rather, they 
create expectancies for future interactions 
that, when generalized, influence marital sat- 
isfaction. Although the expectancies are no 
doubt influenced by attributions for behaviors 
in negative exchanges and for the exchanges 
themselves, it is through expectancies that 
satisfaction is affected. Drawing on Doherty's 
(1981a, 1981b) analysis of conflict between 
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intimates, we examined one type of general- 
ized expectancy that is likely to be particu- 
larly important for understanding marital sat- 
isfaction: perceived efficacy for resolving 
marital conflicts. The identification of effi- 
cacy expectations as a variable that mediates 
the attribution-satisfaction association points 
to the need to expand models of close rela- 
tionships to more fully incorporate efficacy 
expectations and supports Baucom, Epstein, 
Sayers, and Sher's (1989) identification of 
expectancies as one of five domains of cog- 
nitive content important for understanding 
marriage. 

However, there axe likely to be limitations to 
the mediating role of efficacy expectations iden- 
tiffed in this study. Attributions may influence 
marital satisfaction directly under certain con- 
ditions. For example, attributions for some ex- 
treme negative spouse behaviors (e.g., marital 
violence or an affair) may influence satisfaction 
independently of their implications for expec- 
tancies of future behavior. Such effects seem 
most likely for unexpected behaviors that 
spouses consider to be serious violations of 
relationship rules. In any event, future research 
is needed to examine the conditions under 
which attributions might influence satisfaction 
directly and to determine the conditions under 
which different mechanisms might account for 
the attriburions-satisfacrion relationship. Fi- 
nally, it is important to note that, whereas our 
data are consistent with efficacy expectations 
playing a mediating role in the association be- 
tween attributions and satisfaction, they do not 
rule out alternative, plausible models. 

Implications for Application and 
Public Policy 

At the applied level, the current findings are 
not entirely consistent with the attention given 
to attributions in clinical writings and may help 
account for the failure to find any improvement 
in treatment outcome over standard therapy in- 
tervenrions when attributional changes are spe- 
cifically targeted in the intervention (e.g., Bau- 
corn & Lester, 1986; Baucom et al., 1990). 
Several factors were identified earlier that might 
account for these null findings, including the 
weakness of the attribution interventions, ab- 
sence of manipulation checks, and the limited 
power of the studies to detect treatment differ- 
ences. In addition, the standard interventions 

they have supplemented are skill based and 
therefore implicitly address spouse attributions 
for negative partner behavior by implying that 
such behavior is due to a skill deficit and that by 
improving communication skills they allow 
spouses to explore a variety of attributions for 
problematic behaviors. The present findings, 
however, raise the further possibility that attri- 
butions may not be the best cognitive target for 
therapeutic intervention designed to increase 
marital satisfaction. This is because efficacy 
expectations for resolving marital conflict may 
be a more proximal influence on satisfaction 
and because attributions account for only a lim- 
ited portion of the variance in efficacy expecta- 
tions. Shifting the focus from attributions to 
efficacy expectations is consistent with the 
claim that consideration of expectancies com- 
prises "much of what occurs in good marital 
therapy" (O'Leary & Turkewitz, 1978, p. 219). 

Conclusion 

In the absence of strong empirical evidence, 
models of close relationships have accorded 
attributions a central role in determining rela- 
tionship quality and have paid little attention to 
the possibility that marital quality shapes attri- 
butions. The present study was the first to ex- 
amine in a single model potential bidirectional 
effects between attributions and marital saris- 
faction, and it addressed this important set of 
theoretical assumptions by providing data con- 
sistent with the view that the direction of effects 
between causal attributions and satisfaction is 
reciprocal. In doing so, it provided further data 
to support the distinction between causal and 
responsibility attributions. It also addressed the 
mechanism through which causal attributions 
and satisfaction are related and showed that 
efficacy expectations mediate the relation. Fi- 
nally, in testing the direction of possible causal 
effects between attributions and marital saris- 
faction and what might mediate them, these data 
add to the small number of longitudinal studies 
on marriage that use structural equation model- 
ing (7 out of 115 studies; Karney & Bradbury, 
1995). Future studies are needed that (a) include 
multiple waves of data collected over different 
time periods to provide a more complete exam- 
ination of effects between attributions and sat- 
isfaction over time and to identify the optimal 
lag over which influences might occur between 
the two variables, Co) examine the boundary 
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conditions within which efficacy expectations 
mediate the effects o f  attributions on satisfac- 
tion, and (c) examine other potential mediators 
and moderators o f  the attribution-satisfaction 
association. 
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