
1. Authors:  K. Daniel O’Leary and Alison D. Curley 
 
2. Name of Instrument:  Spouse Specific Assertion/Aggression Scale 

 
3. Variables Measured:  This scale was developed in order to assess specific 

assertion with one’s partner and compare it with general assertion of individuals 
in physically abusive relationships. 

 
4. Instrument Description:  The instrument contains 29 items that are rated on a 7-

point scale from -3 (Extremely unlike me) to +3 (Extremely like me).   The initial 
pool of items was rated by a panel of eight graduate student judges who classified 
the items as describing an assertive response, an aggressive response, or neither.  
Items were discarded when disagreement was apparent.  A 29-item version of the 
scale resulted from this filtering process, with an inter-rater reliability of .86 
obtained from the final version of this scale.  To establish the validity of the two 
subscales, we decided to perform an exploratory factor analysis of the data using a 
generalized least squares algorithm (Jorkeskog & Sorbom, 1978; 1979).  Using 
this procedure, a two factor model was shown to best fit the observed data.  
Furthermore, item loadings on the two factors corresponded to our a priori notions 
about the placement in the subscales, i.e., assertiveness items all loaded on one 
factor and aggression items loaded on the other factor.   

 
5. Sample items: 

 
Spouse Specific Assertion:  “I often let my mate know when I disapprove of 
his/her behavior.” 
 
Spouse Specific Aggression:  “I often say nasty things to my mate, especially 
when I’m angrily discussing something with him/her.” 

 
6. Length:  29 items comprise the Spouse Specific Assertion/Aggression Scale; there 

are 17 assertion items and 12 aggression items. 
7. Reliability: 

In a study by O’Leary and Curley (1986), Cronbach’s alpha was .87 for the 
assertiveness scale and .82 for the aggression scale (N=72). 

8. Validity: 
Men and women in discordant/physically abusive and discordant/non-physically 
abusive relationships have lower Spouse Specific Assertion scores than 
satisfactorily married couples.  However, men and women in physically abusive 
relationships did not differ from men and women in discordant non-physically 
abusive relationships (O’Leary & Curley, 1986).  In brief, low levels of spouse 
specific assertion are characteristic of men and women in discordant relationships 
whether they are abusive or not.  In addition, men and women in physically 
abusive relationships did not differ in terms of general assertion from men and 
women in discordant/non-physically abusive relationships or men and women in 



satisfactory marriages (;<.059); (Rosenbaum & O’Leary, 1981; Curley & 
O’Leary, 1986). 
 
Women in physically abusive relationships (from a family violence center) 
reported that they were more aggressive with their partners than did the women in 
the happily married group, but they did not differ in their reported aggression 
from women in the discordant/non-physically abusive group.  Interestingly, the 
women in the physically abusive relationships feared their husbands more than 
did the women in discordant/non-physically abusive relationship or in the 
satisfactory relationships. 
 
Men in physically abusive relationships reported more spouse specific aggression 
than did men in the discordant/non-physically abusive relationships or in the 
satisfactory relationships.  Interestingly, the abusive men were more fearful of 
their wives than were the men in the other two groups (O’Leary & Curley, 1986).  
Murphy and O’Leary (1987) found that in newly married couples, levels of 
spouse specific aggression predicted later physical aggression. 
 

9. Availability:  The scale is available through Dr. Daniel O’Leary, Psychology 
Department, State University of New York, Stony Brook, NY 11794 or through 
NAPS, National Auxillary Publication Service. 
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Assertiveness Inventory 
 
Directions:  Please use the scale described below to indicate how characteristic or 
descriptive each of the following statements is of you.  After reading each statement, 
choose a number from the scale and place it in the space provided. 
 
 
EXAMPLE:  “I often yell back when my mate yells at me.” 
 
  +3 extremely descriptive, very much like me 
  +2 quite descriptive, rather like me 
CODE: +1 slightly descriptive, somewhat like me 
  -1 slightly nondescriptive, somewhat unlike me 
  -2 quite nondescriptive, rather unlike me 
  -3 extremely nondescriptive, not at all like me 
 
If you feel that you frequently yell back at your mate when he/she yells at you, then this 
statement describes you well.  Rate it as a +3, “very much like me”. 
 
If you feel that you never say a word when your mate yells at you, then this statement 
does not describe you very well.  Rate it as a -3, “not at all like me”. 
 
*Please note that there are also other possible responses (that is, +2, +1, -1, -2) that you 
can use to indicate a lesser degree of similarity or dissimilarity to yourself. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
_____1.  Confronting my mate with problems as they come up is seldom a problem for 

   me. 
 

_____2.  I often yell back when my mate yells at me. 
 
_____3.  When my mate tries to boss me around, I frequently do the opposite of what  

   he/she asks. 
 

_____4.  Telling my mate that he/she takes advantage of me is not difficult for me to do. 
 
_____5.  I am able to tell my mate that I don’t want to engage in sexual intercourse when  

   he/she desires to. 
 

_____6.  If my mate is annoying me, I do not find it difficult to express my annoyance to  
   him/her. 
 

_____7.  I often take my time “just to show” my mate, when he/she tries to boss me  
   around. 
 



 +3  extremely descriptive, very much like me 
 +2  quite descriptive, rather like me 
 +1  slightly descriptive, somewhat like me 
 -1  slightly nondescriptive, somewhat unlike me 
 -2  quite nondescriptive, rather unlike me 
 -3  extremely nondescriptive, not at all like me 
 

_____8.  Saying “NO” to my mate when I would like to say “NO” is easy for me to do. 
 
_____9.  I frequently find that I am able to ask my mate to do me favors without any  

   difficulty. 
 

_____10.  I do not have difficulty telling my mate my true feelings. 
 
_____11.  Challenging my mate’s beliefs is something I can do with little difficulty. 
 
_____12.  In general, I am very direct in expressing my anger to my mate. 
 
_____13.  In general, asserting myself with my mate is something I often do, even though  

   I don’t think he/she would say or do anything negative to me. 
 

_____14.  I do not have trouble saying something that might hurt my mate’s feelings  
    when I feel he/she has injured me. 
 

_____15.  I often make threats to my mate that I really don’t intend to carry out. 
 
_____16.  Expressing criticism to my mate is not a problem for me. 
 
_____17.  I can express a differing point-of-view to my mate without much difficulty. 
 
_____18.  When I’m feeling insecure and jealous, I’ll often pick a fight with my mate  

     rather than tell him/her directly what’s on my mind. 
 

_____19.  Starting arguments with my mate when he/she disagrees with me is something  
     I often do. 
 

_____20.  Asking my mate to do one of my chores, even when I don’t feel well, is easy  
     for me to do. 
 

_____21.  I often say nasty things to my mate, especially when I’m angrily discussing  
     something with him/her. 
 

_____22.  Slamming doors is something I often do when I get mad at my mate. 
 
_____23.  I’ll often do something on purpose to annoy my mate, and then apologize  

     excessively when he/she accuses me of it. 



+3  extremely descriptive, very much like me 
 +2  quite descriptive, rather like me 
 +1  slightly descriptive, somewhat like me 
 -1  slightly nondescriptive, somewhat unlike me 
 -2  quite nondescriptive, rather unlike me 
 -3  extremely nondescriptive, not at all like me 
 

_____24.  I often let my mate know when I disapprove of his/her behavior. 
 
_____25.  I will often break a “rule” my mate has made just to spite him/her. 
 
_____26.  When my mate makes me do something that I don’t like, I often make a point  

     of getting even later. 
 

_____27.  In general, I am not afraid to assert myself with my mate. 
 
_____28.  I often won’t do what my mate asks me to do if he/she asks in a nasty way. 
 
_____29.  I do not give my spouse the “silent treatment” when I’m mad at him/her.   

     Instead, I just tell him/her what has angered me. 



Scoring Sheet for Spouse-Specific Assertiveness Scale 
 
Spouse-Specific Assertiveness Aggressive/Passive Aggressive 
 1._______  2.________ 
 4._______  3.________ 
 5._______  7.________ 
 6._______  15._______ 
 8._______  18._______ 
 9._______  19._______ 
 10._______  21._______ 
 11._______  22._______ 
 12._______  23._______ 
 13._______  25._______ 
 14._______  26._______ 
 16._______  28._______ 
 17._______     
 20._______             __________TOTAL 
 24._______   AGGRESSION 
 27._______ 
 29._______ 
TOTAL: ________ 
 
Total Score for Assertiveness:  Simply sum the responses to the 17 items. 
 
Total Score for Aggressiveness:  Simply sum the responses to the 12 items. 
 
NOTE:  Items on the Spouse Specific Assertion Scale have been revised from the original 
version.  Items that were originally keyed negatively are now keyed positively so that all 
items now answered positively (+3, +2, +1) reflect assertion.  Basically, these 
modifications simply reflect changes in phraseology from a negative approach to a 
positive approach (i.e. changing from “is not descriptive” to “is descriptive”). 


