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Validation  communicates  understanding  and  acceptance  of the  other  person’s  experience.
We  examine  feasibility  and  effects  of a brief  validation  training  in  chronic  pain  couples.
The  training  increases  validation  and  decreases  invalidation  in  spouses  to people  with  chronic  pain.
This  is  associated  with  decreases  in  negative  affect  in  people  with  chronic  pain.
This  suggests  the usefulness  of  further  research  on  validation  with  these  couples.
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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Background  and  aims:  Chronic  pain  not  only  affects  the person  in pain,  but  can  also  have  a negative
impact  on  relationships  with  loved  ones.  Research  shows  that chronic  pain  is associated  with  difficulties
in  marital  relationships,  which  in turn  is  related  to  a variety  of  negative  outcomes  such  as  psychological
distress  and conflict  within  the  family.  This  suggests  that couples  where  chronic  physical  pain  is present
also  struggle  with  emotional  pain  and  relationship  problems,  and  thus  targeting  relationship  skills  and
interpersonal  functioning  might  be helpful  for these  couples.  Although  studies  in  this  area  are  promising,
their  numbers  are  few.  In the  present  study,  validation  as  a way  of communicating  is  suggested  for
handling  emotional  expression  in  interpersonal  interactions.  Validation  communicates  understanding
and  acceptance  of  the  other  person’s  experience,  and  it has  been  shown  to have a down-regulating  effect
on  negative  emotions.  It  has  previously  been  demonstrated  to  be  important  for these  couples.  However,
the  feasibility  and  effects  of increasing  partner  validation  in  these  couples  are unknown.  Therefore,  the
aim of the  present  study  was  to  investigate  if a  brief training  session  in  validation  for  spouses  would  result
in more  validating  and  fewer  invalidating  responses  towards  their  partners  with  pain,  and  to  investigate
if  changes  in  these  behavioural  responses  were  associated  with  changes  in  emotion  and  pain  level  in  the
partner  with  pain.
Methods:  Participants  were  20 couples  where  at least  one  partner  reported  chronic  pain.  The  study
employed  a within-groups  design  in  which  spouses  of  people  with  pain  received  validation  training
(without  their  partner’s  knowledge),  and  their  validating  and  invalidating  responses  were  rated  pre-  and
post-intervention  using  a reliable  observational  scale.  Also,  positive  and  negative  affect  and  subjective
pain  level  in  the  persons  with  pain  were  rated  pre-  and post-intervention.
Results:  Results  showed  that the validation  training  was  associated  with  increased  validating  and
decreased  invalidating  responses  in  the  partners.  Their  spouses  with  chronic  pain  reported  a  decrease  in
negative  affect  from  pre-  to post-training.

Conclusions:  Our  results  indicate  that the  partner  or  closest  family  member,  after  brief  validation  training,
increased  validating  responses
had  an  immediate  positive  imp
Implications:  This  study  sugg
for  couples  where  chronic  pain
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. Introduction

Chronic pain negatively affects both people suffering from
t and those close to them. It is associated with marital
ifficulties [1,2], which in turn is related to depressive symp-
oms in chronic pain patients [3,4], and family conflict [5].
lso, marital dissatisfaction is related to psychological dis-

ress in these couples [3], and sexual problems are common
2,6]. Hence, couples where chronic pain is present struggle
ith a variety of difficulties besides pain. Targeting inter-
ersonal functioning might therefore be relevant for these
ouples.

One factor that affects pain and marital functioning is partner
olicitousness. Responses that are considered solicitous are pos-
tive and negative reinforcement of pain behaviours, as well as
nsufficient reinforcement of well behaviours [7]. More specifically,
xamples of solicitous responses are to take over household chores,
ffer help, or in other ways adapt daily activities to the person in
ain when it reinforces dysfunction. Pain patients with a solicitous
artner report more relationship satisfaction [2]. However, solici-
ous responses are associated with greater pain intensity [4,8,9],
ncreased frequency of pain behaviours [9–11], less activity [8]
nd increased disability [9] in patients. Thus, despite good inten-
ions and positive consequences for marital satisfaction, solicitous
esponses likely exacerbate pain-related problems through oper-
nt mechanisms. This stresses the importance of finding a partner
esponse style that provides support without reinforcing dysfunc-
ion.

Targeting interpersonal functioning in these couples has been
uggested [3,12], but not studied much. There are, however, a few
romising results [13,14]. One form of communication that might
e helpful in interpersonal interactions is validation [15,16]. Vali-
ation communicates understanding, legitimacy, and acceptance
f the other’s experience. In contrast, invalidation communicates
hat what the other person feels, thinks, wants or does is wrong,
llegitimate, and does not deserve sympathetic attention or respect
17]. Validation has been shown to reduce moderate to high
egative emotional arousal, and invalidation has been shown to
aintain or worsen negative emotional arousal [18]. Also, vali-

ation may  contribute to healthy emotion regulation in couples
19,20]. In chronic pain couples, validation and invalidation have
een examined as empathic and non-empathic responses [21,22].
mong other things, results showed that validation was asso-
iated with perceived spousal support for persons with pain,
nd marital satisfaction for both partners [21]. Another study
howed that greater invalidation was related to lower marital
atisfaction [23]. The importance of emotional disclosure and
alidation in chronic pain couples has been suggested [24]. How-
ver, the feasibility and effects of trying to increase validation
nd decrease invalidation in these couples have not been inves-
igated.

Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate if brief
alidation training for spouses would result in more validation
nd less invalidation towards their partners with chronic pain,
nd if this would be associated with changes in emotion and
ubjective pain for them. Change in subjective pain level was
nvestigated because of its heuristic value for future research
nd to ascertain that validation operates primarily on emotion
nd not on emotion through pain. There were no hypothe-
es concerning pain level, given the brief intervention. It was
ypothesized that, (1) validating responses will increase and inval-

dating responses will decrease in the partners from pre- to

ost training; (2) increased validating and decreased invalidat-

ng behaviours from partners will be associated with decreased
egative and increased positive affect in the persons with
ain.
rnal of Pain 6 (2015) 16–21 17

2. Method

This study used a within-group design, with pre- and post-
intervention assessments. This design requires fewer participants
to obtain sufficient power than between-groups designs do, as
subjects are their own  controls and error variance is reduced. In
the current study, couples in which one person had chronic pain
were video recorded before and after the partner received vali-
dation training. This training occurred without the knowledge of
the partner identified with chronic pain. The study was  conducted
according to the current ethical principles for clinical research
stated in the Declaration of Helsinki [25] assured by the Masters
Degree programme of the University of Örebro, Sweden. Informa-
tion to participants, see Section 2.3 below.

2.1. Participants

Participating in the study were 20 couples where at least one of
them suffered from chronic pain. In 70%, N = 14, of the couples, the
person with pain was female. Mean age of the people in pain was
43.6 years (SD = 13.0). Most of the couples were married (75%) and
10% were unmarried and cohabitating. In 10% of the couples, the
significant other was a parent and in 5% they were a sibling. Accord-
ing to ratings on Quality of Dyadic Relationships (QDR-36 [26])
half of the relationships were in the non-distressed range (N = 10,
50%), and 35% were in the distressed or low quality range, and 15%
were missing data. Musculoskeletal pain was  the most common
pain condition, mainly low back and neck/shoulders (N = 14, 70%).
Also, nerve pain such as sciatic nerve and fibromyalgia (N = 2, 10%)
were reported. Mean duration of the chronic pain problem was
slightly below 15 years (176.8 months; SD = 132.2; median = 180;
range = 24–600). Among the 20 participating couples, pain was
present for both people in eight of the couples (40%). In these cases
partners were randomized to determine which one received the
training. The slight majority of the people with pain were pre-
retired or on long-term sick leave or disability leave (N = 11, 55%).
The rest of the patients worked full time (N = 9, 45%).

2.1.1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria
To be included in the study, the person with the pain problem

had to be 18–64 years old and meet the criteria for chronic pain
(duration for more than three months). The person had to be in a
close relationship, but not necessarily a romantic one. The criterion
was that they interacted every day. It was assumed that this was
enough for the purpose of investigating the immediate effects of
validation on emotion of this study. Even though not all participants
accompanying the person in pain were romantic partners, they will
be referred to as the partner in this article.

2.1.2. Recruitment
Participants were recruited in several ways, including advertis-

ing in the area’s largest newspaper and at the local hospital. Most
participants were contacted through telephone calls because they
had registered as interested in participating in pain research. The
advertisement in the newspaper was  directed towards a broad pop-
ulation. It asked people with chronic pain if they and their partner
or close family member were interested in participating in a study
on communication about pain. This information was  also given to
couples that were contacted through telephone calls.

2.1.3. Power calculation
Power calculations were made based on within-group effect
sizes (Cohen’s d) from a previous study that investigated the rela-
tionship between partner’s validating and invalidating behaviours
and affect in couples with a depressed partner [Fantozzi and
Fruzzetti, unpublished manuscript]. Overall, this previous study
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ollowed the same procedure as the present study, only in a dif-
erent population. In the previous study, the within-group effect
izes for validation and invalidation were both higher than 1.00
nd for negative affect the within-group effect size was 0.71. Based
n this lower effect size, it was calculated that 16 couples would be
ufficient for .80 power. Thus, our sample of 20 couples provides
dequate power.

.1.4. Participation, retention, and dropout
29 couples were recruited to go through the procedure, and 22

ompleted it as planned. Because the first two (2) couples involved
ilot testing, their results were not included in the analyses. Seven
7) couples cancelled their participation due to time constraints. No
ouple dropped out after showing up to complete study procedures
n the research setting.

.2. Measures

.2.1. Validating and invalidating behaviour coding scale (VIBCS
27])

This scale was used for independent coding of validating and
nvalidating behaviours of the partner. Independent coders were
rained before using the instrument. Each partner received a score
or validating responses and for invalidating responses, with ratings
anging from 1 to 7 (low to high). Examples of responses that are
oded as validation are basic listening, empathically reflective com-
ents and normalizing the other person’s behaviour in the current

ontext. Examples of responses that are coded as invalidation are;
ot paying attention, agreeing with the other’s self-invalidation and
tatements that the other person should not feel the way he/she is
eeling. The scale has shown to have good inter-rater reliability with
n intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) of .74 [18]. Concurrent
alidity has also been examined with couples where validation was
ssociated with greater relationship satisfaction (r = .37, p < .001),
nd invalidation was associated with aggression (r = .39, p < .001)
28].

Several precautions were taken to ensure reliable and valid inde-
endent ratings of partner validating and invalidating behaviours.
hree interactions of couples, not included in the study, were coded
y an experienced coder using the VIBCS to get a validation and

nvalidation score on each interaction. These scores were then used
s a reference. The same interactions were then coded by 12 people
fter being trained on how to use the VIBCS. Intraclass correlation
oefficients (ICC) [29] were calculated, and the four coders most
onsistent with the reference scores were selected to score the
ctual video interactions for the study couples. An ICC of 1.0 is con-
idered to indicate perfect agreement [29], and the requirement to
e selected as a coder in this study was an ICC of 0.80 or higher,
hich reflects excellent reliability. After coding these video inter-

ctions another test coding was conducted and compared with the
eference, to make sure the coders were still consistent. Inter-rater
eliability for the four coders was at this time point were 0.96, 0.94,
.91 and 0.87. Thus, all four showed excellent inter-rater reliability
fter the coding process ended. Couple interactions were random-
zed to each independent coder, and coders were blind to details
bout the purpose of the study and which interactions were pre-
r post-intervention.

.2.2. Positive affect negative affect scale (PANAS [30])
This self-report questionnaire was used to investigate changes

n affect from pre- to post-intervention in the persons with pain.
t consists of 20 items, each labelling a specific emotion. Ten of the

tems measure positive affect and ten measure negative affect. Total
core on each subscale ranges from 10 to 50 points. The people with
ain rate how much they experience the specific emotions in the
oment. PANAS is one of the most common instruments when you
urnal of Pain 6 (2015) 16–21

want to measure positive and negative affect, and it is considered
to have good psychometric properties [31]. Cronbach’s alpha for
positive affect was  .91 for positive affect and .82 for negative affect
in the present study.

2.2.3. Subjective ratings of pain intensity
To investigate if pain intensity levels changed from before to

after the validation training in the person with pain, we employed
a standardized item: “How much pain are you experiencing right
now?”, followed by a visual analogue scale ranging from 0 (no pain
at all) to 5 (unbearable pain). This question was primarily used as
a control to make sure that the independent variables (validation
and invalidation) operated primarily on emotions per se, and not
on emotions through pain levels.

2.2.4. Quality of dyadic relationships (QDR-36 [26])
This instrument measures self-reported quality of the couple

relationship. The patients completed the QDR-36, and results were
used for descriptive and grouping purposes. The cut-off score of 20
was used to classify which relationships were considered distressed
or non-distressed (T. Ahlborg, personal communication, December,
2011). According to the creator of QDR-36, scores should primarily
be seen as continuous. However, if usage of a cut-off score is valu-
able, results from a study investigating the psychometric properties
of the QDR-36 indicate that 20 is adequate. Psychometric evaluation
shows that QDR-36 has acceptable reliability and validity [26].

2.3. Procedure

The details of this study’s procedure were developed through
several role-play sessions and were tested on two  pilot-couples
before they were finalized to make sure they were standardized.
The two  experiment leaders (the first and second authors) devel-
oped the content of the training based on the existing literature on
validation [16,20]. Couples were given minimal information on the
purpose of the study, and were told only that they would find out
more about a specific way to communicate that might be helpful for
them in their relationship. The person in pain did not get informa-
tion about the partner receiving validation training until the study
was completed, and the partner did not receive this information
until the training began. Before the couples went home, they were
debriefed about the structure and purpose of the procedures and
the study.

When the couples first arrived, the partner with pain was
instructed to come up with two topics that evoked some kind of
negative emotion for them. The topics were randomized to either
their first (pre-training) or second (post-training) video-recorded
discussion. The couples were then instructed to discuss the first
topic for 8–10 min  and the conversation was recorded.

After the first video recording, the couples were split up and vali-
dation training of the partner took place. The validation training
followed a standardized protocol, but was  adapted and com-
plemented with examples and metaphors relevant both to pain
experiences and to the specific dyad. Topics included what vali-
dation is, what the effects of validation are, what to validate in
another person, how to do it and what makes it hard to validate
another person. Overall, training lasted approximately 45 min. Dur-
ing this time, the person in pain filled out questionnaires.

After this, the second video recording took place. The instruc-
tions were the same as for the first video interaction, but this time

the partners who  received the training were also instructed to vali-
date the other person as much as possible. After that the couples
were split up again for post measures. For an overview of the pro-
cedure, see Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1. Overview of the procedure. An overview of the differ

.3.1. Statistical analyses
Dependent t-tests were utilized to determine whether a change

n validation, invalidation, affect and pain level occurred from pre-
o post-intervention. Cohen’s d was calculated for each dependent

easure.

. Results

.1. Can brief validation training increase validating responses
nd decrease invalidating responses in partners of people with
hronic pain?

According to scores on the VIBCS, partners increased their
alidation from pre- to post intervention, and decreased their inval-
dating responses as well. The within group effect size was large

or validating behaviour increases and medium for invalidating
ecreases (see Table 1). These results indicate that partners did

ncrease their validating responses and decrease their invalidating
esponses after a rather short training.

able 1
omparison of means (standard deviations) from pre- to post measurement on validation,

 = 20.

Variable Pre
M (SD)

Post
M (SD)

Validation
VIBCS 2.45 (1.54) 3.85 (1.35) 

Invalidation
VIBCS 3.40 (1.63) 2.50 (1.43) 

Affect
Negative affect 15.75 (5.62) 14.10 (4.83) 

Positive affect 30.50 (8.55) 28.65 (9.43) 

Pain  intensity
Estimated pain: 0–5 scale 2.35 (.81) 2.55 (.83) 

ote: N, number of participants; M,  mean; SD, standard deviation; t, t-value; df, degrees o
a Two-tailed.
eps in the procedure for the person in pain and the partner.

3.2. Are changes in partners’ validating and invalidating
responses associated with a change in positive and negative affect
in people with chronic pain?

Results showed that negative affect decreased from pre- to post-
intervention. The effect size was small (see Table 1). These results
indicate that changes in partner validating responses were associ-
ated with decreased negative affect. The participants suffering with
pain did not significantly change their ratings of positive affect from
pre- to post.

3.3. Are changes in partners’ validating and invalidating
responses associated with a change in subjective pain ratings in

people with chronic pain?

No significant changes in subjective pain intensity levels
occurred from pre- to post (see Table 1).

 invalidation, positive and negative affect, and pain intensity with dependent t-test.

ES
d

t (df) p

.97 −4.08 (19) <.001

.59 2.27 (19) <.05

.32 1.76 (19) <.05

.20 1.49 (19) .077

.24 −1.71 (19)a .052

f freedom; VIBCS, validating and invalidating behaviour coding scale.
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. Discussion

This study was conducted to extend research on couple inter-
ctions in the chronic pain field, and it provides support for the
mportance of validation and validation training for couples suffer-
ng from persistent pain. The results indicated that a rather short
raining session in validation was associated with increased vali-
ating and decreased invalidating responses from their partners.
his in turn was associated with less reported negative emotion
y the people with pain. These results are in line with previous
esearch on normative and depressed populations regarding vali-
ation [18; Fantozzi and Fruzzetti, unpublished manuscript], and
uggest that validation is a way to target negative emotions in the
hronic pain population as well, possibly without simultaneously
einforcing pain.

An important finding is the balance between validation and
nvalidation from the partners. The independent coders rated the
artners in the current study as low on both validation and invalida-
ion before the training, a balance also found by Cano and colleagues
21]. This relationship is described in the literature as avoidant [32].
hese couples are viewed as less prone to destructive conflict pat-
erns, but have a relatively disengaged way of acting towards each
ther. It is likely to think that they have lower levels of emotional
loseness and intimacy. This might make it hard to be supportive
hen outside stressors, such as pain, are present, and based on this
inimal emotional support one might speculate that these couples

re at risk for individual and relational problems if stressful life sit-
ations occur. If this balance between validation and invalidation

s common in chronic pain couples, couples’ interventions aimed
t increasing validation should be considered as a complement to
rdinary pain treatment. Similarly, adding a training component
o encourage more self-disclosure and accurate expression could
ncrease partner engagement and provide more opportunities for
alidating responses, and reciprocal expression and self-disclosure,
oth hallmarks of closeness in couples [33].

Although our results were mostly in line with our hypotheses,
t was unexpected that positive affect in the pain patients did not
ncrease significantly from pre- to post measurement. In fact, there

as a trend in the opposite direction, although not significant. Of
ourse with non-significant results it is hard to have confidence
n speculation, but it is possible that fatigue (and increased dis-
omfort or pain) resulting from the duration of study participation
layed a role. It is also possible that either a larger sample or more
xtensive training would yield different results, or that for cou-
les that are distressed, it might take longer for positive affect to

ncrease than it takes for negative affect to decrease. As mentioned,
alf of the couples in the present sample were in the distressed
ange. In other words, a more extensive training might be needed
o achieve an effect on positive affect for this generally distressed
ample.

The design of this study makes it impossible to draw any con-
lusions about the possible long-term effects of validation in the
hronic pain population. Unfortunately, studies investigating this in
ther populations are also limited. Conclusions are primarily drawn
rom cross-sectional data or based on theoretical models indicat-
ng certain relationships. For example, results from experimental
ata suggests that effects of validation and invalidation on emo-
ional reactivity may  be more pronounced over time, and people
xposed to invalidation over and over again may  be more prone to
motional reactivity [18]. Also, there are studies describing the long
erm effects of invalidating responses in combination with absence
f validating responses on development of psychopathology, in this

ase increased risk of developing Borderline personality disorder
17]. Overall, the long-term effects of validation are promising but
ontrolled longitudinal studies investigating the effects empirically
re needed.
urnal of Pain 6 (2015) 16–21

This study has both limitations and strengths. Limitations
include the lack of a control group (which would have allowed us
to evaluate a possible fatigue factor), and a modest (albeit suffi-
ciently powered) sample that was recruited in a special way. Also,
participants knew beforehand that the study was about communi-
cation. Further details were avoided due to the risk of expectancy
effects and other potential bias. Information given was considered
necessary in order to increase the participation rate in the study,
but could be a potential bias. It is also possible that the people in
pain suspected that their partners received some kind of training.
This could also be a potential bias. These issues might have affected
internal as well as external validity of the study. The mixture of
intimate partners and other dyads is both a strength (highly gen-
eralizable) and a limitation (there may  be undetected differences
between intimate partner and other dyads). Future studies should
consider recruiting larger samples and blocking analyses by type
of relationship. Another limitation is the risk of so-called “order
effects”. Because all of the participants received the baseline con-
dition and then training, there might be effects associated with the
order of recording, e.g. habituating to the video camera. The nature
of the intervention however made it impossible to change the order
of presentation of the two  conditions.

Strengths include a standardized and thoroughly tested proce-
dure for meeting the couples, with built in possibilities to make
suitable adaptations in the validation training for each individual
couple. This heightens the internal validity of the study, while still
making the more detailed examples in the validation training rele-
vant to each individual couple. Strengths also include the use of the
independent and reliable coding of videos, which further enhances
the internal and external validity, by not relying on self-report. Also,
the couples did not discuss validation or the training of the part-
ner while the study lasted, because the couples were not left alone
without being videotaped and the videos do not contain any such
discussions. This also strengthens the internal validity of the study.
Overall, we  can conclude that despite its limitations, the results
from this study set the stage for further investigation of validation
from the partner as an intervention for pain patients.

Although our results point to the possible benefits of teaching
validation techniques to couples, there is a real need to replicate
and extend these findings with a bigger sample, and utilizing a
control group. Future studies should also examine whether a more
extensive treatment regime featuring increasing self-disclosure
and accurate expression (of emotions, thoughts, and pain expe-
riences) and enhanced validation strategies might affect couples
over the long-term. Caution should also be taken when teaching
partners to be more validating. If correctly taught, we suggest that
validation can be used to provide social support without reinforcing
dysfunction. However, if not correctly taught there might be a risk
that solicitous behaviours increase, which in turn might reinforce
dysfunction in the patients. Thus, it is important to be thorough
when teaching the partner what to validate and what not to vali-
date (that is, only to validate experiences that are legitimate and
functional).

Future research also needs to take gender differences within the
dyad into account. Previous research indicates that male patients
might not benefit from interventions aimed at increasing vali-
dation [23]. In their study, male patients appeared to have worse
adjustment with higher levels of validation from their partner.
Their results indicate that gender differences need to be taken into
account when treating pain patients and couples. Unfortunately,
our sample was  not big enough to investigate gender differences,
but results presented by Leong and colleagues suggest that this

should be taken into account when trying to increase validation in
these couples in the future.

In conclusion, our results indicate that the partner or closest
family member can be taught to be more validating as well as
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ess invalidating and that this can have an immediate and salu-
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