PRONOUN ANALYSIS OF SUPPORT INTERACTIONS

A Pronoun Analysis of Couples' Support Transactions
(Research conducted in Dutch).
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Introduction

After their first individual efforts of coping witlstressful events, people most
likely turn to their intimate partner for suppo&ullivan and Davila, 2010). Effective
support provision in couples refers to partneradpegsponsive to each other’s needs and
includes all actions that express care, confirnstigport recipient’s self-esteem, feelings
or behaviors, and that support the partner in gppiith the stressful event (e.g., practical
assistance, providing information; Cutrona, 19%&dh and Bradbury, 1998; Rafaeli and
Gleason, 2009). Empirical studies convincingly proetl evidence for this kind of
effective support being linked to relationship st@ttion and changes in relationship
satisfaction (e.g., Rafaeli and Gleason, 2009;z8kiet al., 1997; Verhofstadt et al.,
2013). An important mechanism assumed to unddrkecbnnection between spousal
support and relationship satisfaction concerns gresence of relationship schemas
related to partners’ so-called sense of ‘we-nésstording to Cutrona (1996) spouses’
supportive actions not only reduce the immediastress of a stressful event but they
also foster the belief that the relationship magibavailable supportive resource in times
of adversity/hardship. This belief then influentes recipient’s evaluation of the quality
of the relationship and satisfaction with the relaship (Sullivan and Davila, 2010).
Bodenmann (2005) defines this sense of we-nessuéiseps’ belief that they are both
committed to support each other in coping with peas difficulties. As such, a feeling
of we-ness during support interactions reflectsommon—-as opposed to individual—
experience of coping with stressful life eventsfrlee et al., 2012). Other authors,
particularly known from the cognitive interdependeriterature, define the concept of
we-ness more broadly, as partners’ shared idessity couple—as opposed to an identity

as separate individuals (Agnew et al., 1998), wdereouples’ sense of separateness



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

rather refers to an autonomous and individualigpresentation of the self (an identity

as separate individual).

Traditionally, measurements of partners’ sense efness rely on self-report
guestionnaires (e.g. Inclusion of the Other in 8wdf Scale; Aron et al., 1992) or
thematic/content analyses of partners’ descriptiohsmemories of events within the
relationship (Krokoff et al., 1989) or the relatsbrip itself (Fletcher et al., 1987). A third
type of measurement draws from psycholinguistieaesh, and involves analyses of
couples’ pronoun usage (e.g., Slatcher, et al.8R08eider and colleagues (2009)
describe partners’ usage of first-person plurahptms (e.g., we, us, our) versus the use
of first- (e.g., I, me, my) or second-person sigé.g., you, your) pronouns as a ‘reliable
linguistic marker of an underlying shared versysasate dimension of identification’ (p.
605). Other studies confirmed these findings and touples’ usage of we-words versus
you/me-words may be considered to be an impliditrbliable measure of their sense of

we-ness versus separateness (e.g., Reid et ar., R0@rbaugh et al., 2012).

Pronoun analysis might be a particularly intergstipproach to measure partners’
sense of we-ness —as a shared meaning structuieg dupport interactions as it is less
biased than traditional self-report measures (Schefzal., 1998). Also couples’ pronoun
usage is less controlled and suppressed than titentoof their conversations or the
behavior they display (Seider et al., 2009). Seharalies found a beneficial role of not
using first-person language use in dealing withsstiul events (Kross et al., 2014). The
use of non-first-person language during introspecivas associated with self-distancing
and this is in turn associated with less percedlisttess (Kross et al., 2014; Park et al.,
2015). Furthermore, a manipulation of the proncsage ‘we’ may lead to an increase in

perceived relationship closeness and quality (fitaas and Kay, 2004).
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The aim of the current dataset was to complemeistieg pronoun research as
well as research on support in couples by providipgonoun analysis of partners’ sense

of we-ness versus separateness during supporactitars.

Materials and Method

Ethics Statement
The study was approved by the ethical committeth@fFaculty of Psychology and

Educational Sciences of Ghent University, Belgium.

Participants

Data were collected between July 2009 and Janu#@.2lrhe sample consisted of
96 members of 48 Flemish heterosexual couples.plincipants were recruited by a
team of research assistants from the geographinityicof our research centre. The
inclusion criteria stipulated having a heterosexakdtionship for at least one year and to
be married/cohabiting. The mean ages for the mdrtteawomen were 41.70 yea&D(
= 14.65, range = 22-76), and 40.26 ye&3 € 15.29, range = 20-77), respectively. At
the time of the investigation, the average len@ith® couples’ cohabitation/marriage was
16.98 years3D = 14.52, range = 1-55). After providing their weit informed consent,
both partners independently completed some onlinestipnnaires (data on
demographics and relationship functioning). Couplbe completed the questionnaires
were then scheduled to attend a laboratory sessidhis session, the members of each
couple participated in two 10-minute videotapedpsupinteraction tasks. At the end of
the lab session, each couple was fully debriefetiraneived a gift voucher of twenty

euros.
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Materials

Dyadic Adjustment Scale

The DAS is a widely used questionnaire to assesmgra’ relationship satisfaction
(DAS, Spanier, 1976). The mean values of the glbi#es within this study were 113.16
for men and 115.52 for women € .89 and .90, respectively). DAS norms (Spanier,
1976) indicate an average satisfaction score oflllB4for a married sample, thereby
suggesting that our sample is comparable to arageeagroup of married couples in terms

of relationship satisfaction.

The Social Support Interaction Task

We applied a support interaction task similar tosth used in previous observational
research on spousal support (e.g., Pasch and Bsadt998; Verhofstadt et al., 2008).
The couples were guided into a laboratory that fuasshed as a living room and was
equipped so that their support interactions coeldideotaped with their prior knowledge
and consent. One spouse was designated to bepgpersseeker and the other spouse to
be the support provider. For a random half of theptes in the first lab discussion, the
male partner was designated as the support seeiiethe female partner in the role of
the support provider. For the other half of theples in the first discussion, these roles
were reversed. In the second lab discussion, thegra traded their roles so that data
could be obtained for both partners in both rdBefore each interaction, the designated
support seeker was asked to discuss a salientransimblem (defined as any problem
of which the source was not the partner or theticelahip, such as dealing with work
stress, tensions with family members, health igswgth his/her partner. The partners

were allowed to interact up to a maximum time liofiten minutes.
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Pronoun Analysis

In order to derive an index of participants’ sen$eve-ness/separateness, a pronoun
analysis was conducted on the collected obsenadtidaita. The pronoun analysis was
conducted by two trained research assistants aamctwrdance with the coding procedure
developed by Seider and his colleagues (2009; gsrom to use this procedure was
obtained).The first step of the coding process consistemtlentifying each pronoun used
by our study participants. This required the vearbatranscription of the videotaped
support interactions. Secondly, each pronoun wassitled in one of three categories: (a)
me-words, pronouns that refer to the self (e.g., Mg mine, myself); (b) you-words,
pronouns that refer to the partner (e.g., you, yoywurself) and (c) we-words, pronouns
that refer to the couple (e.g., we, ours, oursglvEsis classification was based on the
coding-dictionary (in Dutch) that is enclosed i tilata-set accompanying the current
manuscript (see below). Similar to Seider et &0@) the verbal context of participants’
pronoun was taken into account as well, givemitisience on the meaning of a particular
pronoun. A subsequent contextual analysis was firereeonducted in which coders
assigned each pronoun into one of the followinggatties: (apctual personal pronouns
targeting the speaker, the other spouse or the couple, (b) Dysfluencies. pronouns used
prior to a repetition (e.g.,1“ . . I, | wanted to do that”) or in an interruption of a
proposition (e.g., ‘And was, no, ...), (c)Generic: pronouns referring to a general or
universal other (e.g.,You always get whayou pay for”), (d)Filler: pronouns used as
part of an idiomatic phrase or as a ‘mental comuas&d to fill a speech pause but serve
no communicative function (e.g.ydu know,” “I don’t know”), (e)No code: pronouns

used in references to the speech of a third pgesgn “Yesterday, Mom said: ‘Now
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have had enough’). Only the pronouns that weresiciared asctual personal pronouns

(cf. categorya) were included in the data processing reportedvinel

Data Processing

After the contextual analysis, the number of medsand you-words used by each study
participant were summed and divided by the totatlper of words spoken by this person
("separateness”) and similarly for the number ofwads (“we-ness”). This procedure
resulted in four language scores for each partwer:ness” expressed in the support-
seeker role and in the support-provider role amghésateness” expressed in the support-
seeker role and in the support-provider role. Failhg this procedure, the range of each
language score was 0 to 1. Each transcript wasdcbygdoth coders, and the levels of
interrater agreement were calculated using thedtgss Correlation Coefficient (two
way random-effects model; absolute agreement) &ndf dhe Intraclass Correlation
Coefficients indicated good levels of interratdratality, both for men (ICGe-ness= .99;
ICCseparateness -95) and women (ICLe-ness= .97; ICGeparateness .94). Means and standard
deviations for the pronoun variables (see Tabldre highly comparable with existing

research (Rohrbaugh et al., 2012; Seider et 2090
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Table 1

Mean Proportions and Standard Deviations for We-ness and Separ ateness

Male seeker/ Female seeker/

Female provider interaction Male provider interaction

Men Women Men Women
.074 .080 .081 .076
Separateness
(SD =.020) (8D =.022) (SD =.024) (SD =.022)
.008 .009 .009 .008
We-ness

(D= .011) (SD=.010) (SD=.008) (D =.007)

Dataset Description

The data discussed in this manuscript have beensded in Data Archiving and
Networked Services (DANS) and are accessible throtige following hyperlink
http://dx.doi.org/10.5072/dans-2bs-mgh6 under tlmne ‘A Pronoun Analysis of
Flemish Couples' Support Transactions (Researclluobed in Dutch). The data
contains two files: (1) a .xIsx file containing thenouns coding-dictionary and the raw
data resulting from the pronoun coding by eachetwo coders; (2) a .sav file containing
all the processed data (demographic data, scalet@alt scores of the relationship
satisfaction questionnaires and mean language sa@sulting from the pronoun

analysis).
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