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In response to our study regarding the generalizability of the affective process models that were
proposed by Gottman, Coan, Carrére, and Swanson (1998) to predict relationship status and
satisfaction in the Oregon Youth Study couples sample (Kim, Capaldi, & Crosby), Coan and
Gottman (this issue) question whether tests of generalizability of their findings are an
appropriate scientific undertaking, particularly when the Oregon Youth Study sample had
characteristics that were so different from those of the Gottman et al. sample. They argue that
the Oregon Youth Study sample is so specialized as to have limited generalizability to other
U.S. couples. Coan and Gottman further argue that their affective process models were not
meant to be generalizable to other samples, which included cohabiting couples and couples
who are predominantly from low-income and at-risk backgrounds.

We believe that the majority of scholars in this field (e.g., Heyman, 2001), as well as other
fields (e.g., Mihalic, Irwin, Elliott, Fagan, & Hansen, 2001), consider tests of generalizability
critical to move the field forward in credibility and applicability to prevention work. Thus, the
degree to which affective process functions similarly (or dissimilarly) for couples from
heterogeneous backgrounds is an important question, so that any limits to generalizability may
be clearly understood. As Gottman’s work has drawn considerably more attention from the
media, as well as clinicians and the general public, than is typical in the field, testing
generalizability is particularly important. We believe our research contributes to the
understanding of factors involved in functional and dysfunctional communication in couples
by extending Gottman’s frontier work on dynamic affective processes to couples from at-risk,
low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds.

Below we address several issues that were raised by Coan and Gottman in their critique (this
issue). In particular we present evidence (a) of the relatively high relevance of the Oregon
Youth Study couples sample to a large segment of U.S. couples, (b) that cohabiting couples
within the Oregon Youth Study couples sample did not account for the differences in findings
between the Gottman et al. and Kim et al. studies, and (c) of the importance of examining
process during discussion of both men’s and women’s problem issues.

Representativeness of At-Risk Sample

A major argument by Coan and Gottman (this issue) is that the Oregon Youth Study sample
was selected to represent a relatively rare population, and that it likely represented the more
aggressive tail of the Newlywed Study distribution. In contrast, they argue that the sample
utilized in Gottman et al. (1998) was representative of the greater Seattle area. As was pointed
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out by Heyman and Hunt, however, the Newlywed sample, which responded to advertising
and thus was not recruited according to a specific sampling frame, was selected to match the
racial and ethnic demographics of the metropolitan Seattle area only (Carrére, Buehlman,
Gottman, Coan, & Ruckstuhl, 2000; Hawkins, Carréere, & Gottman, 2002). The mean education
level reported for both husbands and wives was a 4-year college degree, which is relatively
high. The Oregon Youth Study sample original recruitment involved all fourth-grade boys
from schools in a medium-sized metropolitan area. Schools were selected on the criterion of
having a relatively high incidence of delinquency in the neighborhoods for that area. As
indicated by Heyman and Hunt (this issue), Eugene/Springfield in Oregon is an area with a
relatively low level of violent crime (Cooper, 2006) and very little organized gang crime. It is
not a high-crime area, such as an inner-city area. The sample was potentially at risk by virtue
of living in higher-crime areas, which differs considerably from a high-risk sample with all
participants showing elevated conduct problems at the time of recruitment. Many of the men
in the Oregon Youth Study sample did not show conduct problems as youth and are well-
adjusted adults. Thus, the Oregon Youth Study sample does not represent the aggressive tail
of the distribution only and is thus not substantively limited by restriction of range issues on
the behavioral variables.

The major effect of the neighborhood selection was that the sample was predominantly lower
and working class — as is the U. S. as a whole. According to a recent study conducted by the
Commonwealth Fund, approximately 35 million adults between the ages of 18 and 64 in the
U. S. earn less than $20,000 a year (Budetti, Duchon, Schoen, & Shikles, 1999). Our sample
was selected by design as being representative of these neighborhoods in the Eugene/
Springfield area, but the evidence is that findings with this sample generalize to a broader U.S.
population with similar characteristics. Our previous studies have also indicated that, although
levels of antisocial behavior for our sample are somewhat elevated compared with those of
other community samples, several indicators show comparable levels to those of other studies
(e.g., Capaldi, Crosby, & Stoolmiler, 1996). For example, the prevalence rates for aggression
toward a partner in the Oregon Youth Study of 36% for women and 31% for men at
approximately age 18 years are very comparable to those of other studies with large samples.
Across two U.S. studies with data collection in the mid 1980s, the National Family Violence
Survey (Fagan & Browne, 1994), the National Youth Survey (Elliott, Huizinga, & Morsg,
1985), as well as the Dunedin sample (Moffitt & Caspi, 1999), perpetration rates ranged from
about 36% to 50% for women and 25% to 40% for men (Moffitt & Caspi). Thus, Oregon Youth
Study couples are not substantially more aggressive than nationally representative samples. In
addition, the Oregon Youth Study experienced a high participation rate initially (74%) and
high retention rates (94%) over more than two decades. Given that families with higher-risk
characteristics are less likely to participate in studies initially and more likely to drop out of
studies over time (Navratil, Green, Loeber, & Lahey, 1994), our work on predominantly lower-
and working-class families contributes to the field by representing a very large and
understudied segment of the U.S. population.

Married Versus Cohabiting Couples

Coan and Gottman (this issue) also argue that our findings are not comparable to Gottman et
al. (1998) because the Oregon Youth Study sample included cohabiting couples. We would
argue that, in general, if a study is to be relevant to experiences of young couples in recent
cohorts, cohabiting couples should be included, because of the rise in the prevalence of
cohabitation (Manning & Smock, 2002; Seltzer, 2001; Smock, 2000). Studies have consistently
indicated that married couples are different from cohabiting couples in various aspects
including lower relationship satisfaction, lower interpersonal commitment, poorer
communication, and higher conflict (e.g., Axinn & Barber, 1997; Cohan & Kleinbaum,
2002; Stanley, Whitton, & Markman, 2004; Thomson & Colella, 1992), and yet specific
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interaction patterns that are unique to cohabiting couples, especially affective processes, have
not been systematically investigated to date. A few studies on communication have indicated
that cohabiting couples or married couples with cohabiting experience tended to show poorer
problem-solving skills (e.g., Cohan & Kleinbaum, 2002), but the question of why cohabitation
experience may be related to poorer communication remains unanswered. Cohan and
Kleinbaum have suggested that it may be that the uncertain nature of the cohabiting relationship
results in less commitment to the relationship and thus less motivation to develop conflict
resolution and support skills. As indicated by Heyman and Hunt (this issue), however, there is
not enough evidence for us to presume that the affective processes proposed by Gottman et al.
(1998) would function differently for cohabiting couples, or that their predictive validity to
relationship outcomes would also differ compared to that for married couples.

To address the issues of possible effects for cohabiting couples specific to our findings, we
examined the Oregon Youth Study couples data to investigate whether there were any
differences in mean levels of the affective process models between the married and cohabiting
couples as well as between the stably married and stably cohabiting couples. As shown in Table
1, none of the affect constructs (including the level of men’s negative start up) showed
significant differences in mean levels between the married and cohabiting couples, nor between
the stably married and stably cohabiting couples. This pattern of findings suggests that even
though the married couples tended to have longer relationships (t = —2.49, p = .02), the affect
processes might be similar between the married and cohabiting group in the Oregon Youth
Study couples sample.

Next, we examined whether those couples who separated were substantially more aggressive
than those who stayed together, as implied by Coan and Gottman (this issue). It was found that
only women from the separated couples tended to show higher levels of physical aggression,
compared to women from the stable couples (t = —3.15, p < .01). There was no significant
difference in physical aggression between the groups for the men, or in psychological
aggression between the two groups. In addition, the stably married and stably cohabiting groups
did not differ from each other in aggression. These findings suggest that in the Oregon Youth
Study couples sample, the cohabiting couples were very similar to the married couples in terms
of aggressive behavior to each other and also for affective processes.

Conhabitation is now relatively common, especially among lower SES men and women. Using
the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1982 (NLS-72), Clarkberg
(1999) reported that approximately 85% of the respondents had experienced cohabitation
during the 14 years of the study period. Clarkberg (1999) also found that men and women are
more likely to cohabit than to marry when they are economically unstable, suggesting the
cohabitation is an alternative for those who are in romantic relationships but who lack the
economic well-being or occupational stability required for marriage. As such, cohabitation is
more common among those with less education and limited economic resources, and for these
people cohabitation is an important setting in which couples have children (Seltzer, 2001).
Once they have children, their cohabiting union becomes more like a marriage (Seltzer,
2001). Some Oregon Youth Study couples had long-term cohabiting relationships, and had
children. At the Time 5 assessment, the average length of the cohabiting relationships was over
3 years. For many Oregon Youth Study cohabiting couples, therefore, cohabitation is a de
facto marriage and the couples could be very similar to married couples in many respects, such
as interaction patterns and aggression. Thus, it may be problematic to assume that cohabiting
couples are substantially different from married couples, or to exclude them from study. Many
of the studies on cohabiting couples are on the basis of couples from middle-class backgrounds
(e.g., Cohan & Kleinbaum, 2002; Dush, Cohan, & Amato, 2003; Kline et al., 2004), especially
with a high education level (e.g., both husbands and wives have an average of 16 years of
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education in Cohan and Kleinbaum’s study). Cohabiting relationships of couples with at-risk
and low SES backgrounds definitely warrant further investigation.

Men’s Versus Women'’s Problem Issues

Conclusion

Coan and Gottman (this issue, p. X) argue that “Women typically start most marital conflict
discussions in laboratories that use observational methods” and that our approach to collect
both men and women’s issues creates “a threat to ecological validity.” They argue that the
primary selection criteria for areas for disagreement in their sample were duration and severity
and that our approach overrepresented less severe issues by requiring separate men’s and
women’s issue (see this issue). How to set up the interaction tasks and whether having separate
men’s and women’s issue sessions violates ecological validity would require further empirical
tests regarding couples’ conflictual patterns. As pointed out by Heyman and Hunt (this issue),
many people in the field now acknowledge that couples’ interaction patterns vary depending
on the design of the discussion tasks (e.g., men’s vs. women’s issue, positive versus negative
discussion topic). It may be that even though men may raise issues less often, the issues they
do raise are highly salient to men, at least, and possibly to the long-term health of the
relationship (Ball, Cowan, & Cowan, 1995). In fact, Ball et al. found that even though women
tended to raise issues first in the early phase of the discussion, men controlled the content and
emotional depth of the later discussion phases and, consequently, determined the outcome of
the discussion. This finding suggests that we should try to understand whether process differs
according to whether the issue was raised by the man or the woman. Again, such knowledge
appears to be critical for understanding the generalizability of prediction models based on
affective process.

Heyman and Hunt (this issue) suggested that our two 7-minute problem-solving tasks are rather
short to have reliable estimates of negative behaviors for couples; thus, the interactions in our
sample might have been less conflictual, compared to those in Gottman et al.’s (1998)
Newlywed sample. Thisisa legitimate point and requires further investigation. Without a direct
comparison, however, it would be premature to conclude that our couples showed less conflict
than the Newlywed sample. Note that we conducted two different warm-up tasks (5 minutes
each) before the problem-solving sessions and the discussions of men’s and women’s goals (7
minutes each) following the problem-solving discussions. This procedure not only allows
couples to warm up before they begin to talk about problem issues in their relationships but
also allows us to observe more diverse dyadic processes within dyads, including positive
interaction patterns (such as support), as well as conflictual behaviors. In addition, all the men
in our sample have been in our study over two decades, and many of their partners were
returning participants in our Couples Study. Therefore, they were very comfortable with us
and with the procedure, which made them behave more naturally during the interaction while
being videotaped, compared to studies with first-time participants. As indicated by Heyman et
al. (2001), the estimated time to achieve adequate reliabilities varies greatly depending on
sample characteristics (i.e., distressed, nondistressed, or engaged), gender (husband vs. wife),
and code (e.g., hostility, psychological abuse, withdrawal, and acceptance). The estimated time
to observe reliable frequencies may also vary by task characteristics and specific coding
systems. The reliability of observational data has been an issue in our field; findings based
solely on observational data need to be interpreted with caution before being applied to
intervention programs.

We argue that constructive replication attempts are seriously neglected in basic research,
especially in the area of couples research, partly because such attempts are not reinforced and
thus validity and reliability of many of the constructs in the literature still remain untested. We
also believe that the Oregon Youth Study couples sample is representative of a much
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understudied population of young couples with at-risk backgrounds and that the Kim et al.
replication study provides interesting insights into affective processes in couples that will be
useful for many scholars and clinicians in our field. We acknowledge that there were
considerable differences between the Oregon Youth Study sample, and the Newlywed couples
in Gottman et al. (1998), but do not agree that this makes our study findings, as a replication
study, less valuable. We carefully presented the potential issues and limitations in our study.
Further, focusing on differing sample characteristics does not generate a convincing argument
as to why generalizability of findings should not have occurred. It is often the case in the social
sciences that findings do not generalize, or generalize only partially from one study to another;
therefore, we should be cautious of basing intervention and treatment recommendations on the
basis of any single study; this is particularly the case if the study involved a relatively small
sample.

Affective features of couples’ interaction are an essential component in couples’ relationships
and strong predictors of relationship quality and stability, but whether or how affective
processes within dyads vary across different socioeconomic classes or by marital status
(married vs. cohabiting) has not been studied to date. Do affective processes function
differently for at-risk couples? If so, how? What are the unique and common affect processes
among couples with different socioeconomic backgrounds? What are the moderating contexts
or factors related to dynamic processes in couples? Much work remains to be done to
understand how affective processes function for couples with at-risk and low SES backgrounds,
as well as couples in general. Such work would greatly inform effective intervention programs
that could benefit many couples with disadvantaged backgrounds.
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