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Abstract 

The goal of this study was to examine the reliability and validity of a new measure, a semi-

structured interview of intimate social skills in adults with intellectual disability (SSI-ISS). A 

sample of 56 adults (35 men, 21 women) aged 23-60 (M = 34.74, SD = 8.61) with mild to moderate 

intellectual disability were administered a role play simulation of a first date, a semi structured 

interview of intimate social skills and emotional knowledge task and Emotional Recognition from 

Stories task. The findings revealed acceptable internal consistency (α = 0.57), high inter rater 

reliability ranging between r = 0.75 and r = 0.93 (p < 0.001), and convergent and content validity of 

the SSI-ISS. Using an interview to assess romantic social skills was proved to be a cost-effective 

measure in terms of time and resources. Results confirm our hypothesis that romantic behavioral 

competence corresponds only with the verbal components of the simulation. These findings support 

the conclusion that the two measures, role play simulation of a first date and romantic behavioral 

competence as measured in an interview, tap the same construct. 
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Introduction 

Intellectual disability (ID) comprises impairments of general mental abilities that impact 

adaptive functioning in three domains. The first is the conceptual domain, which refers to skills in 

language, reading, writing, math, reasoning, knowledge, and memory. The second is the social 

domain, which refers to skills such as empathy, social judgment, interpersonal communication skills 

and the ability to make and retain friendships. The third is the practical domain, which refers to 

personal care, job responsibilities, money management, recreation, and organizing school and work 

tasks (APA, 2013).  

In terms of environmental perspective, as children grow and accumulate experience, they 

acquire new ways of responding to social situations. They learn relatively more skillful and 

adaptive ways to negotiate conflicts and acquire knowledge regarding the intent of others and the 

appropriateness of social behaviors (Crick & Dodge, 1994). However, young adults with ID are not 

exposed to the social world in the same way that other young adults are. For example, they often go 

to bed earlier, have fewer friends and are less likely to eat meals with others (Timmons & Brown, 

1997).  

The combination of poor social exposure and cognitive difficulties may affect emotional 

understanding - the way in which people understand an emotional experience, the knowledge on 

emotions, and the way one interprets expressions and emotional situations (Denham, 2007). This 

may lead to behavioral responses that do not fit in with generally acceptable social behavior, and to 

difficulties in empathy feelings (Pueschel, 1993; Salonim, 1996). These characteristics cause social-

behavioral, cognitive and emotional challenges (Breslau et al., 2011) that affect the competence of 

people with ID to have spousal lives and to behave adaptively within a relationship. For example, 

singles with ID held an unrealistic vision of marital relationships, their desire to establish a 

relationship was accompanied by anxiety and their behavior was characterized by passivity 

(Lifshitz-Vahav, & Hagual, 2015) and approval-seeking (Munro, 2007).  

Despite the difficulties, disabled young teenagers have the same goals regarding friendships 

and romantic relationships as their peers without disabilities (Denholm, 1992; Lifshitz-Vahav, & 

Hagual, 2015). Recent development of human rights legislation in the Western world has led to 

great progress for people with special needs and disabilities in securing their basic rights. Among 
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them, the right to marry and bring children into the world (The Equal Rights for Persons with 

Disabilities Law, 1998). With these changes, pre-marital counseling services and interpersonal 

skills learning groups are becoming more and more common. For these reasons, there is a growing 

need of counselors, educators and researchers to develop an evaluation measures of social skills 

required for spousal lives among adults with ID. This measures are required, in order to enable 

focused intervention and to describe base-line of pre-intervention.  

Typically, the most common method of assessing social skills among people with ID 

includes direct observation, observations of behavior in simulated situations, and behavioral 

observations during role-play situations (Marchetti, & Campbell, 1990; Matson, & Wilkins, 2009). 

However, such methods require multiple resources and time for observation and coding. 

Furthermore, although there are suitable evaluation measures to assess social skills among adults 

with ID (Duffy, & Fuller, 2000; Smith, & Matson, 2010), to date, no measures have been found to 

assess social skills in a marital context among people with ID. Therefore, we developed a unique 

measure to evaluate the abilities and behaviors in common situations in marital life, tailored to the 

needs of adults with ID: the Semi Structured Interview of Intimate Social Skills (SSI-ISS). 

The purpose of this study was (1) to describe the development process of the SSI-ISS by a 

group of experts. The development process ensured the face validity and content validity of the 

measure. (2) To examine the psychometric properties - internal consistency, inter-rater reliability 

and convergent validity. This study focuses on a sample of adults with ID who live in independent 

housing or in a sheltered housing within the community, who have expressed a desire to have a 

relationship or already have a romantic relationship. 

 

Method 

Participants  

The study included 56 adults (35 men, 21 women) aged 23-60 (M = 34.74, SD = 8.61) with 

mild to moderate ID. Seven participants were excluded from the analysis due to comorbidities (e. 

g., schizophrenia, ASD). Most of the participants had past romantic relationship experience 

(58.93%). 

Development of the SSI-ISS 

The SSI-ISS is aimed at evaluating the participants’ social skills in the context of an 

intimate relationship. It is addressed for both men and women, and is not gender dependent. It is 
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based on Happé’s (1994) advanced theory of mind test “Strange Stories” which assesses children’s 

ability to understand situations in which someone may say something non-literal, e.g., double bluff, 

lie, irony, and joke. The interview was developed specifically for the current study and is the first of 

its kind to be known in the field of marital research. 

The research team has generated key issues that seem appropriate in the field of ID, based 

on Happé’s (1994) guiding theory. The team was comprised of psychologists, social workers and 

educators, all are experts in the field of relationship counseling for adults with ID. The process 

included several phases of measure construction. The first phase focused on mapping common 

situations in spousal lives that reflect conflict managing, the ability to understand the perspective of 

another, knowledge regarding normative behavior in a romantic relationship and the ability to 

regulate responses normatively. Nine items were than constructed for the interview measure. In 

addition, the research team raised the need to assess basic abilities that underlie self-regulation 

abilities - emotional knowledge and emotional clarity. These abilities refer to the ability to evoke 

past emotional events and associating them with a specific arousing emotion. The second phase 

included clarification of the content, the order of the scale items and the criteria for scoring.  

Pilot study  

A pilot study was carried out to establish a coding method. A four‐point Likert type scale 

ranging from 0 (did not understand the situation) to 3 (high understanding of the situation and 

appropriate response) was used. The pilot study was conducted on 20 participants. The findings 

reviled that the suggested scoring method did not represent the participants' true social skills. The 

reason is that the answers were influenced by the ability to understand imaginary situations 

described in each item. As a result, a new two-staged coding method composed of two scores was 

designed. The first score, indicates the understanding of the situation by the participant. The second 

score, indicates behavioral competence in the situation. For the understanding scale, a binary score 

was given (0 - do not understand, 1- understand). Behavioral competence is composed of a 3 point 

Likert type scale (1 - low behavioral competence, 3 - high behavioral competence) only if the 

situation was understood. 

Instruments 

Semi Structured Interview of Intimate Social Skills (SSI-ISS).The first part of the 

interview contains 9 descriptions of situations that provoke conflicts between couples. An example 

item is: “Your partner gives you an expensive birthday present. You open the package and see that 
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you don’t like the gift. How would you respond?”. The participant is required to imagine that he/she 

is currently in a relationship and is asked to describe: 1) how they would respond, 2) why they 

would respond in this way, and 3) how would they feel following their response. As explained 

above, each item is rated on two scales: understanding of the situation and the appropriate response 

to the situation, which reflects behavioral competence. Only after understanding of the situation is 

determined, the interviewer rates the participant’s behavioral competence response on a Likert type 

scale ranging from 1 to 3. Participant who failed to understand more than 4 items, do not get a score 

for behavioral competence. For participants who have only 4 or less misunderstood items, the 

missing items are assigned at dummy score according to the mean of the understood items. Scoring 

is based on the following parameters: understanding of the situation, nature of the response (i.e., 

type of emotion expressed) and the chosen solution (e.g., to communicating with the partner or 

compromising).  

The second part of the interview is designed to assess the participant’s emotional 

knowledge. Participants are asked to describe two events - one that aroused a negative emotion 

(score of 0 or 1, according to the suitability of the response) and one that aroused a positive 

emotion. After describing the events, each participant are asked to describe the feelings aroused by 

the positive and negative event (score of 0 or 1; based on the suitability of the emotions named). 

Finally, total scores are calculated for three sub-scales - understanding of the situation, behavioral 

competence and emotional knowledge. Total score for the entire SSI-ISS is calculated by 

summarizing the behavioral and emotional knowledge scale. 

 Role Play Simulation of a First Date. A simulation of a first date was carried out 

with each participant. Each participant received a card with background information about the 

partner he\she was about to meet. The participants received the following instruction: "We are now 

going to have a role-play activity. We are going to give you a card with details about a meeting with 

a potential partner. If something is unclear, please feel free to ask me any question. When you feel 

ready, we will sit down opposite each other and hold a first date according to the details on the card, 

as if we are meeting for the first time in a cafe.” The card received by the participant show details 

regarding the age of the potential spouse (close to his age), residence (same city), employment 

(teaching) and hobby (similar to one of the participant's hobbies). The interaction is videotaped. 

Participant should be given opportunities to ask their own questions during the simulation. The 

raters rate the participants' behavior on a 5-point Likert type scale. In this research, rating was 
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performed independently by 3 judges according to 4 categories. These categories are based on 

marital research literature (e.g. Campos et al., 2013): 

(1) Initiative and activity in the conversation. 

(2) Expression of interest and empathy. 

(3) Non-verbal communication (including eye-contact and body language). 

(4) Expression of emotions (the ability to talk about one's own feelings). 

Pearson correlation among the 3 raters across all 4 categories ranged between r = 0.764 and r = 

0.98, p < 0.05.  

 Emotional Recognition from Stories. The Emotion Recognition from Stories task 

in the current study is composed of 6 stories, describing complex emotions. Originally, the emotion 

comprehension task was developed by Cermele, Ackerman and Izard (1995) using 18 short stories 

describing six simple emotions (sadness, happiness, anger, fear, shame, and interest). Bauminger, 

Schorr-Edelsztein and Morash (2005) adopted this measure using 7 complex emotions 

(embarrassment, loneliness, pride, guilt, disappointment, sadness and happiness). In the current 

study we used 6 out of 10 stories from the adapted version of Bauminger et al. (2005), describing 

all emotions but sadness. For example, the following story was used for embarrassment: “The 

teacher asked her class a question. All the children raised their hands to answer, and only Danny did 

not know the answer. All the children stared at Danny." As in the original version, after reading the 

story, the examiner aske “How does the boy in the story feels?”. The participant should choose one 

emotion out of six target emotions written on the button of the page, and to explain his or her 

answer. 

Scores are coded according to three dimensions: (a) emotional recognition, (b) relevance of 

explanation, (c) understanding of the situation described in the story. Emotional recognition is 

coded on a 3-point scale as follows: incorrect identification of the emotion, such as naming 

happiness instead of embarrassment (score = 0); partial recognition of the emotion (i.e., wrong 

emotion, but with the same "hedonic tone", such as substituting happiness for pride; score=1); or 

complete recognition (score = 2). The explanation was scored as relevant (score = 2), almost 

relevant (1) or irrelevant (0). For the understanding scale, 1 point was given for understanding, and 

0 points were given for misunderstanding. Total score was calculated by summarizing emotional 

and relevance of explanation scores. Chronbach alpha for emotional recognition and for relevance 

of explanation was α = 0.70 and α = 0.74, respectively. 
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Procedure 

 This study is part of a broader study aimed at assessing the effectiveness of intervention 

focused on development of social intimate skills among people with ID. The study was carried out 

in several hostels and residential settings. The participants were recruitment following 

advertisement in social media and hostel boards. All candidates who agreed to participate were 

required to provide written consent (by a guardian if necessary), to participate and be filmed for the 

role-play activity. The evaluations took place in a quiet room, in the presence of the examiner and 

the participant only. Each evaluation meeting took about 1.5 hour, 30 minutes for each activity.  

Results 

Reliability 

Cronbach alpha reliability for the non-binary measures of the behavioral competence scale was α = 

0.57. Inter-rater reliability was based on 30 interviews and was examined separately for the 3 sub-

scales. The inter rater correlations for understanding of the situation, behavioral competence and 

emotional knowledge scales and were r = 0.85, p < 0.001; r = 0.75, p < 0.001 and r = 0.93, p < 

0.001, respectively.  

Validity 

Content validity. To test the content validity, independent sample t tests were conducted for 

between genders for each of the two sub-scales of the semi-structured interview. No significant 

differences were found on the behavioral competence scale, t(55) = -0.11, p > 0.05, between males 

(M = 21.17, SD = 2.68) and females (M = 1.172 , SD = 03.2 ), and on the emotional knowledge scale, 

t(55) = 0.01 , p > 0.05, between males (M = 3.00 , SD = 1.15) and females (M = 3.00 , SD = 1.18). 

Convergent validity. In order to examine convergent validity, a pearson correlations were 

carried out between SSI-ISS and emotional skills measures (i.e., emotional recognition from stories 

and behavior in a role play simulation of a first date). Significant correlations were found between 

behavioral competence sub-scale and total score of the simulation (r = 0.52, p < 0.05), initiation and 

activity sub-scale (r = 0.52, p < 0.05), expressing interest and empathy sub-scale (r = 0.53, p < 

0.05) and expression of emotions sub-scale (r = 0.51, p < 0.05). However, the correlation between 

behavioral competence sub-scale and the non-verbal communication sub-scale of the simulation 

was not significant (r = 0.27, p > 0.05).  

Similar correlations were carried out between the SSI-ISS and the emotional recognition 

from stories task. The findings revealed significant correlations between understanding of stories 
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and understanding of situations in the SSI-ISS (r = 0.68, p < 0.001). Similarly, a significant 

correlation was found between the total score of the SSI-ISS and the total score of emotional 

recognition from stories (r = 0.60, p < 0.01). 

Discussion 

The goal of this study was to examine the reliability and validity of a new measure, a semi-

structured interview of intimate social skills in adults with intellectual disability (SSI-ISS). The 

SSI-ISS has shown to be a reliable measure, with acceptable internal consistency between the 9 

items of the behavioral competence scale. The inter rater reliability was high for all 3 sub-scales 

(understanding of the situation, behavioral competence and emotional knowledge). It should be 

noted that the construction of the SSI-ISS was based on an experts-team, strengthens the content 

and face validity. The content validity support our assumption the items chosen for the measure are 

not gender related. Finally, the correlations found between the SSI-ISS and the actual behaviors 

scores derived from real life simulation and emotional recognition from stories task, strengthens 

convergent validity. 

The findings regarding the association between social cognition, tested by identifying emotions 

from stories, and a social behavior measure tested by the interview, are in line with earliare findings 

on the relationship between these domains (Sasson, Morrison, Kelsven, & Pinkham, 2019). Social 

cognition is often viewed as a pre-required condition of social behavior skills, it is a basis for actual 

functioning (Adolphs, 2009; Schultz, 2005).  

Several researchers argue that in order to assess social skills, one should have an ecological 

observation measure or use a performance-based measure (Patterson, Moscona, McKibbin, 

Davidson, & Jeste, 2001). Using such measures requires considerable time and resources. The 

findings of the current study, indicate that a relatively short time assessment of behavioral social-

romantic competence can provide an accurate evaluation, which corresponds to real-world 

(simulation) social skills, required for romantic relationship. Using an interview to assess these 

skills was proved to be a cost-effective measure in terms of time and resources.  

Ideally, testing of convergent validity requires a “gold standard” measure. In case where such a 

measure does not exist, researchers look for a "quasi-gold standard" measure, e.g., a universally 

accepted instrument. When no such measures are known, such as in our study, convergent validity 

should be assessed by correlations between intuitively similar scales that measure the same 

construct. In this study, we applied an accepted method of social skills evaluation, using a novel 
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role play simulation (Matson et al., 2009). It should be emphasized that the correlation pattern 

between romantic social skills as tested by the SSI-ISS and conceptually related skills as measured 

in the simulation, confirm our hypothesis that behavioral competence sub-scale corresponds only 

with the verbal components of the tested in the simulation. The lack of correlation with the non-

verbal component is simply because the interviewee cannot convey his\her non-verbal behaviors. 

These findings support the conclusion that the two measures, role play simulation of a first date and 

romantic behavioral competence as measured in an interview, assess the same construct and 

content, hence validity can be concluded.  

It should be taken into consideration that the SSI-ISS is a self-report measure which may be 

biased by self-perception, approval-seeking, awareness and mood during the assessment. These 

factors are expressed even more strongly among adults with ID (Munro, 2007). However, the 

significant correlations found between a self-report measure and a performance measure of 

identification of emotions from stories, indicates the relevance of evaluating romantic behavioral 

competence using self-report measure. 

Our findings reinforce the possibility of using this semi-structured interview in a population 

of adults with ID with a goal to obtain a profile of the social skills needed for spousal life, as a basis 

for intervention. Further research is needed to establish the discriminant and ecological validity of 

the SSI-ISS among individuals with ID with relatively high- verses low-functioning levels, using a 

larger sample and comparing them with observations of daily life situations. 
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