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The content of relational

uncertainty within marriage

Leanne K. Knobloch

University of Illinois

ABSTRACT
Two studies were conducted to examine relational uncertainty
within marriage. Study 1 gathered open-ended data from 85
individuals to identify issues spouses are unsure about. Find-
ings indicated 12 content areas, including uncertainty about
children, communication, career issues, finances, health, com-
mitment, extended family, sex, retirement, religious beliefs,
leisure time, and household chores (RQ1). Only the commit-
ment theme paralleled the doubts salient in dating relationships
(RQ2). Study 2 surveyed 125 couples to develop self-report
measures of the themes. Hierarchical linear modeling results
revealed negative associations between relational uncertainty
and marital quality (RQ3, RQ5). The self source (RQ4) and the
communication and sex themes (RQ6) were the strongest pre-
dictors of marital quality. These findings illuminate the nuances
of relational uncertainty within marriage.

KEY WORDS: commitment • communication • marital quality •
marriage • relational uncertainty

More than three decades has elapsed since Uncertainty Reduction Theory
(URT) first theorized that uncertainty shapes people’s behavior within
initial interaction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). In that time, scholars have
documented evidence that uncertainty predicts communication in the forma-
tive stages of relationships. Uncertainty in an initial encounter predicts the
amount of communication that occurs between strangers (Gudykunst, 1985).
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Uncertainty in the workplace predicts how employees seek information
from their colleagues (Kramer, 2004). Uncertainty about a dating relation-
ship predicts how willing individuals are to talk with their partner about
sensitive issues (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune,
2004). These findings support URT’s premise that uncertainty corresponds
with how people navigate the early stages of relationship development.

Perhaps because URT so convincingly established the prominence of
uncertainty among strangers, subsequent research has privileged relation-
ships of relatively short duration (Knobloch, 2007a). Only one study, for
example, has examined uncertainty within marriage: Turner (1990) reported
that 80% of the participants in her study had experienced an event that
caused them to question some aspect of their marriage. The focus on rela-
tionships in formative stages has left a gap in knowledge about how un-
certainty corresponds with marital well-being. But if URT is correct that
uncertainty plays a role in all interaction (e.g., Berger & Gudykunst, 1991),
then uncertainty should predict the health of marriages as well.

Two tasks must be accomplished before scholars can evaluate the link
between uncertainty and marital quality. One is to identify the issues of
uncertainty that are salient among spouses. A second is to create measures
of uncertainty that capture spouses’ experiences. Accordingly, my goals in
this paper are (i) to identify the themes of uncertainty within marriage, (ii)
to create self-report measures of those themes, and (iii) to evaluate the
association between uncertainty and marital quality. Accomplishing these
goals will pave the way for theory development by explicating and opera-
tionalizing uncertainty within marriage.

I begin by reviewing the literature. Next, I report the method and results
of two studies designed to address my goals. I conclude by discussing how the
findings advance the current understanding of uncertainty within marriage.

Tailoring the relational uncertainty construct to marriage

Scholarly conceptualizations of uncertainty have evolved over the history
of the construct. URT first emphasized the importance of uncertainty in
face-to-face communication between strangers (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).
URT argued that people meeting for the first time experience ambiguity
about their own thoughts and feelings as well as their partner’s thoughts and
feelings. The theory suggested that uncertainty about a partner’s personal-
ity, attitudes, and lifestyle are particularly salient within initial interaction.
URT sparked an expansive literature that underscored the prevalence of
uncertainty within the early stages of relationship progression (for reviews,
see Berger & Gudykunst, 1991; Bradac, 2001).

Although URT was originally formulated to explain uncertainty in initial
interaction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975), the theory was applied to established
relationships shortly after its inception (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Parks &
Adelman, 1983). Empirical findings compatible with the theoretical exten-
sion demonstrated that people grapple with questions about a partner’s
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opinions, values, and feelings in both dating relationships and friendships
(Parks & Adelman, 1983; Planalp, Rutherford, & Honeycutt, 1988). This
work showed that uncertainty is relevant to ongoing relationships.

The measure of uncertainty employed in these first investigations of
established relationships was Clatterbuck’s (1979) CLUES scale. The items
ask people about their ability to predict an acquaintance’s characteristics
(e.g., “How well do you think you know the person?”, “How accurate do
you think you are at predicting the person’s attitudes?”, “How well do you
think you can predict the person’s feelings and emotions?”). By relying on
the CLUES scale, early work on uncertainty within ongoing relationships
inherited URT’s focus on questions about partners. Although emphasizing
partner predictability was sensible for URT because ambiguity about a
partner’s attributes is central to initial interaction (Berger & Gudykunst,
1991), the first studies of uncertainty within established relationships over-
looked ambiguity arising from other sources (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002a).

As scholars began to recognize that uncertainty within close relationships
entails more than just questions about partners (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Afifi
& Reichert, 1996), they called for a reconceptualization of uncertainty that
moved beyond the foundation laid by URT (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999).
To that end, Knobloch and Solomon (1999, 2002a) worked to customize the
uncertainty construct to the domain of close relationships. They defined
relational uncertainty as the degree of confidence people have in their
perceptions of involvement within interpersonal relationships. The construct
encompasses all of the questions individuals have about participating in a
close relationship (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999, 2002a).

Relational uncertainty stems from three overlapping but distinct sources
(Berger & Bradac, 1982; Knobloch & Solomon, 1999); these sources are
relevant across relationship contexts (Knobloch, 2007a). Self uncertainty
includes the questions people have about their own involvement in a rela-
tionship (e.g., “How certain am I about how important this relationship is
to me?”). Partner uncertainty refers to the ambiguity individuals experience
about their partner’s involvement in a relationship (e.g., “How certain am
I about how important this relationship is to my partner?”). Relationship
uncertainty entails the doubts people have about the relationship itself,
apart from self or partner issues (e.g., “How certain am I about the defi-
nition of this relationship?”). Whereas self and partner uncertainty encom-
pass questions about individuals, relationship uncertainty focuses on the
dyad as a whole.

A related task was to identify the issues people are uncertain about.
Scholars began in the context of dating relationships, where relational uncer-
tainty is especially salient because partners need to ascertain their long-term
compatibility (e.g., Baxter & Wilmot, 1985; Siegert & Stamp, 1994). Knobloch
and Solomon (1999) collected qualitative and quantitative data to delineate
themes and self-report measures of relational uncertainty within dating
relationships. Their results indicated that self and partner uncertainty
include three content areas: (i) people’s desire for the relationship (“How
certain am I about how much I want to pursue this relationship?”), (ii) their
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evaluation of its value (“How certain am I about my partner’s view of this
relationship?”), and (iii) their goals for its development (“How certain am
I about whether or not I want this relationship to last?”). Relationship
uncertainty contains four content areas, including questions about (i) norms
for behavior (“How certain am I about what we can and cannot say to each
other in this relationship?”), (ii) mutuality of feelings (“How certain am I
about whether or not we feel the same way about each other?”), (iii) the
definition of the relationship (“How certain am I about the state of the
relationship at this time?”), and (iv) the future of the relationship (“How
certain am I about whether or not we will stay together?”).

Armed with this conceptualization, scholars proceeded to document the
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral outcomes of relational uncertainty
within dating relationships. Individuals experiencing relational uncertainty
appraise irritating partner behavior to be more severe (Solomon & Knobloch,
2004; Theiss & Solomon, 2006), evaluate unexpected events to be more
threatening (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002b), and perceive friends and family
members to be less supportive of their dating relationship (Knobloch &
Donovan-Kicken, 2006). They also feel more negative emotion (Knobloch,
Miller, & Carpenter, 2007; Knobloch, Solomon, & Cruz, 2001). With respect
to behavior, dating partners grappling with relational uncertainty engage in
more topic avoidance (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004), are less willing
to confront their partner about surprising episodes (Knobloch & Solomon,
2002b), and produce less effective date request messages (Knobloch, 2006).
This work demonstrated that relational uncertainty corresponds with
people’s cognitions, emotions, and behaviors within dating relationships.

The content of relational uncertainty in marriage is less clear. As previ-
ously noted, one investigation has examined spouses’ experiences of ambi-
guity. Turner (1990) asked 46 married couples to describe a surprising event
in their marriage. She identified eight categories of unexpected episodes:
(i) out-of-character behavior from a spouse, (ii) unexpected thoughtfulness
from a spouse, (iii) reactions to a pregnancy, (iv) a change in the family
situation, (v) disrespectful behavior from a spouse, (vi) a shift in the defi-
nition of the relationship, (vii) discovery of a spouse’s deception, and (viii)
competing relationships. More broadly, Turner’s study revealed that rela-
tional uncertainty is present in marriage.

Obtaining further insight requires identifying the issues spouses are un-
certain about. Although self, partner, and relationship sources of ambiguity
should be relevant to all dyadic contexts (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Knobloch,
2007a), the content of relational uncertainty embedded within the sources
may or may not be specific to the domain. One possibility is that the content
in marriage is redundant with the content in dating relationships. If the
substance of doubt is similar across romantic contexts, then a conceptual-
ization of relational uncertainty tailored to marriage would be superfluous.
Moreover, Knobloch and Solomon’s (1999) measure of relational uncertainty
would be appropriate for both populations.

An alternative possibility is that spouses grapple with doubts particular to
marriage. Just as the content of relational uncertainty differs in acquaintance
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versus dating relationships (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002a), the themes of
relational uncertainty may diverge in dating relationships versus marriage
(cf., Afifi & Metts, 1998; Turner, 1990). If so, then customizing the construct
to the domain of marriage would make three contributions to the literature.
First, it would shed light on the nuances of relational uncertainty that are
salient in long-term relationships. Second, it would provide a foundation
for investigating the link between relational uncertainty and marital quality.
Most generally, it would pave the way for knowledge to accrue in a system-
atic fashion.

Data about unexpected events supports both possibilities. Investigations
of surprising episodes in friendships and dating relationships (Planalp &
Honeycutt, 1985; Planalp et al., 1988) versus marriage (Turner, 1990) have
identified a few events that span both contexts (change in behavior, compet-
ing relationships, deception). In addition, those investigations have docu-
mented a few incidents more relevant to friendships and dating relationships
(loss of contact, divergent expectations for closeness) versus marriage
(responses to pregnancy, changes in the family). RQ1 and RQ2 inquire
about the themes of relational uncertainty salient to spouses:

• RQ1: What is the content of relational uncertainty within marriage?
• RQ2: What are the similarities and differences between the content of

relational uncertainty within marriage versus dating relationships?

Relational uncertainty and marital quality

Marital quality is the health, well-being, and stability of a marriage (e.g.,
Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000; Prager & Roberts, 2004). Six constructs
are prominent in theorizing about how people evaluate the quality of their
relationships (Fletcher et al., 2000). Satisfaction is contentment with a rela-
tionship (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1997). Commitment is the motivation to
maintain a relationship into the future (Rusbult, 1983). Intimacy involves
feelings of closeness, connectedness, and bondedness to a partner (Stern-
berg, 1986). Trust is confidence that a partner will help accomplish goals
(Rempel, Ross, & Holmes, 2001). Passion is physical attraction to a partner
(Sternberg, 1986; Vohs & Baumeister, 2004). Love entails affection for a
partner (Rubin, 1973; Sternberg, 1987). This list contains a theoretically-
derived and empirically-validated set of constructs that are prominent in
previous research (Fletcher et al.). Accordingly, I attend to all six variables
to gain a nuanced view of marital quality.

Theories suggest divergent claims about the nature of the association
between relational uncertainty and marital quality. Of course, URT is the
framework that speaks to this issue most explicitly. URT implies that uncer-
tainty may diminish marital quality because communicating with a partner
is more difficult (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975). In
contrast, more recent approaches imply that ambiguity may enhance marital
quality by providing an aura of excitement, mystery, and romance (Knobloch
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& Solomon, 2002a). For example, Livingston’s (1980) cognitive theory of
uncertainty argues that ambiguity provides couples with opportunities to
reaffirm their investment in the relationship. Relational dialectics theory
proposes that uncertainty enlivens stagnating partnerships (Baxter &
Montgomery, 1996). Uncertainty management theory posits that ambiguity
is useful for preserving hope in stressful circumstances (Brashers, 2001).
Both predicted outcome value theory (Sunnafrank, 1986) and problematic
integration theory (Babrow, 2001) imply that uncertainty is a neutrally
valenced construct that people evaluate as pleasant or unpleasant depend-
ing on the situation. Hence, theories offer conflicting views of how relational
uncertainty may predict marital quality.

Empirical evidence is contradictory as well. Some work suggests that rela-
tional uncertainty may be dissatisfying within romantic associations. Dating
partners experiencing relational uncertainty evaluate their relationship
critically (Knobloch, 2007b), experience negative emotion (Afifi & Reichert,
1996; Knobloch et al., 2007), and have difficulty communicating openly
(Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004) and effec-
tively (Knobloch, 2006; Knobloch & Solomon, 2005). Moreover, spouses
who grow ambivalent about their relationship during the first two years of
marriage are more likely to divorce (Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, &
George, 2001). These findings imply that relational uncertainty may be
detrimental to the well-being of romantic relationships.

Other studies imply that relational uncertainty may be valuable to
romantic relationships. For example, individuals often mention boredom as
a reason for terminating a dating relationship (Baxter, 1986; Cody, 1982)
or seeking a divorce (Gigy & Kelly, 1992). Indeed, people’s premarital
anxieties include concerns about monotony, stagnation, and entrapment
(Zimmer, 1986). Married couples who spend time alone together engaging
in exciting or novel activities report greater satisfaction with their marriage
(Reissman, Aron, & Bergen, 1993). Similarly, spouses who experience
positively-valenced violations of their expectations are more satisfied (Kelley
& Burgoon, 1991). These results hint that relational uncertainty may enhance
the well-being of romantic relationships.

Scholars have yet to examine the link between relational uncertainty and
marital quality directly, but conceptual logic suggests that both negative and
positive associations are plausible. Whereas dating partners may expect to
experience some ambiguity as they decide whether to make a long-term
commitment (e.g., Baxter & Bullis, 1986; Baxter & Wilmot, 1985), spouses
may be ill-equipped to grapple with doubts about their relationship because
such questions are not part of their schema for marriage (e.g., Holmberg,
Orbuch, & Veroff, 2004). Moreover, marriage furnishes personal, moral,
and structural barriers to dissolution that may make relational uncertainty
particularly anxiety-provoking for spouses who would lose resources if the
partnership ended (e.g., Johnson, Caughlin, & Huston, 1999). On the other
hand, spouses may welcome ambiguity as an opportunity to spice up their
daily routines, to stimulate renewed interest in their partnership, and to
reiterate their commitment to each other (e.g., Baxter & Montgomery,
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1996; Livingston, 1980). RQ3 asks about the tenor of relational uncertainty
in marriage:

• RQ3: How are self, partner, and relationship sources of relational uncer-
tainty associated with marital quality?

A lingering question is the source of relational uncertainty that is the
strongest predictor of marital quality. On one hand, self uncertainty may
be the most powerful predictor because it indexes people’s own confidence
in the marriage (e.g., Rusbult, Kumashiro, Coolsen, & Kirchner, 2004).
Alternatively, partner uncertainty may be the most potent predictor because
it encompasses people’s perceptions of their spouse’s investment in the
marriage (e.g., Solomon, Knobloch, & Fitzpatrick, 2004). Of course, rela-
tionship uncertainty may be the most robust predictor because it has
implications for the long-term viability of the marriage (e.g., Fowers, Lyons,
Montel, & Shaked, 2001). RQ4 examines the issue:

• RQ4: Which source of relational uncertainty is the strongest predictor
of marital quality?

This paper has emphasized the importance of adapting the relational
uncertainty construct to the domain of marriage. Whereas RQ3 and RQ4
highlight self, partner, and relationship sources of doubt that should be
salient across dyadic contexts, they do not consider the themes of relational
uncertainty that are particularly relevant to marriage. Work is needed to
document the interplay between relational uncertainty and marital quality
using the themes of ambiguity that are prominent in marriage. Accordingly,
parallel research questions attend to the issues of ambiguity that are
germane to marriage:

• RQ5: How are the themes of relational uncertainty associated with marital
quality?

• RQ6: Which theme of relational uncertainty is the strongest predictor of
marital quality?

In sum, three objectives motivate this paper. One is to delineate the
content of relational uncertainty within marriage (RQ1) and compare it to
the content of relational uncertainty within dating relationships (RQ2). A
second is to craft reliable and valid self-report instruments to operational-
ize those themes. A third and overarching objective is to document the link
between relational uncertainty and marital quality (RQ3, RQ4, RQ5, RQ6).
Study 1 sought to accomplish the first goal; Study 2 worked to achieve the
other two.

Study 1

Method

Participants were 85 married individuals (36 males, 49 females) who
completed a self-administered questionnaire about their experiences of
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relational uncertainty in marriage. Respondents ranged in age from 20 to
80 years old (M = 47.88 years, SD = 14.12 years, Mdn = 50 years). Partici-
pants were married for an average of 22 years (range = less than 1 year to
more than 59 years, SD = 14.77 years, Mdn = 23 years). Approximately 79%
of the respondents had children; 82% of the participants were involved in
their first marriage.

The questionnaire asked participants to identify issues of relational un-
certainty in an open-ended way. The following instructions were provided:

It’s normal for spouses to have questions about their marriage. Spouses can
experience uncertainty about their own thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in
marriage. They can have questions about their partner’s thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors in marriage. They can be unsure about the nature of the
relationship itself.

Our goal on this page is to identify the issues spouses are uncertain about.
Please list and briefly describe issues of uncertainty you have experienced
in your marriage.

The rest of the page contained 10 numbered, blank lines. In total, 77 of 85
participants (91%) listed at least one issue of relational uncertainty (N =
366 issues, M = 4.31 issues, SD = 2.83 issues).

Results

A content analysis was conducted in six steps (following Krippendorff, 2004;
Neuendorf, 2002). First, participants’ responses were transcribed verbatim
from the questionnaires. The responses were retained in the units partici-
pants employed to convey their thoughts. Second, 12 themes were induc-
tively derived from the data (as per Neuendorf, pp. 102–104). A third step
was to create a coding manual describing the themes. Fourth, two indepen-
dent judges who were blind to the goals of the study were trained to code
the responses. Judges worked alone to code each response into one of 13
mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories (the 12 categories of themes
plus a miscellaneous category). Next, Cohen’s (1960) κ was computed for
each category to evaluate the reliability of the judgments. Finally, disagree-
ments between judges were resolved through discussion.

Table 1 contains exemplars and κ values for the themes of relational un-
certainty. The themes were (i) having and raising children (14.21%), (ii)
communication (13.93%), (iii) career issues (10.39%), (iv) finances (9.84%),
(v) health and illness (9.84%), (vi) commitment (9.29%), (vii) in-laws and
extended family (4.92%), (viii) sex (4.64%), (ix) retirement (4.37%), (x) reli-
gious beliefs (3.28%), (xi) leisure time (3.01%), and (xii) household chores
(2.46%). A final miscellaneous category (xiii) contained comments about
where to live, if the spouses got married too young, whether the couple
should travel less, how to break out of the stereotypes of marriage, etc.
(9.82%). Collectively, these themes offer insight into RQ1.
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TABLE 1
The content of relational uncertainty identified in Study 1

1. Having and raising children (n = 52, 14.21%, κ = .93)

“Will children change the way she feels about me?”
“Our first child was adopted, and that brought uncertainty into our lives.”
“Will our kids make it without us?”

2. Communication (n = 51, 13.93%, κ = .94)

“Communication is an area of our marriage that suffers greatly.”
“Sometimes there is uncertainty about how much appreciation is expressed.”
“We have had many misunderstandings about things we’ve both said.”

3. Career issues (n = 38, 10.39%, κ = .80)

“I have felt uncertain about my husband’s ability to settle down professionally. He
has switched jobs many times and is somewhat of a dreamer.”
“Job security – change is difficult.”
“I am uncertain about where our future jobs will take us.”

4. Finances (n = 36, 9.84%, κ = .91)

“Are we ever going to have enough money to afford a house?”
“Always uncertainties about money.”
“Uncertainty regarding whether we can pay our monthly bills.”

5. Health and illness (n = 36, 9.84%, κ = .86)

“Our commitment during sickness and health.”
“Will my spouse care for me if I should face an illness?”
“We wonder how long we have before something devastating happens.”

6. Commitment (n = 34, 9.29%, κ = .74)

“I wonder how much I can trust my spouse.”
“How can we make sure our love continues to grow and not reach a plateau?”
“I don’t want to be tied down but would never end the marriage. My feelings are
ambiguous.”

7. In-laws and extended family (n = 18, 4.92%, κ = .83)

“Interference with opinions from in-laws.”
“Family issues – who or what should come first compared to families’ beliefs and
ideas.”
“Is my spouse more loyal to me or more loyal to her siblings?”

8. Sex (n = 17, 4.64%, κ = .89)

“Sex – concern that it will end sometime in the future. This happens as we age.”
“I have felt uncertain about if I have been pretty enough for him – if I meet his needs
and my needs sexually.”
“Sometimes, after a fantastic afternoon session, she can’t understand how I could
possibly want more sex at night.”

Continued over
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Discussion

The findings of Study 1 imply that the questions people have about marriage
are different than the questions salient in dating relationships (RQ2). One
distinctive feature involves the sources of relational uncertainty. Although
self, partner, and relationship sources of ambiguity are applicable to all
types of associations (Berger & Bradac, 1982), the relationship source may
be especially prominent in marriage. This claim stems from how individuals
framed their responses (see Table 1). They tended to portray their un-
certainty in terms of dyadic-level issues (“How many children should we
have?”,“How much space do we need from our extended families?”) rather
than individual-level issues (“Do I have the financial security to retire?”,
“Is my spouse willing to spend his free time doing activities I enjoy?”).

476 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 25(3)

TABLE 1
Continued

9. Retirement (n = 16, 4.37%, κ = .78)

“How our retirement planning will work out.”
“Our youngest child will be leaving for college in the fall. We will have an empty
nest. I wonder how we’ll be able to relate and entertain each other without others
living here. Will we be enough for each other?”
“Hoping to provide a stable retirement environment.”

10. Religious beliefs (n = 12, 3.28%, κ = .87)

“Deciding which church to be involved in.”
“Religious differences – mixing two traditions is definitely more challenging,
especially at holidays.”
“Determining God’s spiritual direction for us as a family.”

11. Leisure time (n = 11, 3.01%, κ = .75)

“What does my husband think about when he’s out with his single friends?”
“Neither of us is very good at organizing leisure time activities, so we don’t mix with
other couples often – but it’s mostly okay.”
“Uncertain about how my spouse feels about my freedom.”

12. Household chores (n = 9, 2.46%, κ = .84)

“Chores – one or the other always thinks they are doing more.”
“Our relationship has developed to the point where my usefulness is filling the
checkbook, making dinner, and cleaning house while my wife is off doing her own
thing.”
“Differences in caring about our home.”

13. Miscellaneous (n = 36, 9.82%, κ = .75)

“How do I convince him that I didn’t, as he puts it, “settle” on him?”
“Connectivity.”
“Whether we should live closer to other family or not.”

N = 366 issues reported in Study 1.
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Accordingly, the epicenter of ambiguity within marriage may be the rela-
tionship more than self or partner predictability concerns.

A second difference is that doubts about marriage, unlike doubts about
dating relationships, may originate from outside the dyad. Whereas ambigu-
ity in dating relationships may focus on internal doubts about the compat-
ibility of partners (e.g., questions about a person’s desire to pursue the
relationship, his or her evaluation of the relationship’s value, the mutuality
of commitment between partners; Knobloch & Solomon, 1999), ambiguity
in marriage may be more structured around external forces that could alter
the status quo (e.g., questions about children, careers, finances, extended
family). Of the 12 themes identified in Study 1, only the commitment theme
is conceptually redundant with the content of relational uncertainty promi-
nent in dating relationships. The other 11 content areas denote issues outside
the dyad that could change the status of the marriage. Perhaps relational
uncertainty in dating relationships reflects people’s motivation to discern
the future viability of the partnership (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999), but
relational uncertainty in marriage reflects people’s motivation to discern
how external forces could affect the marriage.

Study 2

Method

Sample. Participants were 125 married couples living in a small city in the
Midwestern United States who received $40 for participating in the study.
Three advertising strategies were employed to recruit the couples: (i) flyers
posted in community centers, churches, shopping areas, university buildings,
and pedestrian malls; (ii) advertisements included in e-mail newsletters
distributed to university employees; and (iii) pamphlets participants passed
along to others. The recruitment materials contained the following text:

We’re looking for volunteers to complete a study about communication in
marriage. Participation involves (a) completing questionnaires, and (b)
participating in two videotaped conversations with your spouse. All married
couples (18 years of age or older) are eligible to participate.

Participants ranged in age from 21 to 74 years old (M = 34.45 years, SD
= 9.72 years, Mdn = 32 years). The racial composition of the sample was 74%
Caucasian (n = 184), 12% Asian (n = 31), 4% black or African-American
(n = 11), 2% Hispanic or Latino/a (n = 5), 1% American Indian or Alaskan
Native (n = 3), 0.4% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (n = 1), and 6%
other (n = 15).

On average, spouses were married for 7.43 years (range = less than 1 year
to more than 31 years, SD = 7.04 years, Mdn = 5 years). Most participants
were involved in their first marriage (n = 223, 90%), and approximately half
of the sample had children (n = 131, 52%).
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Procedure. Data collection sessions took place in a laboratory on a univer-
sity campus. First, couples individually completed measures of demographic
variables and marital quality. Next, they responded to items assessing rela-
tional uncertainty. Finally, as part of a separate investigation, they engaged
in two videotaped conversations (see Knobloch, Miller, Bond, & Mannone,
2007).

Measures. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to evaluate the uni-
dimensionality of the measures. CFA procedures require that items meet
the criteria of face validity, internal consistency, and external consistency
before being formed into factors (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988; Hunter &
Gerbing, 1982). Face validity exists when items convey a precise and shared
meaning. Internal consistency occurs when items in a factor share strong
positive correlations. External consistency exists when items are correlated
similarly with items from an external factor. External consistency was
evaluated by including an eight-item measure of interference from partners
(Knobloch & Solomon, 2004; Solomon & Knobloch, 2001) in the CFA
models.

Three goodness-of-fit indices gauged the fit of the CFA models. The χ2/df
ratio adjusts the χ2 statistic for sample size (Kline, 1998). The CFI calculates
the ratio of the noncentrality parameter estimate of the hypothesized model
to the noncentrality parameter estimate of a baseline model (Bentler, 1990).
The RMSEA accounts for errors of approximation in the population (Browne
& Cudeck, 1993). Criteria for model fit were set at χ2/df < 3.00, CFI >.90,
and RMSEA <.10 (as per Browne & Cudeck; Kline).

Marital quality. The Perceived Relationship Quality Components Inventory
(PRQC; Fletcher et al., 2000) measured marital quality. Individuals used a
7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) to indicate their response to items
assessing their marriage. Three items evaluated each of the six components
of marital quality: (i) satisfaction (“How satisfied are you with your
marriage?”, “How content are you with your marriage?”, “How happy are
you with your marriage?”), (ii) commitment (“How committed are you to
your marriage?”, “How dedicated are you to your marriage?”, “How
devoted are you to your marriage?”), (iii) intimacy (“How intimate is your
marriage?”, “How close is your marriage?”, “How connected are you to
your spouse?”), (iv) trust (“How much do you trust your spouse?”, “How
much can you count on your spouse?”,“How dependable is your spouse?”),
(v) passion (“How passionate is your marriage?”, “How much passion is in
your marriage?”, “How sexually intense is your marriage?”), and (vi) love
(“How much do you love your spouse?”, “How much do you adore your
spouse?”, “How much do you cherish your spouse?”).

CFA models verified the unidimensionality of the items assessing satis-
faction (χ2/df = 1.89, CFI = .98, RMSEA =.06), commitment (χ2/df = 1.96,
CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07), intimacy (χ2/df = 2.19, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .07),
trust (χ2/df = 1.92, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06), passion (χ2/df = 1.87, CFI =
.98, RMSEA = .06), and love (χ2/df = 2.09, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07).
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Accordingly, variables were computed as the average of items measuring
satisfaction (M = 6.17, SD = 0.97, α = .94), commitment (M = 6.72, SD =
0.54, α = .92), intimacy (M = 6.21, SD = 0.88, α = .80), trust (M = 6.45, SD
= 0.74, α = .81), passion (M = 5.31, SD = 1.28, α = .94), and love (M = 6.51,
SD = 0.71, α = .84). The scales shared positive zero-order correlations ranging
from .32 to .83, all p <.001.

Sources of relational uncertainty. Self, partner, and relationship uncertainty
were operationalized using condensed versions of the scales Knobloch and
Solomon (1999) developed in the context of dating relationships. Partici-
pants employed a 6-point scale (1 = completely or almost completely uncer-
tain, 6 = completely or almost completely certain) to indicate their response
to items completing the stem “How certain are you about . . . ?” All items
were reverse-scored to index relational uncertainty.

Self uncertainty contained four items: (i) how you feel about your marriage,
(ii) your view of your marriage, (iii) how important your marriage is to you,
and (iv) your goals for the future of your marriage (M = 1.40, SD = 0.54,
α = .84). Partner uncertainty also included four items: (i) how your spouse
feels about your marriage, (ii) your spouse’s view of your marriage, (iii)
how important your marriage is to your spouse, and (iv) your spouse’s goals
for the future of your marriage (M = 1.51, SD = 0.69, α = .90). Similarly,
relationship uncertainty encompassed four items: (i) how you can or cannot
behave around your spouse, (ii) the current status of your marriage, (iii) the
definition of your marriage, and (iv) the future of your marriage (M = 1.48,
SD = 0.62, α = .85). CFA results verified the unidimensionality of the scales
measuring self uncertainty (χ2/df = 1.99, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06), partner
uncertainty (χ2/df = 1.39, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .04), and relationship un-
certainty (χ2/df = 1.86, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06). They were positively corre-
lated (see Table 3).1

Content of relational uncertainty. To measure the content of relational un-
certainty within marriage, 33 items were written incorporating the language
used by participants in Study 1 (see Table 2). Three items assessed each of
11 content areas (the commitment theme was excluded because it is redun-
dant with self, partner, and relationship uncertainty). The items measuring
the 11 content areas were interspersed within the set.

Participants recorded their response to items prefaced by the stem “How
certain are you about . . . ?” (1 = completely or almost completely uncertain,
6 = completely or almost completely certain). Items were reverse-scored
such that higher scores corresponded with greater ambiguity.

Results

Evaluating the first-order factor structure. CFA procedures were used to
evaluate the unidimensionality of the new measures. Results indicated that
the model fit the data for each theme of relational uncertainty (see Table 2
for the goodness-of-fit statistics). Consequently, scales were computed by
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TABLE 2
Items measuring the content of relational uncertainty in Study 2

1. Having and Raising Children (M = 1.85, SD = 0.86, α = .88)

1. If you and your spouse feel the same way about having and raising children?
2. If and how you and your spouse should raise children?
3. If you and your spouse share the same views on raising children?

χ2 / df = 1.94, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07

2. Communication (M = 2.03, SD = 0.83, α = .93)

1. How to communicate well with your spouse?
2. How to best communicate with your spouse?
3. How to communicate effectively with your spouse?

χ2 / df = 1.88, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06

3. Career Issues (M = 2.00, SD = 0.86, α = .91)

1. How you and your spouse should make career decisions?
2. How you and your spouse should pursue career goals?
3. How you and your spouse should make career choices?

χ2 / df = 2.17, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07

4. Finances (M = 2.16, SD = 0.89, α = .82)

1. How to spend the money you and your spouse have?
2. The financial situation within your marriage?
3. How to manage the money you and your spouse have?

χ2 / df = 2.07, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07

5. Health and Illness (M = 2.15, SD = 0.96, α = .84)

1. How to cope with illness to you or your spouse?
2. How to deal with health problems in your marriage?
3. How to handle illness to one or both of you?

χ2 / df = 2.19, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07

6. In-Laws and Extended Family (M = 2.08, SD = 0.87, α = .82)

1. How to get along with in-laws and extended family?
2. How much time you and your spouse should spend with extended family?
3. How well you and your spouse are able to get along with extended family?

χ2 / df = 1.91, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06

7. Sex (M = 2.24, SD = 0.95, α = .86)

1. How much physical intimacy you should have with your spouse?
2. How often you and your spouse should have sex?
3. How to have a satisfying sexual relationship?

χ2 / df = 1.92, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06
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averaging participants’ responses to the individual items (see Table 2 for
the means, standard deviations, and reliability statistics). All of the variables
were positively skewed (i.e., the means fell below the midpoint of the 6-
point response scale). In total, 10 of the 11 scales possessed an α reliability
value greater than .80. The exception was the scale targeting religious beliefs
(α = .76).

Evaluating the second-order factor structure. Bivariate correlations
revealed that the 11 scales were positively correlated at the zero-order level
(see Table 3). These correlations ranged from .22 to .60, all p < .001. Accord-
ingly, a next step was examining the factor structure of the scales at the
second-order level. A second-order CFA model was constructed by assign-
ing the 33 items to their scales, and in turn, assigning the 11 scales to a single
second-order factor. Findings revealed that the scales were unidimensional
at the second-order level, χ2/df = 1.73, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .06 (see Figure
1 for the factor loadings). The reliability of a composite index was satisfac-
tory (M = 2.13, SD = 0.60, α = 0.87).
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TABLE 2
Continued

8. Retirement (M = 2.86, SD = 1.33, α = .94)

1. How you and your spouse should spend your retirement years?
2. How your marriage should be during retirement?
3. What lifestyle you and your spouse should have during retirement?

χ2 / df = 2.18, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07

9. Religious Beliefs (M = 1.71, SD = 0.83, α = .76)

1. If you and your spouse share the same religious beliefs?
2. If you and your spouse share the same outlook on life?
3. If you and your spouse agree on your religious beliefs?

χ2 / df = 2.20, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .07

10. Leisure Time (M = 2.21, SD = 0.81, α = .86)

1. How you and your spouse should spend free time?
2. How to spend your time together?
3. How you and your spouse should spend your leisure time?

χ2 / df = 2.49, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .08

11. Household Chores (M = 2.15, SD = 0.88, α = .93)

1. How you and your spouse should divide up household tasks?
2. How you and your spouse should share housework?
3. How you and your spouse should divide up household chores?

χ2 / df = 2.17, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .07

N = 250 participants in Study 2.
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Examining RQ3, RQ4, RQ5, and RQ6. Hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM) was employed to evaluate RQ3, RQ4, RQ5, and RQ6. HLM is a data
analytic strategy that accommodates statistical dependence among obser-
vations (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). In this case, statistical dependence was
present in the data because individuals were nested within couples.

Two-level hierarchical models were constructed to predict each component
of marital quality. Each model included a pair of covariates: (i) a variable
dummy-coded to represent respondent’s sex (0 = husbands, 1 = wives), and
(ii) a variable dummy-coded to represent first-marriage versus remarriage
status (0 = first marriage, 1 = remarriage). The models contained the covari-
ates and relational uncertainty as level 1 predictors; they included couple
membership as a level 2 predictor. The models were evaluated using
restricted maximum likelihood estimation.

RQ3 asked how self, partner, and relationship uncertainty are associated
with marital quality. To examine RQ3, HLM analyses were conducted in
which respondent’s sex, remarriage status, and one source of relational
uncertainty predicted one component of marital quality. Results indicated
that self, partner, and relationship uncertainty shared negative associations
with the dependent variable across the 18 tests. The slopes ranged from –.23
to –1.30, all p <.001.

RQ4 inquired about the source of relational uncertainty that is the
strongest predictor of marital quality. RQ4 was examined using HLM
analyses in which respondent’s sex, remarriage status, and all three sources
of relational uncertainty predicted one component of marital quality (see
Table 4). With respect to the covariates, husbands reported more trust and
love than wives. Self uncertainty and relationship uncertainty were nega-
tively associated with satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, and love.
Self and partner uncertainty were negatively associated with passion. These
findings suggest that self uncertainty, in particular, shares a strong negative
association with marital quality.

RQ5 asked how the themes of relational uncertainty correspond with
marital quality. To shed light on RQ5, HLM models were constructed in
which respondent’s sex, remarriage status, and one uncertainty issue pre-
dicted one component of marital quality. Findings demonstrated that the
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TABLE 4
Marital quality predicted by the sources of relational uncertainty

Satisfaction Commitment Intimacy Trust Passion Love

Respondent’s sex –.08 .06 –.03 –.22** –.13 –.13*
Remarriage status –.18 –.02 .00 –.11 .08 –.20
Self uncertainty –.69*** –.37*** –.56*** –.46*** –.68*** –.59***
Partner uncertainty –.02 .11 –.08 –.03 –.43** .12
Relationship uncertainty –.66*** –.27** –.42** –.36** –.09 –.33**

Note. N = 250 scores (2 individuals nested within 125 couples). Cell entries are slopes. Respondent’s
sex was dummy-coded such that 0 = husbands and 1 = wives. Remarriage status was dummy-coded
such that 0 = first marriage and 1 = remarriage.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

 at UNIV OF UTAH on January 8, 2010 http://spr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spr.sagepub.com


independent variables shared statistically significant negative associations
with the components of marital quality in 65 of 66 tests. The slopes ranged
from –.06, p < .05, to –.89, p < .001. The exception was that uncertainty about
health and illness was uncorrelated with commitment (slope = –.04, ns).

RQ6 inquired about the theme that is the strongest predictor of marital
quality. RQ6 was examined by conducting HLM analyses in which the covari-
ates and the 11 themes of relational uncertainty predicted each component
of marital quality. Results showed that husbands reported more trust and
love than wives (see Table 5). Uncertainty about communication predicted
five of the six components of marital quality (satisfaction, commitment,
intimacy, trust, and love). Uncertainty about sex predicted four of the six
dependent variables (satisfaction, intimacy, passion, and love). Notably,
uncertainty about health and illness was positively, rather than negatively,
associated with satisfaction. These findings imply that uncertainty about
communication and sex are the strongest predictors of marital quality.2

Discussion

One contribution of Study 2 is developing self-report instruments to measure
the content of relational uncertainty within marriage. Although participants
reported very low levels of doubt, the 33 items demonstrated desirable
measurement properties. For example, CFA findings indicated that the
scales were unidimensional at the first-order and second-order levels. The
measures also were reliable (all α values ≥ .76). Moreover, the scales showed
evidence of validity by correlating positively with the self, partner, and rela-
tionship sources of uncertainty (r = .24 to .63, all p < .001; see Table 3).
These results suggest that the new measures may be suitable for opera-
tionalizing the themes of relational uncertainty within marriage.
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TABLE 5
Marital quality predicted by the content of relational uncertainty

Satisfaction Commitment Intimacy Trust Passion Love

Respondent’s sex –.09 .06 –.02 –.20* –.17 –.16*
Remarriage status –.18 –.03 –.04 –.06 –.01 –.17
Children –.07 –.10* .03 –.07 .00 .01
Communication –.27** –.15** –.36*** –.18* –.05 –.28***
Career issues –.06 .04 .08 –.01 –.04 –.08
Finances –.24** .00 –.10 –.13* –.17 –.04
Health and illness .14* .06 .07 .08 .06 .03
Extended family .09 .00 .00 .00 .09 .04
Sex –.25*** –.06 –.39*** –.10 –.85*** –.18**
Retirement –.07 –.02 –.05 .00 –.04 –.05
Religion –.06 –.03 –.02 –.05 –.03 .04
Leisure time –.07 .03 –.02 –.02 .00 –.01
Household chores .02 –.07 –.01 –.01 .08 .01

Note. N = 250 scores (2 individuals nested within 125 couples). Cell entries are slopes. Respondent’s
sex was dummy-coded such that 0 = husbands and 1 = wives. Remarriage status was dummy-coded
such that 0 = first marriage and 1 = remarriage.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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Study 2 also advances the literature by documenting the link between
relational uncertainty and marital quality. HLM results indicated that the
self, partner, and relationship sources of doubt were negatively associated
with marital quality (RQ3), and self uncertainty was the strongest predictor
(RQ4). The 11 content areas were negatively correlated with marital quality
(RQ5), and doubts about communication and sex emerged as the most
potent predictors (RQ6). These findings hint that relational uncertainty
may be problematic in marriage.

General Discussion

The study of relational uncertainty began in the context of acquaintance
(Berger & Bradac, 1982), and it quickly branched out to consider other
relationships in formative stages (e.g., Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Planalp et al.,
1988). The purpose of this project was to examine the substance of rela-
tional uncertainty within the more established dyadic context of marriage.
Study 1 identified the issues of relational uncertainty salient to spouses
(RQ1) and compared those issues to the ones salient to dating partners
(RQ2). Study 2 developed self-report measures of the themes and evalu-
ated the link between relational uncertainty and marital quality (RQ3,
RQ4, RQ5, RQ6). The following subsections examine the implications of
the data for understanding relational uncertainty within marriage.

Explicating the content of relational uncertainty in marriage

Study 1 solicited open-ended responses to identify the issues spouses are
uncertain about. Findings revealed 12 content areas, which included uncer-
tainty about (i) having and raising children, (ii) communication, (iii) career
issues, (iv) finances, (v) health and illness, (vi) commitment, (vii) in-laws and
extended family, (viii) sex, (ix) retirement, (x) religious beliefs, (xi) leisure
time, and (xii) household chores (RQ1). Only one of the themes, uncer-
tainty about commitment, parallels a content area apparent in dating rela-
tionships (RQ2). With that exception, the data imply that spouses may
grapple with different kinds of questions than dating partners.

The results of Study 1 afford an opportunity to compare the portrayal of
relational uncertainty in dating relationships versus marriage (RQ2). Whereas
the content of ambiguity within dating relationships may be fairly evenly
divided among self, partner, and relationship sources (e.g., Knobloch &
Solomon, 1999), much of the content of ambiguity within marriage may
emanate from the relationship source. Spouses tended to couch their doubts
in dyadic terms (“How should we spend our leisure time?”) rather than indi-
vidual terms (“Why won’t she spend more of her leisure time with me?”).
A related divergence involves the underlying premise of relational uncer-
tainty. Whereas dating partners may be on a quest to clarify whether their
relationship warrants a long-term commitment (Baxter, 1987; Baxter &
Wilmot, 1984), spouses seemed more concerned about external influences
on their marriage (e.g., uncertainty about having children, encountering
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financial difficulties, interacting with extended family members). These differ-
ences underscore the importance of explicating relational uncertainty in
ways that are tailored to the dyadic domain under investigation.

The content areas resemble topics identified in previous investigations of
marriage. For example, Zietlow and Sillars (1988) asked spouses to rate the
relevance of eight conflict topics to their marriage. The problematic issues,
in order of importance, were (i) a spouse’s irritability, (ii) lack of communi-
cation, (iii) financial concerns, (iv) criticism of a spouse’s choices, (v) dis-
agreement about leisure time activities, (vi) problems with housing, and (vii)
conflict over household chores. In a similar vein, Erbert (2000) solicited
spouses’ reports of conflict issues. The topics ordered by frequency were (i)
criticism, (ii) finances, (iii) household chores, (iv) children, (v) employment,
(vi) time, (vii) communication, (viii) in-laws, (ix) holidays, (x) sex, (xi) vaca-
tions, (xii) crisis, (xiii) stress, (xiv) special occasions, and (xv) other third
parties. The parallels suggest that the themes of relational uncertainty may
cohere with concerns intrinsic to marriage.

An unresolved question is how cohabitating relationships, domestic part-
nerships, and civil unions fit into the mix (e.g., Kurdek, 2006; Otis, Rostosky,
Riggle, & Hamrin, 2006; Peplau & Fingerhut, 2007). On one hand, indi-
viduals who have committed to living with their partner may grapple with
questions similar to people who have committed to marriage or civil union.
On the other hand, heterosexual or homosexual couples who have moved
in together without a formal commitment may grapple with doubts more
akin to dating partners (e.g., Cohan & Kleinbaum, 2002; Stanley, Rhoades,
& Markman, 2006). Research on this issue would be useful for disentangling
whether qualities of dyads (e.g., relationship length, degree of commitment,
sexual orientation) or types of partnerships (e.g., dating, co-habitating,
marriage, domestic partnership, civil union) shape the themes of relational
uncertainty people experience (e.g., Kurdek, 2005, 2006).

Measuring the content areas

A second agenda item was to create reliable and valid measures of the
themes of relational uncertainty. To that end, participants in Study 2
completed 33 items containing phrases that participants in Study 1 used to
describe their experiences. CFA results demonstrated that the measures
possessed a clean factor structure; the scales were unidimensional on both
the first-order level and the second-order level. Hence, scholars have two
options for using the measures: they can retain the 11 themes as separate
variables to document gradations in doubt, or they can calculate a compos-
ite index for the sake of parsimony. The former strategy was advantageous
in Study 2 for gauging nuances in the link between relational uncertainty
and marital quality, but the latter strategy may prove useful for scholars
seeking to examine relational uncertainty in concert with a constellation of
other variables.

Because Study 2 included abridged versions of the relational uncertainty
measures Knobloch and Solomon (1999) crafted in the domain of dating
relationships, the results permit a comparison of the two operationalization
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approaches. Whereas Knobloch and Solomon’s scales provide general infor-
mation about self, partner, and relationship sources of doubt, the new scales
solicit data on specific issues spouses may be unsure about. Both instruments
were unidimensional according to CFA results, both displayed acceptable
levels of reliability, and both corresponded with marital quality in similar
ways. One advantage of the new scales is that they retrieved slightly higher
means and standard deviations; Knobloch and Solomon’s scales displayed
more pronounced floor effects.

One drawback of employing measures that are idiosyncratic to the domain
under investigation is that comparison between studies is difficult. On the
other hand, utilizing measures that are not tailored to the relationship
context may perpetuate an incomplete view of the construct. Because Study
2 confirmed that both measurement approaches have utility in the domain
of marriage, scholars possess three methodological options. They can employ
Knobloch and Solomon’s (1999) measures to gain global insight into rela-
tional uncertainty, they can utilize the new instruments to obtain more
specialized data, or they can use the two operationalizations in tandem for
the most comprehensive view.

An example of a question that could be answered using the customized
measures is how spouses cope with changes across the lifespan of marriage.3
Several of the new scales consider turning points in relationship develop-
ment (e.g., having children, making career choices, being diagnosed with an
illness, embarking on retirement). Accordingly, the specialized scales may
provide a tool for examining how relational uncertainty intersects with
such turning points. Does ambiguity about having and raising children, for
example, shape how spouses behave when they welcome an unexpected
pregnancy, grapple with fertility problems, experience a miscarriage, or
finalize a long-awaited adoption (e.g., Golish & Powell, 2003)? Or does un-
certainty about retirement determine how spouses adjust to a post-career
lifestyle (e.g., Davey & Szinovacz, 2004)? The scales also may be useful for
investigating non-normative transitions. Indeed, family life cycle theorists
argue that spouses who encounter an out-of-sequence change in their life
circumstances may have particular difficulty coping with the change (Aldous,
1996; McHenry & Price, 2005). The new measures may be beneficial to
scholars analyzing relational uncertainty in conjunction with both norma-
tive and non-normative turning points.

Documenting the association between relational uncertainty and

marital quality

A third, and most primary, task was to investigate the association between
relational uncertainty and marital quality. The sources (RQ3) and themes
(RQ5) of relational uncertainty were negatively associated with marital
quality in 83 of 84 tests when considered in isolation. When the sources of
relational uncertainty were examined together, self uncertainty emerged
as the most potent predictor (RQ4). This finding corroborates the logic of
the investment model, which implies that people who are ambivalent about
committing to a relationship are less inclined to engage in pro-relationship
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behavior (Rusbult et al., 2004). The tests of RQ4 also revealed divergence
between partner and relationship sources of doubt. Whereas partner uncer-
tainty was negatively correlated with passion, relationship uncertainty was
negatively correlated with the other five indicators of marital quality. This
result suggests that questions about a partner’s investment in a marriage,
rather than questions about the status of the marriage itself, may be especi-
ally damaging to sexual closeness.

When the themes were evaluated as a set, uncertainty about communi-
cation and sex materialized as the strongest predictors (RQ6). These results
underscore the reasoning of URT, which argues that ambiguity and com-
munication share a close connection (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger &
Calabrese, 1975). They also bolster theorizing that sexual compatibility is
a key component of marital well-being (Christopher & Sprecher, 2000;
Harvey,Wenzel, & Sprecher, 2004). More pragmatically, the results for RQ6
imply that spouses may be able to enhance the quality of their marriage by
dispelling ambiguity about communication and sex.

The findings of Study 2, examined as a whole, both resolve and raise ques-
tions about the link between relational uncertainty and marital quality. URT
suggests that relational uncertainty may be harmful to dyadic health (Berger,
1987; Berger & Calabrese, 1975), but other theories propose that relational
uncertainty may boost marital quality (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996;
Livingston, 1980). On one hand, the data imply that relational uncertainty
may be challenging for spouses. On the other hand, uncertainty about health
and illness was positively associated with satisfaction when the other themes
were covaried. This finding must be interpreted cautiously because it was
idiosyncratic in the set (see Table 5), but it hints that spouses may prefer
skepticism about possible illness to conviction about actual illness (e.g.,
Bradac, 2001; Brashers, 2001). Indeed, complete certainty about a negative
outcome may be detrimental to marital quality in its own way (e.g., Baxter
& Montgomery, 1996; Livingston, 1980). The data also do not preclude the
possibility that pleasant surprises, such as unexpected thoughtfulness, acts of
devotion, and gestures of inclusion (e.g., Afifi & Metts, 1998; Turner, 1990),
may enhance dyadic well-being. These possibilities await future study.

Limitations and directions for future research

One limitation of this investigation is that any conclusions drawn from Study
2 are bounded by the themes of relational uncertainty mentioned by partici-
pants in Study 1. Although the 85 individuals who completed Study 1 were
relatively heterogeneous in both age (range = 20 to 80 years old, M = 47.88
years, SD = 14.12 years) and number of years married (range = less than 1
year to more than 59 years, M = 22.00 years, SD = 14.77 years), they were
relatively homogeneous in both parental status (79% had children) and
remarriage status (82% were involved in their first marriage). A different
sample of participants in Study 1 may have identified themes not included
in Study 2. Accordingly, the themes of relational uncertainty that surfaced in
Study 1 (and the measures crafted in Study 2) do not constitute a definitive
list of questions spouses experience about marriage.
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A related weakness is the uniform socioeconomic composition of both
samples. Participants were individuals living in the Midwestern United States;
most were Caucasian and middle class. The findings may not generalize to
people of other backgrounds. For example, the self source of relational un-
certainty (RQ4) and the communication and sex themes of relational uncer-
tainty (RQ6) may not emerge as the strongest predictors of marital quality
among couples of different race, culture, and class cohorts. Future work
should investigate whether the association between relational uncertainty
and marital quality translates to other populations, particularly because
evidence suggests cultural differences in people’s experience of uncertainty
(Gudykunst, 1995; Vishwanath, 2003).

A third limitation is the skewed distributions of relational uncertainty and
marital quality that were apparent in Study 2. Participants reported very low
levels of relational uncertainty and very high levels of marital quality. The
truncated ranges of these variables may have obscured the true magnitude
of their association. More broadly, the lack of variation in relational uncer-
tainty suggests the need to recruit participants who are actively grappling
with doubts about their marriage. Possibilities include targeting spouses who
hail from dissimilar backgrounds, who are separated by geographic distance,
or who are facing major life transitions.

Conclusion

The primary objective of this paper was to document how relational un-
certainty corresponds with marital quality. Before addressing that issue,
however, two prerequisite tasks required completion. First, Study 1 identi-
fied the content of relational uncertainty within marriage (RQ1, RQ2).
Those results advanced the literature by explicating the relational uncer-
tainty construct in a way that is tailored to the domain of marriage. Then,
Study 2 developed self-report measures of the themes and presented
evidence of their reliability and validity. Substantive findings from Study 2
revealed negative associations between relational uncertainty and marital
quality (RQ3, RQ5). The self source of relational uncertainty was the most
powerful predictor of marital quality (RQ4), and the communication and sex
themes of relational uncertainty were the most potent predictors of marital
quality (RQ6). These results lay the groundwork for additional theorizing
about relational uncertainty within marriage.

NOTES

1. Additional CFA analyses evaluated whether the 12 items measuring self, partner, and
relationship uncertainty formed a unidimensional factor at the second-order level. Results
of three tests indicated that the second-order factor structure did not meet the CFI criterion
for model fit. More specifically, the model did not fit the data when three separate scales were
used to gauge external consistency: (i) Solomon and Knobloch’s (2001) eight-item measure
of influence from a partner (χ2 / df = 2.83, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .09), (ii) Knobloch and
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Solomon’s (2004) eight-item measure of facilitation from a partner (χ2 / df = 2.79, CFI =
.88, RMSEA = .09), and (iii) Rubin’s (1970) nine-item measure of love for a partner (χ2 / df
= 2.83, CFI = .85, RMSEA = .09). These findings are consistent with all eight previous studies
that have examined a second-order factor structure (for review, see Knobloch, 2007a). Hence,
the three sources of relational uncertainty were retained as separate variables rather than
collapsed into one factor.

2. Subsidiary HLM analyses were conducted to examine the associations that relational uncer-
tainty shared with the presence and number of children. Participants with children reported
less relational uncertainty about children (slope = –.26, p < .05), health and illness (slope =
–.32, p < .05), and religion (slope = –.24, p < .05). Number of children was negatively associ-
ated with relational uncertainty about children (slope = –.15, p <.001), health and illness
(slope = –.14, p < .05), retirement (slope = –.19, p < .05), and religion (slope = –.14, p < .05).

3. To evaluate whether the content of relational uncertainty varied by number of years
married, post-hoc HLM analyses tested the association between relational uncertainty and
marriage length. Results indicated that length of marriage was negatively associated with
doubts about religion (slope = –.02, p < .05). Length of marriage did not predict any of the
other themes of relational uncertainty.
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