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ABSTRACT

Nost models of marital choice are attempts to explain
choices within the field of available eligibles. The essence of
compatibility testing is that people select their mates by evaluating
the match between psychological characteristics after sorting the
available field on the basis of social characteristics. A
compatibility model seems to require that either perceived
compatibility in itself increases commitment, or that actual
compatibility provides a higher proportion of rewarding interactions
and thus increases commitment. However, the compatibility testing
models reguire more dating experience than most people have. Data
from the Pennsylveania State University PAIR Projoct, a longitudinal
study of 168 newlywed couples, supports this argument. Couples were
interviewed regarding their dating history for the 5 years prior to
dating their spouse exclusively. Results showed husbands reported an
average of 2.6, and wives reported an average of 2.21
more-than-casual dating partners other than the spouse. Over half of
the subjects had two or fewer regular dating partners other than the
spouse, compared to the 11 dating partners suggested by the
compatibility testing model. Results cast doubt on the image of
c tibility testing as involving a wide search through a field of
available eligibles. (JAC)
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Testing “Compatibility Testing"
Abstract

Theoretical issues underlying compatibility testing models of mate
selection are examined. Cognitive and behavioral versions of compatibility
testing are differentiated. It is argued that compatibility testing
models require more cating experience than individuals usually have had.
Dating history data from the Penn State PAIR Project, a longitudinal
study of 168 newlywed couples, are presented in support of this argument.
kusbands reported an average of 2.6, and wives an average of 2.2,
more-than-casual dating partners other than the spouse. These figures
are inconsistent with the notion of a wide search through the field of
eligible spouse candidates.



TESTING "COMPATIBILITY TESTING"

Elliot Robins
The University of North Carolina at Greensboro

' Ted L. Huston
The Pemnsylvania State University
This paper examifes some theoretical issues underlying the notion of
mt‘nuitv testing in marital choice. The term "mubnity" comprises
both sinilarity snd complementarity, and it refers to peycholosicd. ‘character-
istics as contrasted with gocial ones. o
Virtually all comprehensive models of marital choice (e.g. Murstein,
1976; Adams, 1979), are-now sttempts to explain choices within the field of
available eligihles. Ths is because a great many studies on the socisl
characteristics of Americen marriage partners have demonstrated high rates of
homogamy on such characteristics as.asge, social clase, religlous sffiliation,
socially-defined race, ‘snd educationsl sttainmest (see Durchinal, 1964 and
Kerckhoft,' 1974 for reviews). These results bave beon Interpreted as
m::raung the effects of both endogamous norms and pfopinqdity on marital
choice (see Kerckhoff, 19745, with their effects woixing in comitnation and
difficult 1f not impossible to disentaggle. ‘
bagides this similarity found in social charac;erie;fiés. a common Iiﬁdins
has been that spouses show a modest but not negligibie degree of similarity

on certain psychological characteristics such as attitudes, preferences, and

values; snd there have been studies attempting to discover ml&ﬂtarity of
personality attridutes as well, with mizxed results (see Burchinal, 1964 and
Murstein, 1976 for reviews). Several authors (e.g., Bolton, 1961; Burchinal,
1964; snd Udxy, 1966) hawe pointed out that psychological attributes may be
differentially essociated with social characteristics, and that it is therefore
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mi-.lear whether selection on the basi.s of psychological attributes is actually
occurring. Bu: for the most part, the results showing a modest degree of
paycholoaical eomt:lbi};ty_hnw been taken as implying that people select .
their ‘mates by éﬁalua:ins the ntch batween the two partners' psychological
attributes attct they have sorted through the field of available others on /
the ‘Baais of socul charascteristics. This 1s the essme of the eoupatibi{ity

L}

‘testing nounn

’
¢

It my be worthwhile to draw a contrast betwueén conpatibﬂity testing and
two other c: zeeptm of marical chofce. A sacond orientation to mate peléction
can be caned the nonrational mttva:ad chofce model, 'l:his approach is
psyx.homlytical it stresses the importance of attraction to potemtial mates
wvho exhibit physicql or psychnlogical attributes of one's opposite-sex parent
(see Hnrstein, 1976 for a review), or who provide a replication of one's birth
order and the mhtinnahip dynamics this implie ;.

A third omntagion to marital choice can be called the interpersonal
process model; as do the other models, it comes in a variety of forms. Like
the comubmty testing model, the interpersonal process model accepts the
operation of endogamous morms (supplemented by other sources of attraction)
early in the r~lationship, but minimizes the importance of compatibility
testing later in the relationship. instead, progress toward dyadic commit-
ment 1s seen as resulting from the .operation of each person's subjective
processes, the accumulation of rewax:ding interpersonal eve\uts, the couple'’s
definition of themselves as a pair, .snd' environmental reinforcement of "couple-
ness.” Complex theories of dyadic commitment and marital cﬁoice. such as those
proposed by Lewis (1972), Murstei: (.ﬁi&), and Aams (1979) include aspects

of both compatibility testing and 1htarperomal process. So we can consider
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compatibility testing either as a model of marital éhoicelin its own right or
as a component of more cohplex models.

What we want to do bare 1s to look ciosely ;t sou§ of the forms that a
compatibility testing notion can taks' and theﬁ to examiﬁe a key assumption
underlying these forms of compatibility testtns This discussion is based on
a review of the theoretical and enpirical literatu:e bearing on compatibility
testing (especially Winch, 1958; Rarckhoff & Davis, 1962; Levinger, Senn, &
Jorgensen, 1970; Murstein, 1970, 1976; iewis; 1972, i973; Hill et al, 1976), as
vell as a review of some conceptual criiiquas of compatibility testing and
of the evidence that has been brought to bear on it (Ru$1n & Levinger, 1974;
Huston & Levinger, 1978; Huston et al., 1981; Levinger, 1983).

Compatibility testing notions can be characterized as adoptiag one, or
the other, or both of tha following two perspectives., The first involves the
conscious assessment of compatidbility. It is presumed t§$£ people choosing
a mate consciously evaluate their partuer's poychological characteristics and
the proceed to make a series of judgments about the degree of matching between
the two partners' attributas (Huston et al., 1981). Thege judgments are based

-on information obtained through the partner's verba.l disclosures, inferences
made from observation of the partuer's behavior and information obtained in-
directly such as from kin and friends. As information indicating the existenca
of compatibility bdecones iuncreasingly available, commitment and progress
tovard marriage are thought to reault. Thus, if the partners do not perceive
indications of matching, the relationship is more likely to be discontinued or
to stop progressing. The correspondence between perceived aﬁd_actual com~
patibility presumably increases as the relationship coﬁtinues; and people are

scen as motivated to perceive accurately, so that they can choose rationally.



Robins & Huston
_ 4

The second perspective :lnvo.lves the conaeqﬁences of compatibility for
the couple's {nteraction. Mere, the presumption is that actual ‘compatibility
exerts sn influsnce on the in:eracum process regardless of whether the.
partners have any thonghts about vhether their characteristics match, Cosmpati-
billity 18 viewed as tacﬂitattng the coordination of interpersonal behavior so
that more :mtme partnera e:perience a more favorable ratio of rewarding
¢t Zamishing intersctions then do less compatible partners. They are therefore
~'re motivated. to continue the relationship and develop commitment, because
they are more likely to experience the relationship as rewarding.

A compatibility testing model seems to require at least one of these two
versions of the con:ltmn:hpt.'ocen-that perceived compatibility in itself
increases commitment, or that actual compatibility provides a higher proportion
of rewvarding interactions aud thus increases commitment—and the model can
certianly include both pouibu:lciés. Whether the researcher holds one or the
other, or both, of these positions ought to determine whether perceived
compatibility, actual et_:mt:l.bﬂ_ity. or both are focused on,

Both versions of compatibility testing iuply a process that is not usually
a rapid ons, The first vers;?.;:n requires relatively high levels of intimacy
and self-disclosure, so that information can be reveasled about attitudes and
values that are not likely to be evident m’behavior early in the relationship.
The second version 1spiias a sufficient length of time for interaction so that
the effects of compatibility may be.perce:lved. Acquaintance, casual dating
relationships, or what Levinger (1974) calls "surface contacts®™ are insufficient
for these processes to occur. It follows that—-to the extent that potential
spouses differ in their psychological characteristics--compatibility testing
requires that people atte;ptins to choose a marriage partner must examine each
potential mate in a sufficient degree of dapth, or over a sufficient period of

time, to allow the extent of their compatibility with each to emerge.
7
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How many ongoing Nlattoux_:;pa or more than casual dating partners are
ef:oush to find. @ compatible n-a.te? To our knowledge, this question has never
been seriougly considered in the mate selection literature. Iastead, it seems
that regearchers have simply assumed that sufficienﬁ lating takes place for
compatibility testing to operate.
For the sake c§f Mnt. let ve choose just four characteristics that

might ‘apply to either version of compatibility testing——they might be attributes

desired in the partner, they might facilitate iuteractiom, or both. These

four _chnracteriatics ni.ght be, for exasple, similarity to the other person

" in leisure interests, sex tolg attitudes, strength of religious belief, and
empathy. . Let us definé'”eomt:l.bﬂity“ for the moment as meaning only that

the partner.is on the desired or facilitative side of the median with respect
to each attribute.’ Assuze for the sake of simplicity that these attributes
are uncorrelated, ' Since the probability of finding a match on each charac-

teristic in each partner is .5, and the events are independent, the probability

of any partner's matching on al® four characteristics is .0625 or 1/16.

On the average, then, how many partners weuld be needed to find a match on
all four attributes? Since the field of potential mates ie theoretically
large, the problem can be treated as one of sampling with replacement. Thus,

taking 15/16, the probabﬂity of not finding s match with any given p~r.ner,

to the nth power vhere n represants the number of partners, we find that 11

partners are required in order :o have a 50-50 chance of ﬁnﬁiug one person
on the correct side of the median on four characteristics.

Now we'd 1ike to present some data on the number of dating partners that
people who marry have had. The information comes from the Penn State PAIR
Project, a longitwdinal field study of 168 newly married couples, all of whom

were in their first martiages. The data presented here were obtained during

8
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the first phase of the project, which wag ‘carried out in the spring of 1981.

' (bwles were recruitisd through public natrta;e 1icense records kept in county
' courthouses, "All W couples mlying for marriage licenses in

a four-County area of centyal Pemnsylvania, e'n:edag into their first narriages
between Decenber, 1980 and June 1961, and plamning to reside’ in thé area for

the next two years tere invited to'p.r‘ucu?acé in the stuly, Forty-two percent
of the eligidie couples took part. The achieved sample conaisted of about one-

third middle clasé and two-thirds working and lower class respondeats. Each
" couple was interviéwéd by a male/female interviewer team, with most 'eouplea

being interviewed in thoir homes. In addition, a télephone behavioral self-
report procedure (1ot reported on here) was carried out with each couple.
Information was ‘gathéred sepazately and privately from each participumnt,

'Regarding dating partndrs, esch participant reported his or her "datiug history”

for the five years prior ro dating the future spouse ~xclusively. The informa-
tion obt;mad included a chronological list of each of the respondent 's more-
than-casual dating partners--those dated on a regulas basis, those dated
exclusively, and those with whom there was a commitment to BAYTY .

Tsble 1 shows the percentages of men ndwnen who had various totals
of more-than-casual dating parti;érs'u addition to the spouse in the five years
prinr to first going steady with the spwse . ;'B'usbauds reported an average of
2.64 regular dating pa:rtners'oth'er than the tuture spouse (SD = 2.15), and
wvives reported an average of 2.2l regular partners (SD = 1.46). More than 56%
of the husbands and about 621 of the wives had two or fewer regular dating
partoers other than the spouse. According to the hypothetical demonstration
presented earlier, only about one-sixth of the people dating three partners

can expect to find a mate eowéuble on four characterfstica., It is also

9
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notewnrthy that 122 of both husbands and wives had dated no one on a regular
basis except the future spouse. And only 2% of the husbands, and none of the
vives, had more than seven regular dating partners.
Perhaps, however, it is only necessary that m‘mr of each couple

has had'extmtie dating experience {n order to compare potential mates.
Table 1 also shows the percentages of couples' maximum number of dating partners.
In other words, for each couple, the larger of the two scores was obtained
and a frequency distribution made of these asximum scores. The mean maximum
score for couples 1s 3.34 u@r dacﬁ; partners (SD = 1.98). In 64X of the
couples, both partners had three or fewer regular dating partuners other than

the spouse; and there were almost 3% of the couples in which neither partner hed
dated anyone else mgularly in the five years preceding their relationship.

. We would like to draw two conclusions from these findings, one more
specific and one more general. Specifically, these findings cast doubt on
the image of compatibility testing as involving a wide search through a field
of available eligibles. Becsuse people do not in fact seem to date a great
deal, it 1s difficult to maintain that such empirical covaristion as is found
between partnors’ psychological characteristics results primarily from a
testing process., Instead, this covariation might result primarily fiom the
differential association of psychological attributes with social characteristics.
This question, along with several others, we are currently examining im our
sample of couples. And more generally, the results may encourage us to look
more carefully at the assumptions underlying the theories we use to explain
relationship phenomena,

10
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Table 1.
Busbands', wives', and within-couple maximum Qm-ﬂun—casual
dating partners other than the opouse-.

4 Percentege of sample
::28: of rogular Husbands " wives - Within-couple
| ,m:‘m’f““m':“ (n = 168) (n = 168) s
0 1.9 . 11.9 4.8
1 23.2 20.2 9.5 .
2 21.4 29.8 25.0
3. 13.7 20.8 ' 25.0
4 12.5 11.9 16.9
5 6.5 2.4 1.7
6 7.7 1.8 8.9
7 1.2 - 1.2 2.4
8+ 1.8 0 1.8
99.9%% 100,0% 100.0%

*Roundoff error accounts for difference from 100X.

11
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