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This study investigated differences in level of commitment between married and 

non-married individuals, effects of demographic variables by age, gender, parenting 

status, and ethnicity, and determines participant’s awareness of and participation in the 

Oklahoma Marriage Initiative (OMI) were investigated. Students from a rural Oklahoma 

junior college completed the Perceptions of Commitment survey during spring 2004. 

Responses related to levels of commitment, social exchange theory, expectations, and 

communication were collected. T-test analysis revealed no differences in level of 

commitment for any of the variables investigated. Data revealed the majority of 

participants were unaware of OMI and had never attended a program and do not plan to 

in the future. Implications of this research may be useful to future investigators who are 

interested in the Perceptions of Commitment survey and those focusing on marriage 

education programs to meet the needs of targeted audiences.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION   

In the first state wide survey about relationships and marriage, lack of 

commitment was cited by divorced participants as the strongest contributor to ending 

their marriage (Huffer, 2002; Johnson, Stanley, Glenn, Amato, Nock, Markman, & Dion, 

2002). “Oklahoma is a marrying state, with 82% of adults having been married at some 

point compared to 73% nationally” (Lowe, 2002, 2). However, Oklahoma also has a 39% 

divorce rate, and 38% believe cohabitation is acceptable. Young populations are open to 

relationship education, but are uncertain about marriage and more agreeable to 

cohabitation. Although these finding are from the Oklahoma survey the results are 

comparable to trends in the nation (Cate, Levin, & Richmand, 2002; Huffer, 2002; 

Kemper, 2003; Pinsof, 2003). Implications from this investigation are that educational 

efforts should be successful with 65% considering participation in relationship education.  

There has been growth in efforts of marriage education across the nation. For 

decades experts in the field of psychology, sociology and family education have been 

working to strengthen marriages through educational programs. Studying the impact of 

divorce on families has been researched and implications on sustaining a two parent 

household have been established for preventing risk factors of poverty and child 

outcomes. These findings have been widely accepted by family practitioners and the 

public (Gardner, 2001; Glenn, Sawhill, Horn, Broome, Wicox, & Gallaghar, 2002; 

Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Pinsof, 2003). Based on divorce research, many state and 
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national initiatives have been established to promote marriages. However, these 

initiatives are under much criticism and debate. Even individuals working in this field 

have differing opinions on the success that can be accomplished with varying approaches, 

philosophies and techniques in teaching skills that strengthen relationships. The marriage 

movement needs to refine and articulate its goal and be strategic about achieving that 

goal (Glenn et al., 2002).      

As state government funding increases based on research that marriage education 

is the key to strengthening relationships, the need to explore individual’s perceptions of 

commitment are important for refinement of programs to meet the expectations of the 

public. Understanding the gap between perception and research findings in this area will 

assist in providing more efficient educational programs. Investigating motivational 

factors and the behaviors of individuals for attending marriage education programs will 

give direction for making a true impact with state initiatives and funding.    

Statement of the Problem  
 

Research studies of marriage education programs show that increasing knowledge 

about issues in couple interaction affects the sustainability of marriages. The research 

findings on perceptions of marriage education are favorable; Stanley (2001) goes beyond 

promotion of marriage education by exploring the importance of commitment in marriage 

through the culture of commitment in today’s society. Conveying the view that marriage 

is a decision with long-term consequences has diminished in our culture. Trends in 

marriage have changed greatly over the years, with an increase in divorce, out-of-

wedlock births, and late entry into first marriage (Gardner, 2001; Glenn et al., 2002; 
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Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2001; South, 1993). However, marriage is still an 

accepted social institution and strongly perhaps the least successful, with 90% of the 

population marrying at some point in their lifetime (Gardner, 2001; Kamper, 2003; 

Sollee, 2003). Societal views on marriage have shifted from a means to social order to 

one of personal fulfillment based on relationship quality. The cultural changes of the 20th 

century in equality, self-actualization, and personal life satisfaction have impacted the 

value and expectations of marriage in today’s society (Cheung, 1999). Marriages rely 

more on the decisions made daily and individual interactions in determining the success 

of relationships (Gottman & Notarius, 2003; Stanley, 2001). Young adults surveyed were 

uncertain about marriage and more agreeable to cohabitation. Seventy percent of young 

adults believe that cohabitation is a committed relationship and 85% report that a future 

marriage would end in divorce. Investigation of cohabitating couples have been explored 

and shown to be a risk factor for lasting relationships. Couples may be using this as a 

substitution for marriage, not understanding the difference between a committed 

relationship and one that is less stable (Gardner, 2001; Kamper, 2003; Markman et al., 

2001; Stanley, 2001).  

Research reflects positive results from programs addressing communication and 

problem-solving techniques. Adams and Jones (1997) state that couples who are more 

committed are also more willing to communicate and be more accommodating toward 

one another. The underlying question that remains unanswered is: If the leading cause for 

divorce is a lack of commitment, what are perceptions individuals hold for commitment? 

Many relationship programs researched address issues associated with strengthening 
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commitment, as reported by couples who have remained satisfied with their marriage 

over time. These couples have life experience about how to make commitment last.  

However, trends show that one-quarter of all marriages last less than five to seven years 

(Pinsof, 2002; Stanley, Markman, & Blumberg, 2001). It is unknown if individual 

perceptions about sustaining commitment for those never or unsuccessfully married 

correlates with what has been found through research. Gaining this information could 

enable programs to refine their efforts and achieve greater participation in marriage 

education programs.  Though support for and intention to attend marriage education is 

favorable; it is unknown if marriage initiative efforts have been successful in reaching 

individuals and increasing the number of marriage education workshops attended.    

Rationale for This Study  

Implications from research have laid a framework for further investigation into 

the concept of commitment. These have been implemented into educational programs and 

shown positive results through strengthening marriages. Further investigation about 

beliefs and perceptions of individuals concerning commitment needs to be explored. The 

research community has established definitions and concepts for commitment; however, 

it is unclear if these are realized by the general population. This is important to explore 

due to the recent survey finding that most individuals state a lack of commitment as one 

of the leading reasons for their divorce. Gaining an understanding about general 

perceptions or beliefs about commitment would benefit those working in the field of 

marriage education. This information could lay a foundation for how to promote and 

provide marriage education more effectively.   
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Further investigation into participation in marriage education is also needed.  

Survey findings established support for marriage education. However, there continues to 

be a challenge for increasing participation and awareness of marriage education efforts. 

With the increase of state and national funding to promote marriage education, it is 

critical to establish if marriage initiatives have been able to raise awareness and increase 

attendance in marriage education.   

Purpose of This Study  

The purpose of this study is to investigate the difference in perceptions of 

commitment between married and non-married individuals, and how demographic 

variables effect participant’s perceptions. Inquiry into the awareness of and participation 

in marriage education programs is a secondary purpose of this study. 

Objectives 

1. Is there a difference in perception of commitment between non-married and 
married individuals? 

 
2. Does divorce, separation, or cohabitation affect the perception of commitment 

of individuals? 
 

3. Is ethnicity, gender, or age a factor in commitment for individuals? 
 

4. Does parenting affect commitment beliefs for individuals? 
 

5. Are individuals aware of their state marriage initiative? 
 

The main objective of this study is to determine if there is a difference in 

perceptions of commitment between non-married and married undergraduate college 

students based on concepts and theories found in research. Another objective is to 

investigate the effect other demographic variables have on individual beliefs of 



   

  6

commitment in relationships. This objective will include items such as; other relationship 

statuses (cohabitation, separation, and, divorce), age, gender, ethnicity, and parenting. 

Gathering data about individual’s awareness of the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative and 

participation in marriage education workshops to establish if this statewide effort has 

been able to reach college students is a third component for this study.    

Assumptions of the Study  

The following assumptions are made regarding the study. Respondents surveyed 

will fully understand and respond honestly to all questions presented. The instrument will 

elicit accurate responses based on respondent’s expressions of their attitudes and 

perceptions. Research samples will be representative of the population under 

investigation.      

Scope of the Study 

The scope of this study includes students enrolled in Psychology courses during 

the spring 2004 semester at Seminole State Junior College in Seminole, Oklahoma. All 

students attending class on the day the survey is administered will complete the materials 

and be included as part of the population studied. The primary residences for students 

attending Seminole State College are rural communities in Seminole and Pottawatomie 

Counties in Oklahoma. These two counties are comparable to State population data in 

age, gender, marital status and race.     
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Conceptual Definition of Terms  

Commitment 

Commitment in relationships refers to intent to remain in a relationship, investing 

time and energy, and making the relationship a priority over other activities (Cate et al., 

2002; Olson & DeFrain, 2003). Commitment is also defined through the cognitive 

attachment to another person as it develops over time (Olson & DeFrain, 2003) Through 

research conceptual definitions have emerged into three categories; personal, moral, and 

structural (Cate et al., 2002; Crawford, Feng, Fischer, & Diana, 2003). Personal 

commitment refers to a desire to stay married; moral commitment is a sense of obligation 

to marriage or spouse; and structural commitment is the extent one feels constrained to 

stay married (Johnson, Caughlin, & Huston, 1999). 

Social Exchange Theory  

Social exchange theory is defined as the comparison of costs and rewards. If the 

costs invested outweigh the rewards received then an individual will leave a relationship. 

Research has shown that satisfactory exchange of rewards between partners determines 

the development in a relationship. Alternatives and investments in relationships are also 

related to exchange theory and can define the satisfaction of individuals (Cate et al., 

2002).        

Marital Expectations 

Expectations refer to the ideas and beliefs individuals hold for actions and 

interactions in marriage.   
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Protective Factors for Commitment  

Protective factors for commitment as defined through the Prevention and 

Relationship Enhancement Program, are those items found in a relationship that assist in 

sustaining commitment over time. Those items include communication and problem-

solving skills, fun, friendship, forgiveness, and sensuality (Markman et al., 2001).  

Marriage Education  

For this study marriage education is defined as workshops presented to married or 

non-marriage youth or adults. Presented in small group formats teaching skills and 

techniques are shown to improve relationship functioning and sustain long-term 

marriages. These programs are not counseling or marital therapy. 

Marriage Initiatives            

State programs and/or policies mandated through government laws or funding to 

promote marriage and reduce the divorce rate.    
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CHAPTER 2 

 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE   

State Programs and Initiatives 

States are involved with the “marriage movement” in varying degrees. Allocating 

money for educational programs, offering incentives to those wishing to marry and 

changing policies involving marriage are a few ways states are attempting to address the 

issue of reducing the divorce rate and strengthening marriages. In an effort to reduce 

poverty, states are using educational programs as a prevention effort to relieve the burden 

on family assistance programs.  Oklahoma was one of the first states to expend surplus 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) funds for marriage education and 

research. In 1999, $10 million dollars was allocated to strengthen marriages and lower 

the divorce rate to improve the lives of children.  Through a state wide delivery system 

individuals and couples can attend skills based courses to strengthen their relationships 

free of charge. Oklahoma also completed the first state baseline study of the culture of 

divorce, looking at beliefs and attitudes of its citizens (Johnson et al., 2002; Lowe, 2002). 

Similar legislation has passed in Arizona, using $1 million dollars of TANF funds to 

support marriage education through community based programs. This state is also using 

funds for program vouchers, development of a healthy marriage handbook for marriage 

license applicants, and media campaigns. Arizona has placed emphasis on funding 

programs through school based efforts in existing and newly established programs 

offered as part of the high school curriculum (H.R. 2462, 2000). New Mexico has also 

expended money from their general fund toward strengthening marriage by providing a 
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booklet given to those filing for divorce and are currently working toward the 

development of a curriculum to be used in every school district in the state and providing 

a $100 dollar tax credit to those who have completed pre-marriage or marriage 

maintenance programs (S.784, 2001; S. 497, 2001; 482; S. 500, 2001).The Florida 

Marriage Preparation and Preservation Act went into effect January 1, 1999. This 

visionary legislation offers a marriage-license incentive.  Couples who take a 4 hour 

marriage skills education class pay a reduced license fee and can marry immediately. 

Others must wait 3 days. Florida also requires the teaching of relationship skills, such as 

basic communication skills, marital expectations, and problem solving in all 9th and 10th 

grade classes. Florida is another state that developed a handbook of state laws pertaining 

to the rights and responsibilities of marital partners to each other and their children during 

and upon the dissolution of a marriage (McManus, 1998). 

West Virginia is offering $100 cash to married couples receiving welfare. 

However, unlike other states they offer no educational services or counseling. This is one 

of the most controversial of government programs in the marriage movement. Many 

critics are concerned that offering a cash incentive to limited resource families may 

encourage them to stay in unhealthy situations with no prospect of help (LaRoy, 2003). 

Louisiana and Arkansas have adopted policies to reduce marriage license fees based on 

participation in premarital education or for those who have agreed to sign a covenant 

marriage (Glenn et al., 2002). Several states continue to propose and sign legislation on 

covenant marriages. These marriages can be legal or non-legal documents signed by a 

couple either before or after marriage requiring marriage education before marriage 
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and/or before divorce. These couples also are limited on “no-fault” divorces making it 

more difficult to end their marriage (Smart Marriages, n.d.).Texas and Colorado were two 

of the first states to provide a handbook for marriage license applicants.  Some states 

have been proactive in starting marriage initiatives, others are cautious due to the lack of 

evidence that programs initiated are effective, along with the ongoing debate over the role 

of government in marriages (Glenn et al., 2002). Although state initiatives and policies 

have been developed based on research in the field of marriage, there are still areas 

needing research.  One starting point for this research is the Oklahoma Baseline Survey 

(Johnson et al., 2002).  Through the results of this study attitudes about participation in 

marriage education programs and reasons for ending a marriage were discovered. 

Expanding on those findings will provide more direction into the efforts of strengthening 

marriage.     

Marriage Education Programs 

Several programs have been able to achieve success showing how marriage 

education makes a difference in lowering divorce rates of participants, thus leading to the 

belief that participation in educational programs strengthens commitment in marriages. 

However, there has been much debate over what concepts need to be included and on the 

definition of commitment (Adams & Jones, 1997; Crawford et al., 2003). Educational 

programs have widely adopted the use of communication techniques as a way to 

strengthen commitment in a relationship. These programs have shown an increase in 

marital stability in longitudinal studies (Fowers, Montel, & Olson, 1996; Gottman & 

Notarius, 2002; Stanley et al., 2001). 
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Educational efforts have also shown to improve marital functioning over time, 

especially programs that focus on skill building in relationships (Cole & Cole, 1999; 

Gardner, 2001; Huffer, 2002). Couples who completed marriage education programs 

were more likely to feel they could handle the future and less likely to think about 

divorce (Stanley, 2001). Ongoing debates about the direction of marriage education 

efforts still remain. Ideas behind skill based instruction and the realistic patterns of 

couples have been explored (Gottman, Carrere, Swanson, & Coan, 2000; Stanley, 

Bradbury, & Markman, 2000). Researchers have differing opinions about techniques 

involved to reduce marital distress, and the need for continued research is required. 

Despite these efforts, it is estimated that 40-50% percent of marriages will end in divorce. 

Preventing divorce is a huge task, and many marriage education programs can only 

reduce negative interactions resulting from typical marital distress (Fowers et al., 1996; 

Gardner, 2001; Stanley, 2001). Stanley makes a case for continuing to move forward in 

marriage education efforts despite the lack of empirical research to justify the efforts. The 

more educational efforts are explored, the more knowledge will be gained and programs 

defined. 

Effective premarital programs have established guidelines for essential 

components in these efforts. The use of a premarital inventory to identify strengths and 

weaknesses and receiving premarital education in areas of communication and problem-

solving skills are two main principles of marriage education as found in Berger and 

Hannah’s study (as cited in Olson & DeFrain, 2003). Results from established programs 

are the foundation state marriage initiatives use in their efforts. Prevention and 
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Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP), PREPARE, and Connections are three 

leading programs.  

The most published research on prevention programs are the longitudinal studies 

conducted on Stanley and Markman’s Prevention and Relationship Enhancement 

Program (Stanley, 2001).    PREP researchers have been able to establish that couples 

who participated in enrichment programs were 67% better off than couples who had not 

participated (Cole & Cole, 1999).  Couples involved in these programs are taught skills in 

communication and problem-solving to assist in lowering risk factors associated with 

marital discord and divorce. Other components identified to strengthen relationships are 

discussed throughout the program. Fourteen individual lessons address skills and 

concepts ranging from skill based “speaker/listener” technique and problem-solving to 

concepts and behaviors to enhance commitment, fun, friendship, forgiveness, and 

sexuality (Stanley et al., 2001). Longitudinal data show that couples continue to use 

positive communication skills up to five years after participation in the program and are 

less likely to end their marriages than couples in the control group (Stanley, 2001).   

PREPARE, a premarital inventory has also been widely published and researched. 

This inventory is able to show 80-90% validity in predicting marital discord and divorce 

(Fowers & Olson, 1986). The PREPARE inventory has continued to show high validity 

through recent studies conducted by Kuntson and Olsen, and Gottman and Silver (as cited 

in Olson & DeFrain, 2003). Individuals take the inventory before marriage identifying 

strengths and weaknesses for future success. Through this inventory four types of couples 

can be identified and interventions given to meet the specific needs for couples in each 
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area. The PREPARE inventory contains 11 scales associated with relationship areas: 

Realistic Expectations, Personality Issues, Communication, Conflict Resolution, 

Financial Management, Leisure Activities, Sexual Relationship, Children and Parenting, 

Family and Friends, Equalitarian Roles, and Religious Orientation. Two family of origin 

scales are also included in the PREPARE inventory to determine a positive couple 

agreement score generated through computer scoring. After completing the inventory 

couples receive a series of 4-6 sessions with couple exercises designed to improve their 

communication and conflict resolution along with expectations and goals (Fowers & 

Olson, 1986). Again, the main principles of the program focus on building a better 

understanding of effective communication and expectations for marriage and identify 

areas couples may need to work on before marriage (Fowers et al., 1996). Adding 

primary prevention programs, like PREP, with the PREPARE inventory is a proactive 

strategy in strengthening relationships and preventing divorce (Berger & Hannah, 1999; 

Fowers et al., 1996). Tailoring programs to meet the individual couple needs through 

identifying couple types will also assist in refining educational effort and make programs 

more relevant and useful to participants.    

The Connections program was developed for use with high school classrooms or 

adolescent audiences. This program focuses on improving overall knowledge of key 

relationship concepts and principles. Evaluation results show improved attitudes toward 

marriage and a reduction in seeing divorce as a solution for problems in marriage. 

Another result of participation in this program included a change in attitude about 

marriage education, enrichment and counseling, with students being more willing to 
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attend these programs in the future. Along with these results, Connections has been 

effective in changing students’ theory that cohabitation is a good way to prepare for 

marriage (Gardner, 2001).       

Participation in Marriage Education  

Results of the Oklahoma Base-line Statewide Survey on Marriage and Divorce  

show that individuals believe marriage education is important and would consider 

attending premarital education or education to strengthen their relationship (Huffer, 2002; 

Johnson et al., 2002).  Although these findings lead us to believe that marriage education 

workshops will be successful, research shows that attendance in Family Life Education 

remains a challenge (Duncan, Box, & Silliman, 1996; Huffer, 2002; Roberts & Morris, 

1998). A survey conducted in Oklahoma, Kansas, Texas and Arkansas showed 33% of 

respondents had received pre-marital education, and only 17% of divorced respondents 

had received marriage education (Huffer, 2002).  Marketing programs and addressing 

low attendance have always been a concern for family life educators.  One contributing 

factor for attendance is the perception of participants that the program will solve their 

problem or meet a need (Duncan et al., 1996; Morris, 2000; Roberts & Morris, 1998). 

Overcoming myths about marriage education programs are also a barrier to attendance.  

Many believe that marriage education is only for satisfied couples wanting to enrich their 

relationship or those highly distressed couples needing therapy. These contradictory 

views lead couples to believe that the program will not meet their needs (DeMaria, 2002). 

Many states enacting marriage initiatives need to not only consider the barriers for 

participation seen in the general public, but those of unique populations residing in their 
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state.  Oklahoma is a rural state with a high percentage of Native American residence. 

There is a growing need to investigate these groups and determine best practices for 

promoting their attendance in marriage education programs. 

Through the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative (OMI), workshops for individuals and 

couples are being brought to rural communities through out the State. For these 

workshops to be attended, marriage educators must first be successful in selling the 

community about the importance of preserving marriage and identify key problems in the 

community that could be helped through these efforts. Without the support of key 

stakeholders in formal and informal networks, many programs will be poorly attended 

and unsuccessful in rural communities (Bagarozzi, 1982). Rural communities are also not 

as accepting of individuals who reside outside of their area. For marriage initiatives to 

make an impact they must be able to access workshop leaders from within the community 

who are able to understand the issues and value structures of the community (Bagarozzi, 

1982). When examining differences between rural and urban marriages, Scanzoni and 

Arnett discovered that there were differences among gender roles. Rural families tend to 

be more traditional in family roles, however they were very similar in marital 

commitment and love/caring (1987). The move from a farming family to a two wage 

earning couple has been stressful. As more farm families rely on wage labor the valued 

roles in the family have shifted as well making this a strain on many rural families 

(Scanzoni & Arnett, 1987). Respect needs to be shown for the desire to maintain 

traditional roles while stressing the risks for couples, families, and children if a shift in 

family gender roles does not shift with the circumstances of the family.   
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As well as facing the challenge of rural families many marriage education 

workshops are offered in communities with a high percentage of Native American 

residence. One third of the US Native American population lives in rural areas off 

reservations (Stubben, 2001). Fifty-one percent of all Native Americans live in Western 

mountain states which include Oklahoma (Brucker & Perry, 1998). As with all cultures, 

there are specific issues faced when effectively providing programs to meet the needs and 

values of Native Americans. However, research into the needs of the Native American 

family and guidelines to service delivery are not prevalent in academic literature (Brucker 

& Perry, 1998; Studden, 2001). Most literature available addresses mental health and 

substance abuse services, however, with the family being the key element in tribal culture 

some of these findings can be implemented into family life education as well. The 

importance of gaining the respect of elders and tribal leaders, including extended family 

in service delivery, incorporating tribal rituals and ceremony through the program, and 

using tribal members for service delivery are keys in successful programs (Brucker & 

Perry, 1998; Krech, 2002; Studden, 2001). American Indian staff is much more accepted 

by Native Americans than non-native service providers and were more likely to receive 

repeated meetings with the family (Studden, 2001). Another barrier with traditional 

family life education workshops is the aspect of time. Native Americans under use 

programs and do not adhere to tight program schedules that require future planning. Drop 

out rates among Native Americans is high with 50% not returning after the first session 

of a program (Brucker & Perry, 1998).  
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Increased understanding into the motivational factors for individuals to participate 

in marriage education is essential for the success of state marriage initiatives. Additional 

effort needs to be given to specific populations of a state to determine the most effect 

service delivery.   

Commitment to Marriage 

In commitment literature, there are several recurrent themes in theory and 

findings.  Research related to levels of commitment, along with exchange theory and how 

perceived costs and rewards effect the satisfaction and duration of couple’s marriage, 

have been explored. A large body of research has been devoted to factors that enhance or 

protect commitment in marriages. These studies will be the main focus of review, as well 

as establish a framework for exploration into individual’s perception and knowledge of 

commitment.    

Levels of Commitment 

 Marital commitment is defined as the desire or an intention to maintain a marital 

relationship (Adams & Jones, 1997). Commitment is derived from a sense of attraction 

and satisfaction accompanied by feelings of loyalty, devotion, and dedication. This may 

include feelings of sacrifice or entrapment. Security can be associated with the 

relationship status or length; this helps define commitment as a process with 

consequences (Cate et al., 2002).   

Adams and Jones (1997) categorized commitment into three areas: commitment 

to spouse, commitment to marriage, and feelings of entrapment. Commitment to spouse 

is associated with devotion, dedication, and attachment and was strongly related to 
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marital satisfaction.  Commitment to marriage was characterized by moral obligation to 

the institution of marriage or morality issues of divorce. Those holding strong feelings 

that divorce is morally wrong experience stronger obligation to marriage than those not 

holding those beliefs. Feelings of entrapment were associated with perceptions of societal 

views, economics, or legal issues involved in divorce; those least satisfied in relationships 

were likely engaged at this level of commitment. These three categories reflect broad-

based levels of interpersonal commitment appearing in most theoretical perspectives 

(Cate et al., 2002; Stets & Hammons, 2002). These can be associated with the 

development of a relationship over time as devotion to spouse, which is the strongest in 

the beginning of a marriage, while other factors of obligation and societal constraints may 

be unrecognized until there is marital discord. Developmental patterns in marriage show 

all marriages experience decline in marital satisfaction over time, but the increase of 

marital constraints seem to slow the deterioration of commitment. The introduction of 

children into a family has shown to drop marital satisfaction 40-70%; however, with this 

constraint many couples strengthen commitment to their marriage based on moral and 

structural obligations   (Adams & Jones, 1997; Gottman & Notarius, 2002). Many moral 

and structural forms of commitment have diminished through social trends. Legal 

constraints were eased with the introduction of “no-fault” divorces in the 1960s making 

divorce easy to obtain and decreasing societal stigma associated with ending a marriage. 

These are two factors cited for increasing the divorce rate in the United States and a 

reduction in commitment (Pinsof, 2002). 
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Another study reflects similar levels of commitment; personal, moral, and 

structural (Johnson et al, 1999). These researchers identified causes and different 

cognitive, emotional and behavioral consequences for each level of dedication. Personal 

commitment refers to a desire to stay married; moral commitment is a sense of obligation 

to marriage or spouse; and structural commitment is the extent one feels constrained to 

stay married. Personal dedication is associated with one’s self-concept in the relationship 

and attraction to the spouse despite shortcomings.  Individuals with a lower level of 

personal commitment to a relationship will be more likely to seek out other alternatives 

(Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002). Moral vow is a concept of a promise to finish 

what one has started, as in the promise of “till death do us part.”  Structural binding is 

present when personal and moral commitments have gone. The lack of alternatives, social 

pressure, irretrievable investments or termination procedures is the barriers for ending the 

relationship (Johnson et al., 1999).   

Findings show negative interactions in marriage and life satisfaction have the 

greatest effect on personal dedication. Predictors of personal commitment are identified 

in functions of love, marital satisfaction, and couple identity (Johnson et al, 1999). 

Religiosity was a factor in moral commitment, and stability in living arrangements was 

related to the husband’s structural obligation. Difficulty in distinguishing between the 

causes due to attitudes at each stage of commitment was established. Decreased personal 

dedication can be caused by negative marital interaction, but it may increase moral 

commitment and help identify structural constraints.  Children have shown to provide a 

structural constraint through a 30% decrease in divorce rate among couples who have 
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children. However, the increase in women to the workforce provided broader alternatives 

and has lessened the effects of economic constraints on relationships (Pinsof, 2002).     

In summary, understanding levels of commitment may assist individuals in 

assessing their relationship. Ultimately people desire to maintain marital satisfaction and 

personal dedication to their spouse. However, it is important to understand that 

commitment can be maintained at all three levels until situations or events change. 

Understanding levels of commitment may identify behaviors important in maintaining 

devotion, such as moral attitude and stability factors. Reestablishing individuals’ 

perception that commitment is more than personal satisfaction or devotion. 

Social Exchange Theory 

Social exchange theorists propose marriages are satisfying and stable if 

individuals perceive rewards in the relationship outweigh the costs involved (Cate et al., 

2002; Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Recker & Torppa, 2002). Commitment consists of an 

individual’s evaluation concerning relationship satisfaction, investments made and the 

quality of alternatives (Cate et al., 2002; Crawford et al., 2003; Sprecher, Metts, 

Burleson, Hatfield, Thompson, 1995). Relationships move through stages involving more 

costs through interaction and self-disclosure. Each person continually forecasts perceived 

rewards and costs assessing whether or not to continue the process (Gottman & Notarius, 

2002; South, 1993). Rewards of love and services relate to a greater degree of 

commitment than goods, money, or information. Commitment is increased by satisfaction 

in received rewards that can be found in expressive interactions of communication and 

leisure activities (Sprecher et al., 1995). Individuals evaluate rewards based on their 
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needs and want; for these to be met they must be known. Close relationships rest on 

resource exchange over time through self-disclosure. As couples are faced with increased 

amounts of self-disclosure, re-evaluation in terms of receiving rewards and desired 

resources takes place. If the cost of self-disclosure is perceived as a high cost, they may 

discontinue the relationship (Cate et al., 2002). Couple interactions and conversations 

about their perceived costs and benefits can be seen as either a positive or negative 

exchange and effect the satisfaction and commitment in relationships.  This can be seen 

before and after marriage (Cate et al., 2002; Gottman & Notarius, 2002). Avoidance in 

self-disclosure is seen in many relationships when the issues to be disclosed are seen as 

negative or may provoke a problematic situation. The cost of exchanging the information 

may be too high for an individual in fear of disrupting the relationship.  However, this act 

of avoidance may case problems in the future causing the relationship damage through 

undisclosed feeling and unmet needs as found in studies conducted by Cavedo and 

Guerney, Gottman and Silver, and Markman & Stanley (as cited in Olson & DeFrain, 

2003).    

Equity in a relationship has shown to influence level of commitment in marriages.  

“Equity refers to the perceived balance in the partner’s contributions and outcomes” 

(Sperether, 2001, p. 600). Lack of benefits was associated with lower levels of 

satisfaction and dedication.  Assessing relationships in terms of rewards, investments, and 

alternative options are ways commitment and stability can be established in marriages. 

Lack of rewards affects an individual’s desire to give back to the relationship. Dedication 

is associated more with investments and rewards, less with the comparison of 
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alternatives. Perceived inequity and changes in personal rewards can weaken the bond in 

relationships. Lack of commitment can be seen through behavior and interactions, and 

cause inequity in the relationship. Males are also more likely to assess the future of their 

relationships based on the level of conflict in the marriage. Females assess the future of 

their relationships based on the amount of connectedness they feel through fun, 

friendship, and overall interactions (Cate et al., 2002; Stanley et al., 2003).      

The effects of self-disclosure, perceived costs and rewards, as well as relationship 

equality and alternatives have established the importance for individuals to explore these 

concepts in their relationships. Based on behaviors associated with social exchange 

individuals may not fully understand the impact these concepts have on commitment.   

Marital Expectations  

Research indicates that both single and married individuals underestimate their 

chances of divorce, despite the statistics of population trends.  Marital Satisfaction 

Inventories show that individuals report extremely positive traits to their partner and 

relationships. Since no relationship can be perfect, and no partner can meet every need, 

researchers believe this results from the social value that relationships should be 

satisfying. This positive bias may be part of maintaining relationship satisfaction and 

commitment. Engaged couples or those early in marriage are most likely to present 

overly positive images of their partner and relationship, thus supporting the concepts that 

personal commitment is strongest in the first stages of a relationship (Fowers, Veingrad, 

& Dominicis, 2002). However, the effects of distorted images and expectations in a 

relationship can have damaging effects over time.       
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Related to exchange theory are expectations in relationships and marriages. 

Expectations influence what an individual is willing to contribute, as well as sacrifice for 

the continuity of the relationship. Individuals holding unrealistic expectations usually do 

not perceive they are getting the benefits they deserve; this is a predictive factor in 

marital dissatisfaction and divorce (Gardner, 2001; Recker & Torppa, 2002). Individuals 

concerned with the future tend to seek out confirming information about hypotheses 

before continuing to commit. Initial inequalities could end a relationship quickly or be 

overlooked due to strong feelings of personal obligation. Based on the idea of self-

disclosure as a means to receive rewards from a relationship, it is important to remember 

that an initial pledge and satisfaction in a relationship may change over time as different 

needs and wants are disclosed (Cates et al., 2002). Understanding basic expectations in 

partners and identifying unrealistic expectations is one way couples become familiar with 

their ideas of rewards and what makes a relationship more equitable.   

Commitment is affected based on how males and females perceive the agreement 

of “till death do us part.”  Strong predictors of marital breakup for females are perceived 

alternatives and rewards (Sperether, 2001). Females have been influenced by society to 

become attached to others.  Males have been influenced to become independent yet seek 

love (Rivka, 2000). Given changes in society, alternatives for females have given them 

opportunities to seek different rewards from relationships, beyond security through status 

and financial gain. Males are now expected to seek rewards through friendship, attention 

and partnership. Males tend to be more unrealistic in their expectations of love and 

females more fearful about commitment, thus showing the importance of exploring 
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expectations of relationships as a factor in commitment (Recker & Torppa, 2002; Rivka, 

2000). Women tend to view expressive communication as a strong predictor for 

satisfaction, whereas, men view more recreational activities in evaluating their 

relationships (Sprecher et al., 1995). 

Identifying the effect of expectations, as explained by exchange theory is a critical 

component for couples striving to maintain commitment in relationships. Perceived 

rewards and equity affect commitment, and unrealistic expectations lead to a lack of 

perceived rewards. Differences in gender expectations need to be addressed to achieve 

basic understanding about perspectives in relationships and marriages. 

Protective Factors for Commitment in Marriage 

Throughout the review of literature, several themes related to strengthening 

commitment in marriages are found. Communications through self-disclosure and couple 

identity are two factors shown to increase rewards and personal commitment in 

relationships (Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Johnson et al., 1999). No program or initiative 

would be complete without addressing issues of communication (Stanley, 2001). How 

effectively couples communicate and solve problems early in their marriage is a strong 

predictor for decline in commitment and divorce (Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Stanly, 

2001). Exploring factors that enhance relationship satisfaction through fun, friendship, 

sensuality, and forgiveness are important in maintaining personal devotion and couple 

identity (Markman et al., 2001). Unsatisfied couples may remain together based on other 

factors uniquely associated to commitment; moral obligation or structural restraints. 

However, the need to maintain satisfaction has been linked to higher levels of 
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commitment. Couples who spend time together report higher levels of relationship 

satisfaction and commitment to their relationship. Although partners spend time together 

in instrumental activities of running a family and household, expressive interactions are 

seen to have the largest impact on relationship satisfaction. Expressive interactions 

include companionship, supportive communication, and sexual expression; thus, 

supporting the need to educate individuals and couples on the important impact of 

healthy communication, fun, and friendship in a relationship (Sprecher et al., 1995; 

Stanley et al., 2001).     

The literature on levels of commitment, exchange theory, effects of marital 

expectations and protective factors for commitment establishes a framework for concepts 

related to commitment.  Maintaining devotion to a relationship is very complex, and 

determining the perceptions of individuals needs to be addressed more fully. Although 

programs include the areas presented through the literature associated with social 

exchange theory, levels of commitment, and expectations; the main focus of marriage 

education programs has been placed on teaching skills or techniques for communication 

and problem solving. Changing the idea of commitment from a state of being to a process 

will enable people to understand more fully the implications and consequences involved 

in making the promise to marry. Increasing knowledge about concepts (levels of 

commitment) and the factors that influence these levels (rewards, costs, expectations and 

protective factors) will help individuals understand specific areas that affect their 

devotion in marriage. Programs that focus on technique and skill will become more 

efficient and meaningful to participants by teaching them behaviors that strengthen 
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commitment.  If the goal of marriage education programs and government initiatives is to 

prevent divorces, program leaders must first begin helping people identify basic issues, 

concepts and behaviors concerning commitment in marriage. Creating a culture that 

values commitment and marriage will require programs to be deliberate in using 

relationship education for more than teaching skills and focus on changing the perception 

of individuals when it comes to true commitment and increasing knowledge about 

different levels of commitment and how they affect interaction in a relationship. By 

including increased awareness about exchange theory, programs may decrease the level 

of unrealistic expectations about marriage. Marriage education should continue to include 

messages about how communication affects commitment and factors that help to foster 

dedication while increasing the skills of communication and the acts of fun, friendship, 

forgiveness and sensuality.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY   
 

This inquiry was to investigate the perceptions of commitment among non-

married and married adults, and what effect demographic variables have on those 

perceptions. Data was also collected to determine the relationship between support for 

marriage education and attendance in its programs. Due to increased government funding 

to support marriage education, this data will be useful to determine if there has been 

increased awareness about the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative and its influence on 

marriage education. Data was collected from a descriptive survey with students enrolled 

in Psychology courses at a mid-western junior college.  Quantitative data was collected 

on perception of commitment, awareness and participation in marriage education, and 

demographic data about participants. The following hypotheses were tested.          

1. Individuals married 5 years or longer will have higher levels of commitment then 

non-married individuals. 

2. Individuals married 5 years or longer will have higher levels of commitment then 

individuals who are divorced, separated, or cohabitating.  

3. Individual’s level of commitment will vary based on ethnicity and race. 

4. Individuals 25 years or older will have higher levels of commitment then 

individuals under the age of 25.  

5. A difference between males and females will be reflected in their levels of 

commitment. 
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6. Individuals parenting one or more children will have higher levels of commitment 

then non-parents. 

Dependent variables were chosen based on evidence found in literature. Research 

has shown that one-quarter of all marriages last less than five to seven years (Pinsof, 

2002; Stanley, Markman, & Blumberg, 2001). The dependent variable of 5 years or 

longer was chosen based on the young age of participants and the likelihood that many of 

them may not be old enough to have been married longer than five years; and on the 

findings that marriages are more stable past this duration. Other relationship statuses of 

divorced, cohabitating, and separated were chosen from research showing the divorced 

individuals and those who have cohabitated are at a higher risk for divorce (Gardner, 

2001; Kamper, 2003; Markman et al., 2001; Stanley, 2001).  Dependent variables of race 

and ethnicity were chosen based on research findings on the effect of divorce on 

economic status, children, and marriage tends associated with various ethnic groups 

(Institute for American Values, 2000; National Marriage Project, 2000). Individuals over 

and under the age of 25 were determined through evidence showing an increase in 

divorce for those marrying at young ages; between early and mid-twenties. Those who 

marry over the age of 25 are about one-forth as likely to divorce as those who married 

earlier (Johnson et al., 2001).  Gender was chosen as a variable based on research 

findings offering support to differences between males and females in how they handle 

conflict, expectations, and issues related to Social Exchange theory (Cate et al., 2002; 

Recker & Torppa, 2002; Rivka, 2000; Stanley et al., 2003).  Dependent variables for 

parenting status was selected from evidence that children decrease the divorce rate 30% 
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and effect the level of structural and moral commitment in a relationship (Adams & 

Jones, 1997; Gorrman & Notarius, 2002, Pinsof, 2002). All dependent variable have 

found differences in various areas and concepts for marriage, relationships, and divorce 

lending to the assumption that differences will also appear when testing the proposed 

hypotheses.   

Population  

The sample under investigation were undergraduate students enrolled in 

Psychology courses through Seminole State College in Seminole, Oklahoma. Five classes 

at the Junior college were used with total enrollment of 300 students. This non-random, 

convenience sample includes all students in attendance the day of survey administration. 

Elements to be investigated were married and non-married individuals, and individual 

demographic variables based on relationship status, age, gender, ethnicity, and parenting 

status.   

The study participants from Seminole State College in Seminole Oklahoma are 

representative of the population under investigation. This enrollment was a mix of 

traditional young adult and middle aged non-traditional male and female students giving 

an opportunity to survey individuals from various points in their life. The average student 

age was 30; however 67% of the student population was under the age of 30. Sixty-eight 

percent of students were female and 33% were male. Student population was equally 

divided between full and part-time students and social economic status. Seventy-two 

percent of students were white, 19% were Native American, 5% were Black, and 2% 

were Hispanic. This unique population provided an opportunity to investigate differences 
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between White and Native American populations. Seminole State College is located in a 

rural county; it provides services to several surrounding rural communities.  Seventy-six 

percent of student’s home residences are located in rural communities (Seminole State 

College Office for Student Affairs, 2003). 

The primary residences for students attending Seminole State College are rural 

communities in Seminole and Pottawatomie Counties in Oklahoma. These two counties 

are comparable to State population data in gender, age, marital status and race. Forty-

eight percent of the population in Seminole and Pottawatomie Counties are male 

compared to 49% for the State of Oklahoma. Forty-three percent of the population in 

Seminole County is between the ages of 25-60 years old, 45% fall into this age group for 

Pottawatomie County and for the State of Oklahoma. Marital Status data reflect similar 

comparisons with 20.2% never married individuals in Seminole County, 19.7% for 

Pottawatomie County and 18.0% for the State. Fifty-seven percent of the population in 

Seminole County are married, 59.1% in Pottawatomie County and 58% of the State 

population are married. Seminole County reports 75.3% white, 6.6% African American, 

22% Native American, .4% Asian, and 2.2% Hispanic populations.  Pottawatomie 

County’s population is 84.2% white, 3.5% African American, 15.1% Native American, 

.9% Asian, and 2.4% Hispanic. The State of Oklahoma reports 80% white, 8.3% African 

American, 11.4% Native American, 1.7% Asian, and 5.2% Hispanic populations (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 2000). Given the similarity of populations this sample is a good 

representation of county and state profiles.   
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Instrumentation and Measurement 

Various methods of data collection were considered and development of a survey 

based on previous research and theory was determined to be the most appropriate to 

satisfy the objectives and hypotheses of this inquiry. Most research surveys in this area 

are administered to individuals in committed relationships. Other research conducted in 

this area used surveys designed to compare specific concepts of commitment; however, 

they did not entirely address all issues related to commitment at the same time. Surveys 

used in other studies of the construct of commitment have used relationship satisfaction 

scores as measures of commitment in a relationship (Crawford et al., 2003; Stanley, 

1986; Stanley, Hoyer, & Tranthen, 1994; Sprecher & Metts, 1989; Sprecher et al., 1995). 

This study wished to assess the perception of commitment for individuals who are in 

relationships and those who were not. Due to this specific population the wording and 

content of published surveys made them inappropriate to use with people who are in non-

committed relationships.   

Questions were grouped into areas making the survey easier for participants to 

complete: demographics, marriage initiative and education, and levels of commitment. 

The third section of the survey, levels of commitment, was developed based on theory. 

These questions included concepts of personal, moral, and structural commitment, social 

exchange concepts of costs, rewards, alternatives, and equality, expectations of marital 

partner, and the role of communication and protective factors in relationships.  (See 

Appendix A) 
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Seven questions completed the demographic section of the survey. Demographic 

information on relationship status and ethnicity were collected through ordinal data. 

Interval data was collected for age.  Years married and number of children used ratio 

data. Four yes/no and two short answer questions were asked concerning marriage 

initiative and education. Twenty-five survey questions for levels of commitment used 

ordinal scales to access the level of agreement for each statement focusing on concepts 

and areas of commitment. Each item was measured through scales rating from 1-6, with 

six being the most positive level of measurement and one being the least positive level of 

measurement.   

Levels of commitment questions related to theory concepts were as follows and 

include four subsections.  Factors of commitment include personal, moral and structural 

commitment, social exchange theory, expectations of commitment, and protective factors 

in commitment.  

Factors of commitment were measured through 9 statements related to personal, 

moral, and structural factor (Adams & Jones, 1997; Cate et al., 2002; Gottman & 

Notarius, 2002; Johnson et al, 1999; Stanley et al., 2002; Stets & Hammons, 2002). 

Statements are numbered according to placement in the survey instrument.     

1. There are various degrees of commitment in a relationship. 

2. Commitment is determined by the satisfaction with a partner. 

3. Individuals who marry are morally obligated to stay in the relationship. 

4. Getting married strengthens commitment in a relationship. 

5. Life circumstances effect the commitment in a relationship. 
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8. A strong attachment to a partner is needed for commitment. 

9. A strong identity as a couple is needed in a relationship. 

11. Family stability (living arrangements, career, etc.) can effect commitment. 

18. It is not necessary to keep all the commitments you make. 

Commitment concepts related to Social Exchange theory were measured by 9 

statements concerning costs, rewards, alternatives and equality (Cate et al., 2002; 

Crawford et al., 2003; Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Recker & Torppa, 2002; South, 1993; 

Sprecher et al., 1995; Stanley et al., 2003). 

7. My risk for divorce is high. 

12. Communication about needs and wants in a relationship enhance commitment. 

13. If one partner gives more than they receive they may become less committed to 

the relationship. 

14. Thoughts of what it would be like to be married or dating someone else effect 

commitment in a relationship. 

15. Everything should be equal in a relationship. 

17. The relationship with a partner is more important than almost anything else. 

19. It is important to make sacrifices for a partner. 

20. A relationship can survive despite many obstacles. 

24. Disclosing personal thoughts and feelings to another person is not worth the risk 

of rejection. 
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Three statements refer to expectations and commitment (Cates et al., 2002; 

Fowers et al., 2002; Gardner, 2001; Recker & Torppa, 2002; Rivka, 2000; Sperether, 

2001; Srecher et al., 1995). 

10. A partner’s shortcomings effect commitment in a relationship. 

16. Partners should be able to fulfill all expectations of each other. 

23. Understanding the expectations in a relationship is important to its success. 

Protective factors of commitment measuring concepts of fun, friendship and 

communication were addressed in 4 statements (Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Johnson et 

al., 1999; Markman et al., 2001; Sprecher et al., 1995; Stanley, 2001; Stanley et al., 

2003).  

6. Conflict or arguments effect commitment in a relationship. 

21. Unresolved issues can effect commitment in a relationship. 

22. Spending leisure time together is essential for strong commitment. 

25. An individual should desire being with their partner more than with a friend. 

Procedure  

In cooperation with the Department Chair of the Department of Psychology and 

the Vice President of Student Affairs, the self administered surveys were distributed by 

the researcher during the regular class schedules of the 5 psychology classes at Seminole 

State College during a one week period of the spring 2004 semester (See Appendix B). 

Students attending class on the day of administration were given a short presentation on 

research with human subjects and the Internal Review Board process by the researcher 

before survey administration. An informed consent letter was distributed before surveys 
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were completed and collected separately to maintain the confidentiality of the 

participants. The researcher was available to answer questions and provide clarification 

upon requests. Upon completion of the survey, students returned them to the researcher.      

Analysis of Data  

Data were analyzed using SPSS®, Statistical Package for Social Science software 

(SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL, www.spss.com). Descriptive statistics were reflected. Short 

answer questions regarding the marriage initiative and education were grouped in areas 

where they were comparable to determine if categories could be found for responses. 

Using t-test analysis of composite scores on the dependent variable (level of 

commitment) were used to determine if there were significant differences for groups of 

the independent variables for demographic data (relationship status, ethnicity, age, and 

parenting status) for each hypothesis.  

Limitations of Research 

      A limitation to this research was the use of a survey with no reliability and 

validity established.  Although all questions are based on researched concepts and terms 

giving it content validity, time to test the instrument for reliability of results was not 

available. Due to time and resource constraints a survey test group was not established.   

Institutional Review Board 

Federal regulations and University of North Texas policy require review and 

approval of all research studies that involve human subjects before investigators can 

begin their research. The University of North Texas Office of Research Services Internal 

Review Board (IRB) conducts this review to protect the rights and welfare of human 
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subjects involved in behavioral research.  In compliance with university policy and 

federal regulation, this study received the proper surveillance and was granted permission 

to proceed before surveys were administered.  Based on the criteria set fourth by the 

Internal Review Board, an expedited review was obtained.  Participants only experienced 

the risks of ordinary life, participants remained anonymous and were not part of a special 

population, and the procedure used a survey instrument to assess perception of 

individuals.  (See Appendix C)    
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CHAPTER 4 
 

PRESENTATION OF DATA ANALYSIS   

The purpose of this study was to investigate the difference in perceptions of 

commitment between married and non-married individuals, and how demographic 

variables effect participant’s perception. Inquiry into the awareness of and participation 

in marriage education programs was a secondary purpose of this study.   

Data were collected from students attending psychology classes at Seminole State 

College.  One hundred and fifty-one students completed surveys. The objective of this 

chapter is to present data, in a graphic and succinct manner, to determine if a difference 

in perceptions of commitment exists among married and non-married individuals and 

among demographic groups. Information will be presented on participant’s responses 

concerning awareness of and participation in marriage education workshops. The data are 

organized according to and corresponding with the objectives and hypotheses of the 

study. 

Sample  

The sample under investigation was students enrolled in Psychology courses 

through Seminole State College in Seminole, Oklahoma. Five classes at the Junior 

College were used with total enrollment of 300 students. This non-random, convenience 

sample included all students in attendance the day of survey administration. Elements 

investigated were married and non-married individuals, and individual demographic 

variables based on relationship status, age, gender, ethnicity, and parenting status. 
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Due to the timing of survey administration, a lower number of students were in 

attendance. There are approximately 300 students enrolled in psychology classes at 

Seminole State College during the 2004 spring semester. The investigation was 

conducted the last 2 days before spring vacation and one week after mid-term exams. 

One hundred and fifty-one students (N=151), 50% of the student sample, completed the 

instrument during their regularly scheduled class period. Students were informed that 

their participation was voluntary and would not result in penalty or credit. The 

demographic characteristics of the sample closely correlated to the total enrollment of the 

junior college. The average student age is 30; however 67% of the student population at 

Seminole State College is under the age of 30. Sixty-eight percent of students are female 

and 33% are male. Student population is equally divided between full and part-time 

students and social economic status. Seventy-two percent of students are white, 19% are 

Native American, 5% are Black, and 2% are Hispanic. Demographic characteristics of 

the research sample are displayed in the proceeding tables. Data in Table 1 reveals 64.9% 

(n=98) of participants were female and 33.1% (n=50) were male, while 2.0% of 

respondents did not reveal their gender (Seminole State College Office for Student 

Affairs, 2003). 
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Table 1 

Distribution of Respondents by Gender  

Gender   Frequency   Percent______________________________ 

Male   50   33.3 

Female   98   64.9 

No Response   3   2.0_________________________________  

Data in Table 2 shows the respondent’s ages. The largest age group was from 18-

21 with 58.3% (n=88) falling in this range. The second largest age group was those 35-39 

at 10.6% (n=16).   

Table 2 

Distribution of Respondents by Age 

Age   Frequency    Percent      

18-21   88    58.3 

22-25   11    7.3  

26-29   9    6.0      

30-34   13    8.6   

35-39   16    10.6 

40-44   8    5.3 

45-49   3    2.0 

50-54   1    .7 

55-above  1    .7 

No Response   1    .7____________________________ 
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Table 3 data reveals the ethnicity and race of respondents with 64.9% (N=98) 

white, 21.9% (n=33) Native American, 6.6% (n=10) African American, 3.3% (n=5) 

Hispanic, 1.3% (n=2) Asian, 1.3% (n=2) other and one non-response. The highest 

percentage of respondents was white and the second highest group was Native American. 

In the areas of ethnicity and race the sample exceeded the percentages reflected in total 

student demographics.   

Table 3 

Distribution of Respondents by Race and Ethnicity  

Ethnicity & Race   Frequency    Percent     

White     98    64.9 

Native American   33    21.9 

African American   10    6.6 

Hispanic    5    3.3 

Asian     2    1.3 

Other     2    1.3 

No Response    1    .7______________________ 
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Table 4 

Frequency Distribution of Marital Status  

Marital Status    Frequency   Percent________________________ 

Single    83   55.0 

Married Less than   13   8.6 
5 Years 

Married More than  23   15.2 
5 Years 

Separated    1   .7 

Living Together   18   11.9 

Divorced    11   7.3 

Widowed    2   1.3___________________________ 

  
Findings of the Study 

      A score for each participant was calculated based on their responses to 25 

questions. These questions include concepts of personal, moral, and structural 

commitment; social exchange concepts of costs, rewards, alternatives, and equality; 

expectations of marital partner; and the role of communication and protective factors in 

relationships. An ordinal scale to access level of agreement for each statement was used 

to arrive at the total score. Each item was measured with ratings from 1-6 with 6 being 

the highest level of measurement and one the lowest level of measurement. The Likert 

scale used the following categories: 6=Agree Strongly, 5=Agree, 4=Tend to Agree, 

3=Tend to Disagree, 2=Disagree, and 1=Disagree Strongly. The mean score for the total 

sample was (x =107.9) with a standard deviation of (SD=11.0).   
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Table 5 

Frequency Distribution of Score for Commitment Survey  

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
80.00 1 .7 .7 .7
83.00 1 .7 .7 1.3
85.00 1 .7 .7 2.0
87.00 2 1.3 1.3 3.3
89.00 2 1.3 1.3 4.6
90.00 3 2.0 2.0 6.6
91.00 3 2.0 2.0 8.6
93.00 3 2.0 2.0 10.6
94.00 1 .7 .7 11.3
95.00 6 4.0 4.0 15.2
96.00 2 1.3 1.3 16.6
97.00 3 2.0 2.0 18.5
98.00 1 .7 .7 19.2
99.00 7 4.6 4.6 23.8

100.00 5 3.3 3.3 27.2
101.00 3 2.0 2.0 29.1
102.00 6 4.0 4.0 33.1
103.00 4 2.6 2.6 35.8
104.00 4 2.6 2.6 38.4
105.00 3 2.0 2.0 40.4
106.00 2 1.3 1.3 41.7
107.00 5 3.3 3.3 45.0
108.00 5 3.3 3.3 48.3
109.00 4 2.6 2.6 51.0
110.00 7 4.6 4.6 55.6
111.00 11 7.3 7.3 62.9
112.00 2 1.3 1.3 64.2
113.00 6 4.0 4.0 68.2
114.00 6 4.0 4.0 72.2
115.00 3 2.0 2.0 74.2
116.00 6 4.0 4.0 78.1
117.00 3 2.0 2.0 80.1
118.00 4 2.6 2.6 82.8
119.00 3 2.0 2.0 84.8
120.00 4 2.6 2.6 87.4
121.00 2 1.3 1.3 88.7
122.00 1 .7 .7 89.4
123.00 4 2.6 2.6 92.1
124.00 4 2.6 2.6 94.7
126.00 2 1.3 1.3 96.0
127.00 1 .7 .7 96.7
128.00 2 1.3 1.3 98.0
130.00 1 .7 .7 98.7
132.00 1 .7 .7 99.3
135.00 1 .7 .7 100.0

Total 151 100.0 100.0
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Hypothesis 1: Individuals married 5 years or longer will have a higher level of 

commitment then non-married individuals. 

Data collected on variables of individuals married 5 years or longer and those 

single, never married resulted in 55.0% (n=83) never married and 15.2% (n=23) married 

5 years or longer.  Mean scores for those never married was (x=107.4) and (x=108.7) for 

those married 5 years or longer. A t-test was conducted with t = -.507, resulting in no 

significant differences (p=.616) for those single, never married and those married 5 years 

or longer. This hypothesis is rejected.   

Table 6 

Mean Scores and t-Test Results for Individuals Single and Married 5 Years or Longer 

Marital Status   n Mean   Std.  t df Sig. 
      Deviation    (2-tailed)____ 
Single    83 107.39  9.99          -.507 32.31 .616 

Married 5 years  23 108.69  11.22   
Or longer________________________________________________________________  
 

Hypothesis 2: Individuals married 5 years or longer will have higher levels of 

commitment then individuals who are divorced, separated, or cohabitating. 

Data collected on other relationship status resulted in small numbers for each 

category. The largest group was found for those cohabitating (living together) with 11.9% 

(n=18). The smallest group was found in those separated, .7% (n=1). Table 6 shows the 

frequency distribution of marital status by category.   

Due to the low number of participants with divorced, separated, and widowed 

marital status, variables were grouped into two categories. Individuals who were married 



   

  45

5 years or longer (n=23) with those who were cohabitating (living together) (n=18) were 

tested to see if a difference among these groups could be found. The second category 

included those married 5 years or longer (n=23) with all other relationship statuses of 

married less than 5 years, divorced, separated, cohabitating, and widowed (n=45). Table 

7 displays the finding for those married 5 years or longer with individual’s cohabitating. 

Table 8 shows findings for the second category. 

Table 7 

Mean Scores and t-Test Results for Those Married 5 Years or Longer and Cohabitating  

Marital Status   n Mean   Std.  t df Sig. 
      Deviation    (2-tailed)____ 
Cohabitating   18 107.89  12.30  .217 34.90 .830 

Married 5 years  23 108.69  11.22   
longer__________________________________________________________________ 
 

Table 8 

Mean Scores and t-Test Results for Those Married 5 Years or Longer and Other 

Relationship Status 

Marital Status   n Mean   Std.  t df Sig. 
      Deviation    (2-tailed) 
Other Relationship  45 108.67  12.75  -.010 49.80 .992 
Status 
 
Married 5 years  23 108.69  11.22   
longer__________________________________________________________________ 
 

The mean score for those married 5 years or longer was 108.7 and 107.9 for those 

cohabitating with t = .217 resulting in no significant differences (p=.830) for those 

cohabitating and married 5 years or longer. Similar data was collected when comparing 
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individuals married 5 years or longer with all of those in other relationship statuses. The 

mean score of people in other relationship statuses was 108.7.  T-test comparison 

revealed t = -.010 resulting in no significant differences (p = .992) for those married 5 

years or longer and those married less than 5 years, divorced, separated, cohabitating, and 

widowed.  Therefore, hypothesis 2 is rejected.   

Hypothesis 3: Individual’s level of commitment will vary based on ethnicity and race. 

Ethnicity and race data resulted in low numbers of participants in the categories 

for African American (n= 10), Hispanic (n=5), and Asian (n=2). However, these numbers 

are higher than those reported for total student enrollment; African American 5%, 

Hispanic 2%, and Asian 0%.  Refer to Table 3 for the frequency distribution for ethnicity 

and race. The largest ethnic groups represented were for White (n=98) and Native 

American (n=33).  Due to this sample, a comparison between these two ethnic groups 

was conducted. Mean scores for white participants was x=108.3 and x=109.3 for Native 

American. T-test analysis resulted in t = -.445 with no significant differences (p = .658) 

for White and Native American populations.  Hypothesis 3 is rejected. 

Table 9 

Mean Scores and t-Test Results for White and Native American Participants  

Race &    n Mean   Std.  t df Sig. 
Ethnicity      Deviation    (2-tailed) 
White     98 108.29  10.92  -.445 53.36 .658 
 
Native American   33 109.30  11.35_______________________________   
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Hypothesis 4: Individuals 25 years or older will have higher levels of commitment then 

individuals under the age of 25. 

Ninety-nine (65.5%) of the participants were under the age of 25 with the 

remaining 51 (33.8%) over the age of 25. A mean score of  x=107.8 was calculated for 

younger individuals and a mean score of 108.1 for those in the older age group. T-test 

analysis revealed t = -.144 resulting in no significant difference (p = .886) between 

individuals over 25 years of age and those under 25 on the mean scores of the 

commitment survey. Resulting in a rejection of the forth hypothesis.     

Table 10 

Mean Scores and t-Test Results for Individuals Over and Under the Age of 25 

Age    n Mean   Std.  t df Sig. 
       Deviation    (2-tailed)____ 
Under 25    99 107.83  10.38  -.144 87.43 .886 
 
Over 25    51 108.12  12.30_______________________________   

Hypothesis 5: A difference between males and females will be reflected in their levels of 

commitment.    

Data collected from participants based on gender revealed that 33.1% (n=50) were 

male and 64.9% (n= 98) were female. Mean scores for the males was x=107.4 and 

x=107.9 for females.  T-test results showed t = -.272 showing no significant difference (p 

= .786) between the males and females on the mean scores of the commitment survey. 

Hypothesis 5 is rejected. 
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Table 11 

Mean Scores and t-Test Results for Gender  

Gender   n Mean  Std.   t df Sig. 
      Deviation    (2-tailed)____ 
Male    50 107.44  9.62  -.272 116.43      .786 
 
Female   98 107.93  11.62_______________________________ 
 
Hypothesis 6: Individuals parenting 1 or more children will have higher levels of 

commitment then those in non-parenting roles. 

There were 57.0% (n=86) non-parents represented and 40.4% (n=61) parents of 

one or more children in the sample. Mean scores for non-parents was x=108.1 and 

x=108.0 for parents.  No significant differences were found with t = .044 and p = .965 for 

parents and non-parents on the commitment survey. The sixth hypothesis is rejected.   

Table 12 
 
Mean Scores and t-Test Results for Non-Parents and Parent 
 
Parenting   n Mean   Std.  t df   Sig. 
Status       Deviation     (2-tailed) 
Non-Parent   86 108.12  9.71  .044 108.71     .965 
 
Parent     61 108.03  12.44_______________________________                         

Awareness of and participation in Marriage Education Programs 

A secondary purpose of this study was to investigate the awareness of the 

Oklahoma Marriage Initiative and participation in marriage education programs. Four 

“yes/no” questions were presented for participants to respond. Data collected revealed 

that 80.8% (n=122) were not aware of this state initiative. The majority of participants 

had never attended a marriage education workshop (94.0%) and had no plans for 
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attending in the future (78.1%). However, 60.9% felt that government funds should be 

used to support and implement marriage education programs. Tables 13, 14, 15, and 16 

show the frequency distributions for these 4 questions presented on the survey. 

Table 13 

Frequency Distribution for the Awareness of the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative  

Awareness    Frequency    Percent     

NO    122    80.8 

YES    27    17.9 

No Response    2    1.3_____________________ 
 

Table 14 

Frequency Distribution for Past Attendance in Marriage Education Programs 

Past Attendance    Frequency    Percent                

NO    142    94.0 

YES    6    4.0 

No Response    3    2.0_____________________ 
 

Table 15 

Frequency Distribution for Future Attendance in Marriage Education Programs 

Future Attendance    Frequency    Percent__________________                        

NO    118    78.1 

YES    28    18.5 

No Response    5    3.3_____________________ 
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Table 16 

Frequency Distribution for Support of Government Funds for Marriage Education 

Government Funding   Frequency    Percent                           

NO    57    37.7 

YES    92    60.9 

No Response    2    1.3 
 

Participants were requested to respond to 2 short answer questions. The first 

question asked for information or components of the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative. Four 

participants responded about mandatory marriage counseling, Catholic pre-marriage 

classes, the need to use tax incentives for married couples, and the idea of making people 

aware that marriage is not a fairytale. The second short answer question addressed 

motivational factors for future attendance in marriage education workshops. Nine 

categories emerged from the 102 responses. Table 17 displays the distribution of 

motivational factors listed by respondents. 
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Table 17 

Motivational Factors for Attending a Marriage Education Workshop in the Future 

Response Category  Number of 
Respondents 

If I were married or getting 
married  

21 

If there were problems in the 
relationship/marriage  

16 

Incentives: 
     Food (3)  
     Money (3) 
     Cost (2) 
     Time (2) 
     Location (1) 

10 

Stronger Marriage/Best 
Marriage  

16 

To reduce/Prevent Divorce  7 

If spouse would attend  4 

Need more information about 
marriage education  

6 

Content of Program: 
     Instructor qualifications (2) 
     Communication issues (3) 
     Religious workshop (2) 
     Information on marriage (6) 
     Compromising (2) 
     Expectations (1) 

16 

Would never attend  6 
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Summary of Results 

No significant findings were found on level of commitment score for any of the 

propose hypothesis. There was no difference in mean scores for those married 5 years or 

longer and those single, never married, divorced, cohabitating, separated, widowed, or 

married less than 5 years.  No differences could be found based on gender, age, ethnicity 

and race, or status as a parent.   
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS & RECOMENDATIONS  

Through the Oklahoma Baseline Survey, divorced individuals stated a lack of 

commitment as the main contributor to the end of their marriage (Johnson et al., 2002). 

Building on the research showing the success of programs focusing on communication 

and problem-solving, the need to further investigate individual’s perception of 

commitment is required (Cole & Cole, 1999; Fowers et al., 1996; Gardner, 2001; 

Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Huffer, 2002; Stanley et al., 2001). Various theories have 

been established for commitment in relationships as well as factors that can effect 

commitment. Levels of commitment, the role of expectations, social exchange theory, 

and the importance of communication have been researched and findings show that these 

are contributors effecting commitment (Adams & Jones, 1997; Cate et al., 2002; 

Crawford et al., 2003; Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Johnson et al, 1999; Recker & Torppa, 

2002; South, 1993; Sprecher et al., 1995; Stanley et al., 2003; Stanley et al., 2002; Stets 

& Hammons, 2002).   

The main objective of this study was to determine if there is a difference in 

perceptions of marital commitment between non-married and married undergraduate 

college students based on concepts and theories found in research. Beliefs of commitment 

in relationships were studied in relation to relationship status (cohabitation, separation, 

and, divorce), age, gender, ethnicity, and parenting. Individual’s awareness of the 

Oklahoma Marriage Initiative and participation in marriage education workshops were 



   

  54

studied to provide information about the success of this statewide effort in reaching 

college students. 

In cooperation with administration and faculty, students enrolled in psychology 

classes during the spring 2004 semester at Seminole State University were chosen as 

participants for this study. One hundred and fifty-one (151) students were in attendance 

the day of survey administration.  Survey content was comprised of three sections; basic 

demographic information, awareness of and participation in marriage education programs 

and 25 questions based on theories and concepts of commitment found in literature. 

Seven questions over age, gender, ethnicity, marital status, education and economics, and 

parenting status were used for demographic information.  Four yes and no questions were 

formulated about marriage education, as well as, 2 short answer formats as follow up 

responses. The 25 commitment questions were answered using a likert scale measuring 

respondent’s level of agreement with each question. This section was comprised of four 

question categories; levels of commitment, social exchange theory, expectations, 

protective factors of communication, fun and friendship.         

Six hypotheses were formed as the foundation for the study. 

1. Individuals married 5 years or longer will have higher levels of commitment then 

non-married individuals. 

2. Individuals married 5 years or longer will have higher levels of commitment then 

individuals who are divorced, separated, or cohabitating.  

3. Individual’s level of commitment will vary based on ethnicity and race. 
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4. Individuals 25 years or older will have higher levels of commitment then 

individuals under the age of 25.  

5. A difference between males and females will be reflected in their levels of 

commitment. 

6. Individuals parenting one or more children will have higher levels of commitment 

then non-parents. 

All hypotheses were rejected. There were no significant differences found based 

on age, gender, ethnicity, marital or parenting status. Data gathered on the Oklahoma 

Marriage Initiative found that 80.8% were unaware of these efforts and 78% have no 

plans to attend a marriage education program in the future.    

Discussion  

Levels of Commitment 

No differences in levels of commitment were found in individuals of different 

age, gender, ethnicity, marital or parenting status, or years married.  It is important to 

note differences have been found based on age, gender, marital or parenting status, and 

years married in other studies based on specific concepts of commitment and marriage. 

Differences can be seen in expectations and views on cohabitation between age groups. 

Seventy percent of young adults believe that cohabitation is a committed relationship and 

85% report that a future marriage would end in divorce (Gardner, 2001). No differences 

were found between levels of commitment scores for this study, although 8 of the survey 

questions addressed expectations and issues in cohabitation.  Gender differences are 

revealed through previous research on communication and expectations in marriage. 
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Males tend to be more unrealistic in their expectations of love and females more fearful 

about commitment (Recker & Torppa, 2002; Rivka, 2000). Women tend to view 

expressive communication as a strong predictor for satisfaction, whereas, men view more 

recreational activities in evaluating their relationships (Sprecher et al., 1995). Females 

also assess the future of their relationships based on the amount of connectedness they 

feel through fun, friendship, and overall interactions (Cate et al., 2002; Stanley et al., 

2003). This study did not reveal differences between genders on level of commitment 

scores. Nine of the 25 questions addressed issues of communication and expectations.   

Although marital research with Native American populations have been limited, given 

the findings of differences among ethnic groups in other areas of family life would 

presume differences could be seen in marital commitment as well.  This was not found 

through this investigation.  No differences in level of commitment were found between 

Native American and White students studied.     

Differences in commitment based on marital status, length of marriage and 

cohabitation have also been established through research showing marriages lasting five 

to seven years are less likely to divorce in the future. One-quarter of all marriages last 

less than five to seven years (Pinsof, 2002; Stanley, Markman, & Blumberg, 2001). 

Investigation of cohabitating couples have been explored and shown to be a risk factor 

for lasting relationships (Gardner, 2001; Kamper, 2003; Markman et al., 2001; Stanley, 

2001). This study did not find difference in level of commitment based on marital status 

of the individuals or length of marriage. 
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The introduction of children into a family has shown to drop marital satisfaction 

40-70%; however, children have shown to provide a structural constraint through a 30% 

decrease in divorce rate among couples who have children (Adams & Jones, 1997; 

Gottman & Notarius, 2002; Pinsof, 2002). Given this information it was predictive that 

individuals in this study with children would have higher levels of commitment; 

however, no differences were found between parents and non-parents of this study.  

Due to past research focusing efforts on certain demographic populations and 

specific concepts in relationships, this study was designed to investigate level of 

commitment incorporating some of the leading contributing factors for commitment in 

relationships (levels of commitment, social exchange theory, expectations, and 

communication). This more general approach encompassing several theories and findings 

did not yield differences between groups as did past research in targeted areas of 

relationship commitment.  Given the limitations of this study, it may be that differences 

could be found if the sample were given to a broader number of individuals.        

There are several possible reasons proposed for discrepancies in finding with the 

current and previous research. This study was striving to determine if there were 

differences in individual’s perceptions of commitment across all areas and concepts 

found in research. Given that government funded programs are attempting to address the 

needs of a total population, it is important to see if individual perceptions of commitment 

are different based on overall concepts. This study found no differences in levels of 

commitment leading to the belief that all individuals view commitment the same way 

until they are faced with specific aspects. It is assumed that everyone holds the same 
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“dream” of having a good marriage and has a basic understanding of what issues are 

involved in commitment. However, when addressing specific concepts, such as 

expectations or communication, differences may arise between demographic groups. 

Post Hoc data analysis revealed some interesting correlations among demographic 

variables and specific questions on the commitment survey using Pearson r correlations. 

Age was negatively correlated with questions concerning moral obligation of marriage (-

.183*) and making sacrifices for a partner (-.206**).  This finding may support the 

findings of past research based on age for cohabitation and expectations (Gardner, 2001; 

Recker & Torppa, 2002). Negative correlation was also found on the importance of 

communicating needs and wants between white and Native American respondents  

(-.205**). This correlation may be attributed to differences in relationship 

communication between these 2 cultures. Native Americans tend to be more concerned 

with the family as a unit then with their own needs or wants (Studden, 2001).   

Correlations based on gender (.203*) and age (.234**) were found for the question 

regarding a high risk of divorce. This finding may lead to the assumption that despite age 

or gender, these participants due not see a high risk for divorce.  This does not support 

previous research showing that young population does not have favorable views for their 

own lasting relationships (Gardner, 2001). Interesting data was also found between 

married individuals and those cohabitating. Strong negative correlations were found for 

questions on moral obligation to marriage (-.407*), communication about needs and 

wants (-.381*), and making sacrifices for a partner (-.349*).  However, positive 

correlation between these groups was found for equality in a relationship (.317*). These 
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correlations may support the research that cohabitation is a risk factor for future 

commitment due to social exchange factors in of self-disclosure and sacrificing for a 

partner (Cate et al., 2002; Gardner, 2001; Recker & Torppa, 2002).    

Although correlations were found in various areas related to age, gender, ethnicity 

and relationship status, using the correlations found in this study as support in for these 

concepts is not recommended due to the overall distribution of responses on the survey.    

Marriage Education        

Implications from past investigation are that educational efforts should be 

successful with 65% considering participation in relationship education and 33% of 

respondents in Oklahoma, Kansas, Texas, and Arkansas receiving pre-marital education 

(Johnson et al., 2002). These were not the findings of this study. Despite efforts in 

Oklahoma to raise awareness of the importance of marriage and encourage participation 

in marriage education workshops, the majority of participants were unaware of 

Oklahoma’s initiative and many have no future plans for attending a workshop. Based on 

these findings, 6% had received marriage education and only 18.5% were considering 

participation in the future. This could be attributed to the young age of this sample, with 

58% between the ages of 18 to 21, and the single status of the majority surveyed (55%).  

When observing the motivational factors for attendance in marriage education, getting 

married was cited most by participants who responded. Another high response rate was 

found from those reporting problems in their relationship as a motivational factor. This 

supports the myth that marriage education is only for satisfied couples wanting to enrich 

their relationship or those highly distressed couples needing therapy (DeMaria, 2002). 
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Content of the program provided as a strong motivator for attendance was also stated by 

many respondents. This supports the concept that program content should be targeted at 

specific issues effecting commitment based on relationship status and perceived needs of 

the individual. 

Limitations of Research  

A contributing factor for findings of this research was small sample sizes for 

several of the demographic categories. In the area of age, ethnicity, and marital status the 

comparison groups were unequal in size. The majority of respondents were white, 18-21 

year old singles. A larger more diverse sample may have revealed differences between 

groups. Generalizability to populations outside of college students should be made with 

caution.  Although the sample was representative of state and county populations for age, 

gender, and ethnicity, there were discrepancies for variables on marital status due to the 

large number of single participants.             

Another reason for the findings of this study may be linked to the survey 

instrument used. The 25 questions measuring levels of commitment produced responses 

with a skewed distribution. All respondents “tended to agree” or “tended to disagree” 

with the questions presented. A limited range in scale and the need for more polarity in 

the questions was needed to produce differences by individual. Most survey questions 

asked how the individual felt a concept effected commitment in a relationship. If these 

had been presented as concepts that determine commitment, more variance may have 

been found in the responses. The survey was found to be reliable (Alpha .6936), but 

lacked the strength needed to find differences among the groups hypothesized.   
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Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study several recommendations for future research 

and practical application can be made. Further investigation into individual’s perceptions 

of commitment outside of college student populations are needed to determine if 

perceptions for overall concepts of commitment differ between general populations. As 

well as using an alternate sample, revising and further study of the perception of 

commitment survey is also advised. Questions need to reflect more polar effects of 

concepts related to commitment in relationships producing more variance among 

responses. As revealed through literature review, studies of Native Americans and 

marriage need to be conducted (Brucker & Perry, 1998; Studden, 2001). There is very 

little research addressing the unique needs, interactions, and programming concerns for 

this population. Given that the Oklahoma is one of the leading states for government 

funded marriage initiatives it will be important to its success if they are able to identify 

and meet the needs of Native Americans which is the second largest ethnic group in the 

state (11.4%).   

A major finding of this study revealed that the majority of college students are not 

aware of the state marriage initiative and do not plan on attending educational programs 

in the future.  Based on the responses collected for motivational factors in attending, 

getting married was cited the most. Increased effort should be given to this population of 

young adults to raise awareness about marriage education, the risks of cohabitation, and 

its purpose for strengthening marriages during the time they are most vulnerable; the first 
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5 years.  Most Oklahomans marry around the age of 22, during or immediately after 

college (Johnson et al., 2002). More focus should be given to this group as a target 

audience for government support marriage education programs.   

The Perceptions of Commitment Survey revealed no differences between groups; 

however, past research shows differences among several demographic groups and 

concepts related to commitment in relationships (Cates et al., 2002; Gardner, 2001; 

Recker & Torppa, 2002; Rivka, 2000; Kamper, 2003; Markman et al., 2001; Stanley, 

2001). Based on previous findings and the limitations of the current study, defining 

program content to meet the specific needs of targeted populations is recommended. 

States need to broaden the scope of service delivery and programs to meet the needs of 

targeted audiences. Special attention should be given to the illustrations, examples and 

format of educational programs to meet the needs and emphasis the relevance of concepts 

to participants. Content for single college students need to focus more on issues relevant 

to their situation; expectations of marriage and spouse. Communication and problem-

solving should be components for all programs; however these issues become more 

relevant within marital relationships. 

Given the evidence that most individuals perceive concepts of commitment in 

similar ways when addressing them in general terms, state programs can take advantage 

of these findings for mass media campaigns and general awareness information. 

Capitalizing on this general awareness of concepts for commitment will enable them to 

direct participants to more targeted programs. Sixty-one percent of participants agreed to 

the concept of government support for marriage education. However, many were 
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unaware of what was being done for the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative. More attention 

needs to be given to awareness activities about marriage and marriage education at the 

state level.   

The risks associated with divorce are high for individuals, children, and families 

(Gardner, 2001; Glenn, Sawhill, Horn, Broome, Wicox, & Gallaghar, 2002; Gottman & 

Notarius, 2002; Pinsof, 2003). Continued efforts should be taken to reduce divorces 

through educational programs and state policies. The marriage movement needs to refine 

and articulate its goal and be strategic about achieving that goal (Glenn et al., 2002). 

Identifying specific target audiences, providing programs to meet their needs, and using 

mass media as a tool to gain acceptance and understanding about programs are a few 

ways to refine, articulate and achieve the goal of reducing the divorce rate statewide.          
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APPENDIX A 

PERCEPTIONS OF COMMITMENT  

SURVEY  
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This is an anonymous survey. DO NOT place your name on this form 
 

Perception of Commitment Survey  
 

Demographics: 
Age: 
  18-21 ___  30-34 ___  45-49 ___    
 22-25 ___  35-39 ___  50-54 ___ 

26-29 ___  40-44 ___  55 & above ___ 
   
Gender:  
 Male _____  Female _____ 
 
Current Marital Status:  

Single (never married)  ____   Cohabitating ___ number of years 
___ 
 Married  ___ number of years ___  Divorced ___ number of years ___ 
 Separated ____ number of Years ___  Widowed ___ number of years ___ 
 
Ethnicity: (pick one) 

White _____   Hispanic _____ 
Native American _____ Asian _____ 
African American _____ Other _____ 
 

Parenting Status: Number of Children    0 ____ 1-2 _____ 3-4 _____ 5-6 
_____ 
 
Employment:  
 Blue Collar (trade work, service industry, factory, farming)   _____ 
 Professional (management, teacher, technology)   _____ 
 Unemployed, Full Time Student     _____ 
 
 Your Average income/year $_____ 
 
Education: Highest level completed 
 High School Diploma/GED  ___  

2 years of College ___    
College Degree     ___ 
Masters Degree ___   
Doctoral Degree ___ 

 
 
 

 Please Continue on Next Page 
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This is an anonymous survey. DO NOT place your name on this form 
 
Marriage Education: 
  

1. Are you aware of the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative?  
Yes ___   No____ 

2. Have you ever attended a marriage education workshop? 
   Yes ___  No ___ 
3. Do you plan on attending a marriage education workshop in the future?  

Yes ___   No ___ 
4. Do you feel government funds should be used to implement marriage education 

programs?  Yes ___  No ___ 
 
If you answered yes to question #2 above, what are some of the components of the 
Oklahoma Marriage Initiative you recalled? 
 
 
What would be a motivational factor for you to attend a marriage education workshop? 
 
 
Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please Continue on Next Page 
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This is an anonymous survey. DO NOT place your name on this form 
Please answer each question below by indicating how strongly you agree or disagree with 
the idea expressed.  Write the number to the left of each statement that represents most 
accurately your feelings in regard to each item.  If you tend to agree with question 5, you 
would place a 4, meaning you tend to agree, in the space to the left of the questions. 
 
6 = Agree Strongly   3 = Tend to Disagree 
5 = Agree   2 = Disagree 
4 = Tend to Agree  1 = Disagree Strongly  
 
_____ 1.  There are various degrees of commitment in a relationship.  

_____ 2.  Commitment is determined by the satisfaction with a partner.   

_____ 3.  Individuals who marry are morally obligated to stay in the relationship.  

_____ 4.  Getting married strengthens the commitment in a relationship.   

_____ 5.  Life circumstances effect commitment in a relationship (money, work, 

children, etc.)     

 _____ 6.  Conflict or arguments effect commitment in a relationship.  

_____ 7.  My risk for divorce is high.     

_____ 8.  A strong attachment to a partner is needed for commitment.   

_____ 9.  A strong identity as a couple is needed in relationships.  

_____ 10. A partner’s shortcomings effect commitment in a relationship.  

_____ 11. Family stability (living arrangements, career, etc.) can effect commitment. 

_____ 12. Communication about needs and wants in a relationship enhance commitment. 

_____ 13. If one partner gives more than they receive they may become less committed 

 to the relationship.   

_____ 14. Thoughts of what it would be like to be married or dating someone else effect 

commitment in a relationship. 

_____ 15. Everything should be equal in a relationship.  

_____ 16. Partners should be able to fulfill all expectations of each other.  

_____ 17. The relationship with a partner is more important than almost anything.  

_____ 18. It is not necessary to keep all the commitments you make.   

_____ 19. It is important to make sacrifices for a partner.  

_____ 20. A relationship can survive despite many obstacles.    



   

  68

_____ 21. Unresolved issues can effect commitment in a relationship.  

_____ 22. Spending leisure time together is essential for strong commitment.   

_____ 23. Understanding the expectations in a relationship is important to its success.   

_____ 24. Disclosing personal thoughts and feelings to another person is not worth the 

risk of rejection.  

_____ 25. An individual should desire being with their partner more than with a friend.   

 
Many people have their own definition of commitment.  What are some behaviors or 
actions shown by people in a committed relationship?  

The End. Thank You. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

  69

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX B 
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