


The Cambridge Handbook
of Personal Relationships

The Cambridge Handbook of Personal Relation-
ships serves as a benchmark of the current state of
scholarship in this dynamic field, synthesizing the
extant theoretical and empirical literature, trac-
ing its historical roots, and making recommenda-
tions for future directions. The volume addresses
a broad range of established and emerging topics,
including theoretical and methodological issues
that influence the study of personal relationships;
research and theory on relationship development;
the nature and functions of personal relation-
ships across the life span; individual differences
and their influences on relationships; relationship
processes such as cognition, emotion, and com-
munication; relational qualities such as satisfac-
tion and commitment; environmental influences
on personal relationships; and maintenance and
repair of relationships. The authors are experts
from a variety of disciplines, including several
subfields of psychology, communication, family
studies, and sociology, who have made major con-
tributions to the understanding of relationships.

Anita L. Vangelisti is a professor in the Depart-
ment of Communication Studies at the Uni-

versity of Texas at Austin. Her work focuses
on the associations between communication and
emotion in the context of close, personal rela-
tionships. She has published numerous arti-
cles and chapters and has edited several books.
Vangelisti has served on the editorial boards
of over a dozen scholarly journals and has
received recognition for her research from the
National Communication Association and the
International Society for the Study of Personal
Relationships.

Daniel Perlman is an academic psychologist
with broad, applied interests that cut across
social, developmental, and clinical psychology
as focused on the study of close relationships.
He is a professor of Family Studies and also
teaches in the Department of Psychology at the
University of British Columbia. He was presi-
dent of the International Society for the Study
of Personal Relationships and the Canadian Psy-
chological Association. He has authored more
than 50 articles, edited or authored 15 books,
and been the editor or associate editor for four
journals.





The Cambridge Handbook
of Personal Relationships

�
Edited by

Anita L. Vangelisti
and

Daniel Perlman



cambridge university press

Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo

Cambridge University Press
40 West 20th Street, New York, ny 10011-4211, usa

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521826174

c© Cambridge University Press 2006

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2006

Printed in the United States of America

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

The Cambridge handbook of personal relationships / edited by Anita L. Vangelisti,
Daniel Perlman.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn-13 : 978-0-521-82617-4 (hardcover)
isbn-10: 0-521-82617-9 (hardcover)
isbn-13 : 978-0-521-53359-1 (pbk.)
isbn-10: 0-521-53359-7 (pbk.)
1. Interpersonal relations – Handbooks, manuals, etc. 2 . Interpersonal
communication – Handbooks, manuals, etc. 3 . Social psychology –
Handbooks, manuals, etc. I. Vangelisti, Anita L. II. Perlman, Daniel.

isbn-13 978-0-521-82617-4 hardback
isbn-10 0-521-82617-9 hardback

isbn-13 978-0-521-53359-1 paperback
isbn-10 0-521-53359-7 paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for
the persistence or accuracy of urls for external or
third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such
Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.



Contents

Preface page ix
Ellen Berscheid

Contributors xvii

p a r t i

INTRODUCTION

1. Personal Relationships: An
Introduction 3

Daniel Perlman
Anita L. Vangelisti

p a r t ii

FOUNDATIONS FOR STUDYING
RELATIONSHIPS

2 . The Seven Seas of the Study of
Personal Relationships: From
“The Thousand Islands” to
Interconnected Waterways 11

Daniel Perlman
Steve Duck

3 . Theoretical Perspectives in the
Study of Close Relationships 35

John H. Harvey
Amy Wenzel

4. Research Methods for the Study
of Personal Relationships 51

Mahnaz Charania
William J. Ickes

5 . Advances in Data Analytic
Approaches for Relationships
Research: The Broad Utility
of Hierarchical Linear
Modeling 73

Deborah A. Kashy
Lorne Campbell
David W. Harris

6. Relationship Typologies 91

C. Arthur VanLear
Ascan Koerner
Donna M. Allen

p a r t iii

DEVELOPMENT OF
RELATIONSHIPS

7. From Courtship to Universal
Properties: Research on Dating
and Mate Selection, 1950 to 2003 113

Catherine A. Surra
Christine R. Gray

v



vi contents

Tyfany M. J. Boettcher
Nathan R. Cottle
Adam R. West

8. The Affective Structure of
Marriage 13 1

John P. Caughlin
Ted L. Huston

9. Divorce and Postdivorce
Relationships 157

Marilyn Coleman
Lawrence Ganong
Kim Leon

p a r t iv

RELATIONSHIPS ACROSS THE
LIFE SPAN

10. Relationships in Early and
Middle Childhood 177

Willard W. Hartup

11. Personal Relationships in
Adolescence and Early
Adulthood 191

W. Andrew Collins
Stephanie D. Madsen

12 . Close Relationships in Middle
and Late Adulthood 211

Rosemary Blieszner

p a r t v

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

13 . Personality and Relationships: A
Temperament Perspective 231

Jeffry A. Simpson
Heike A. Winterheld
Jennie Y. Chen

14. Attachment Theory,
Individual Psychodynamics,
and Relationship
Functioning 251

Phillip R. Shaver
Mario Mikulincer

15 . “His” and “Her” Relationships? A
Review of the Empirical
Evidence 273

Emily A. Impett
Letitia Anne Peplau

16. The Intimate Same-Sex
Relationships of Sexual
Minorities 293

Lisa M. Diamond

17. Family Relationships and
Depression 313

Deborah J. Jones
Steven R. H. Beach
Frank D. Fincham

p a r t vi

BASIC PROCESSES

18. Communication: Basic
Properties and Their
Relevance to Relationship
Research 331

Alan L. Sillars
Anita L. Vangelisti

19. Social Cognition in Intimate
Relationships 353

Garth J. O. Fletcher
Nickola C. Overall
Myron D. Friesen

2 0. Emotion in Theories of Close
Relationships 369

Sally Planalp
Julie Fitness
Beverley Fehr

2 1. Physiology and Interpersonal
Relationships 385

Timothy J. Loving
Kathi L. Heffner
Janice K. Kiecolt-Glaser

p a r t vii

INTERACTIVE PROCESSES

2 2 . Self-Disclosure in Personal
Relationships 409

Kathryn Greene
Valerian J. Derlega
Alicia Mathews

2 3 . Close Relationships and Social
Support: Implications for
the Measurement of Social
Support 429

Barbara R. Sarason
Irwin G. Sarason



contents vii

2 4. Understanding Couple Conflict 445

Galena H. Kline
Nicole D. Pleasant
Sarah W. Whitton
Howard J. Markman

2 5 . Sexuality in Close Relationships 463

Susan Sprecher
F. Scott Christopher
Rodney Cate

p a r t viii

THREATS TO RELATIONSHIPS

2 6. Loneliness and Social Isolation 485

Jenny de Jong Gierveld
Theo van Tilburg
Pearl A. Dykstra

2 7. Stress in Couples: The Process of
Dyadic Coping 501

Carolyn E. Cutrona
Kelli A. Gardner

2 8. Lying and Deception in Close
Relationships 517

Mark L. Knapp

2 9. Temptations and Threat:
Extradyadic Relations and
Jealousy 533

Abraham P. Buunk
Pieternel Dijkstra

30. Violence and Abuse in Personal
Relationships: Conflict, Terror,
and Resistance in Intimate
Partnerships 557

Michael P. Johnson

p a r t ix

RELATIONAL QUALITIES

31. Relationship Satisfaction 579

Frank D. Fincham
Steven R. H. Beach

32 . Romantic Love 595

Arthur Aron
Helen E. Fisher
Greg Strong

33 . Commitment 615

Caryl E. Rusbult
Michael K. Coolsen
Jeffrey L. Kirchner
Jennifer A. Clarke

34. Intimacy in Personal
Relationships 637

Jean-Philippe Laurenceau
Brighid M. Kleinman

p a r t x

CONTEXT

35 . Social Networks and Personal
Communities 657

Graham Allan

36. Relationships in Home and
Community Environments: A
Transactional and Dialectic
Analysis 673

Barbara B. Brown
Carol M. Werner
Irwin Altman

37. Relationships, Culture, and
Social Change 695

Robin Goodwin
Urmila Pillay

38. Personal Relationships: On and
Off the Internet 709

Jeffrey Boase
Barry Wellman

p a r t xi

MAINTENANCE AND REPAIR OF
RELATIONSHIPS

39. Maintaining Relationships 727

Daniel J. Canary
Marianne Dainton

40. The Treatment of Relationship
Distress: Theoretical Perspectives
and Empirical Findings 745

Donald H. Baucom
Norman B. Epstein
Susan Stanton

p a r t xii

CONCLUSION

41. Bringing It All Together: A
Theoretical Approach 769

Patricia Noller

Author Index 791

Subject Index 828





Preface

For volumes that review the present state
of knowledge in dynamic, rapidly evolv-
ing fields, the label handbook seems only
marginally appropriate. When one thinks of
a handbook, one visualizes a person hold-
ing a plumbing manual in one hand and a
wrench in the other and, after the leaky pipe
has been fixed, putting the manual away for
use another day, confident that the princi-
ples of plumbing will not change substan-
tially from one year to the next or even
very much from one decade to the next.
Relationship science, in contrast, is a large
and still loosely organized field that con-
tinues to expand rapidly in all directions,
its momentum fueled partly by the internal
combustion provided by the theorists and
researchers who form the core of the field
and partly by scholars in other fields who rec-
ognize the relevance of relationship theory
and research to their own problems. Rela-
tionship science is, in short, a nova in the
heavens of the social, behavioral, and bio-
logical sciences.

Not so long ago, the future of a field
devoted to understanding interpersonal rela-

tionships was in doubt. As a consequence,
and to be on the safe side, many of us
adopted the convention of referring to the
relationship field as “emerging,” a practice
noted with exasperation in the late 1980s
by Steve Duck, the editor of the first rela-
tionship handbook, the Handbook of Per-
sonal Relationships (1988). In his introduc-
tory remarks, Duck took a deep breath
and dared to declare that the field had
emerged, putting its birth about 10 years
earlier, in the late 1970s. A second edition
of that first handbook appeared 10 years
later (Duck, 1997) and only 3 years after
that a relationship “sourcebook” edited by
Clyde and Susan Hendrick (2000) was pub-
lished. In between and since, several edited
topical “mini-handbooks” have been pub-
lished, each devoted to a subject of special
interest to relationship researchers, as Dan
Perlman and Duck note in their historical
review chapter in this book.

The continuing high volume of activity
in the relationship field places a heavy bur-
den on relationship scholars. There is too
much to learn, and far too little time in

ix
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which to learn it, for most of us to feel that
we have anything but a tenuous grasp of
the breadth and depth of the field or more
than a dim appreciation of its current trajec-
tory. There are too many books, too many
journal articles, and too many conferences,
preconferences, and workshops for anyone
to take in. Hence the need for volumes
that periodically, comprehensively, and con-
cisely describe current activities in the field –
handbooks, in other words, or perhaps more
accurately, status reports – to help us fend
off the feelings of defeat that precede retreat
into more settled areas of inquiry.

A Book of Bets

In addition to surveying present activities
in areas of interest to relationship schol-
ars, many handbook contributors briefly
describe the history of the area and some
also attempt to predict its future. Histori-
cal remarks are useful to newcomers to the
field who, entering the relationship movie
midstream, often wonder how the relation-
ship field got to where it is (and why it took
so long to get here). Forecasts of profitable
future activities are especially useful to new
recruits, many of whom are in the process of
deciding where they might most profitably
invest their scholarly efforts. A “bookmaker’s
book of bets” is, in fact, a secondary defini-
tion of the word handbook (Webster’s Col-
legiate Dictionary, 10th ed., p. 526). Indeed,
and apart from the explicit predictions of
future activity that some handbook con-
tributors make, their descriptions of cur-
rent activities in a specific problem area can
be viewed as surveys of the bets individual
researchers are currently making – where, in
other words, one’s colleagues are gambling
their professional and personal resources in
the expectation that their investments will
pay off by advancing relationship knowl-
edge. It perhaps does not need saying that
in performing the triage necessary for a con-
cise report, some surveyors are better than
others in identifying which current activi-
ties are likely to be rewarding and which can

be omitted from their report because they
promise to be a waste of time or, of course,
that some researchers invest their resources
more wisely than others. Histories of disci-
plines, in fact, are simply accounts of schol-
ars’ bets that paid off. Lost wagers are rarely
mentioned.

It is to the prediction of profitable future
activities that I address the remainder of
these prefatory remarks because, like it or
not, all scholars must be gamblers. To decide
where to invest their time, energy, and other
resources, they must make predictions about
the kinds of theoretical, research, and service
activities that are the surest bets to advance
the field. This kind of gambling is a high-
stakes activity, both for the individual and
for the field, which perhaps is why so many
scholarly conferences devote at least one ses-
sion to “future directions” or some variant on
that theme and so many journals periodically
publish “forecast” articles and issues.

The Wild Cards

Making accurate predictions about a field’s
future, especially predictions about the spe-
cific research paths that will yield a sig-
nificant payoff, is extraordinarily difficult.
It is hazardous, in fact. My thesis here is
that the wild cards that so often trump the
most carefully considered forecasts are dealt
by powerful, pervasive, and slow-moving
macroforces. Because these forces intensify
so gradually (think of a hand in a bucket of
water in which the temperature is slowly
and imperceptibly increased to the boiling
point), they are hard to identify even as they
are exerting their massive and inexorable
influence on scholars’ activities. I illustrate
the point by describing some of the macro-
forces that, I now see in retrospect, were
beginning to gather strength when I became
involved in relationship research more than
half a century ago.

The seeds of at least three macroforces
that would influence all of the social and
behavioral sciences were beginning to ger-
minate when, as an undergraduate English



preface xi

major vaguely intending to go on to law
school, I impulsively enrolled in a new sem-
inar offered by the psychology department
titled Perception and Cognition. I signed up
for the seminar expecting it (don’t ask me
why) to be a course in extrasensory per-
ception and precognition. Although I spent
much of the semester wondering when we
were going to get to the interesting part, I
wisely refrained from asking the professor,
Paul Secord, for clarification and, persever-
ing to the very end, I did well enough that
Secord asked me if I would like a job as
his research assistant. I had no idea what
a research assistant did, but with another
boring secretarial job looming on the sum-
mer horizon, I was pleased to give it a
whirl.

Secord could offer me a job as a research
assistant because during the semester in
which I was impatiently tapping my foot
waiting to learn the secrets of clairvoyance,
mind reading, and spoon bending, he had
received word that he was to receive a
research grant from the National Institute
of Health–Public Health Service. I learned
years later that both the topic of Secord’s
seminar and his grant proposal had been
influenced by his recent participation in
the seminal symposium sponsored by the
Office of Naval Research held at Harvard in
March of 1957, resulting in the classic vol-
ume edited by Tagiuri and Petrullo, Person
Perception and Interpersonal Behavior (1958).
Secord’s grant was among the first federal
research grants ever made to the social and
behavioral sciences. The gradual infusion of
increasing amounts of federal research funds
into the social and behavioral sciences that
followed was to have enormous impact on
what researchers in these disciplines did and
how they did it.

Person perception and interpersonal
attraction are intimate companions that
together formed an important part of the
nucleus of relationship science. My first task
as a research assistant thus thrust me into
relationship research. My job was to hand
out slips of paper to a group of students,
all strangers to one another, sitting around
in a circle about to begin a discussion (of

pedagogical reform, no less). Each individ-
ual’s slip listed certain other persons in the
group who, supposedly as revealed by a per-
sonality test taken earlier, probably would
like the individual. After their (embarrass-
ingly desultory) discussion, I handed out
questionnaires that asked each person whom
he or she liked now that they had become
acquainted with the other group mem-
bers. I learned later that the experiment
had been stimulated by the proposition,
advanced independently by Renato Tagiuri
and Theodore Newcomb, that a fundamen-
tal characteristic of the dyad is “congru-
ency,” a prominent instance of which was
believed to be the tendency for people to
like those who like them. Backman and Sec-
ord’s (1959) results revealed that perception
of another’s liking caused liking the other in
return at first but the effect evaporated upon
further interaction (and the additional infor-
mation it provided).

The seeds of the second macroforce, one
that was to transform research activities in
all of the sciences, were reflected in another
of my initial tasks. Sitting by a window, I
was to take two cards from a box of rectan-
gular cards on which someone had punched
a lot of holes, sandwich them together, and
then hold the pair up to the light and count
the number of holes through which the sun
shone. This took a very long time. A very,
very long time. With his usual perspicac-
ity, Secord had recognized the possibilities
that lie in the university’s purchase of a
card-punching machine. Unfortunately, no
machine was available to make the com-
parisons he needed, nor was there available
a machine that could compute the needed
statistics on the “similarity-of-holes” data
(what it actually represented, I never knew).
I was to accomplish the latter by depressing
the appropriate numbered keys on the top
of a Friden calculating machine, which was
about as large as a breadbox but consider-
ably heavier, and then pulling the crank on
its side almost 180 degrees to enter the num-
bers into the gizzards of the machine. Sev-
eral days of frenzied crank-pulling to obtain
what seemed an endless series of correlation
coefficients later sent me to the orthopedic



xii preface

surgeon with what was diagnosed as “tennis
elbow.”

Along with what has been called the
golden age of federal research funding and
the advent of the computer age, the seeds of
the third potent macroforce were reflected
in my own gender, which turned out to be a
harbinger of the great migration of women
into the sciences. Redress of the lopsided sex
ratio of researchers in the social and behav-
ioral sciences almost surely influenced the
development of relationship research, for
researchers usually enjoy working on prob-
lems they personally care about; women,
it has been documented, are more inter-
ested in personal relationships than men are.
The entry of the other half of the human
population into competition for graduate
training and for jobs had another effect:
It almost surely increased the quality of
researchers in the disciplines that were to
contribute to relationship science. Com-
petition for admission to graduate schools
became increasingly intense, and today most
applicants’ vitas are brimming with research
publications, computer and statistical exper-
tise; perfect grade point averages; outstand-
ing GRE scores; extensive undergraduate
coursework in psychology, sociology, and
allied fields; and incredible (sometimes lit-
erally) letters of recommendation. Many of
my age cohort (including yours truly) sus-
pect they would not be let in the door
today.

Reflecting on the changes that have
occurred over the past 50 years in the study
of interpersonal relationships, it thus seems
to me that the major transforming agents
have been only secondarily individual the-
orists and researchers. Rather, the prime
movers in any field that influence who the
theorists and researchers are (their personal
characteristics and, indeed, their very num-
ber), what these theorists and researchers
do, and how they do it – and, therefore, the
number, nature, and quality of the advances
made in a field – are powerful, pervasive,
slow-moving macroforces. These are almost
impossible to identify in prospect and diffi-
cult to identify even when they are quietly
exerting their vast power. Indeed, their influ-

ence is rarely acknowledged even in retro-
spect. Their monumental impact illustrates
that relationship science, like a relationship
itself, is an open system sensitive to pertur-
bations not only in the systems that relation-
ship science encompasses (e.g., the scholars
working in each of the problem areas that
comprise relationship science) but also in
the larger, societal systems in which relation-
ship science is nested. It is the forces gener-
ated within these larger systems that so often
crush the individual researcher’s bets on the
future.

Variegated Effects of Macroforces

Each of the individual macroforces I have
named as influencing the relationship field
over the past half century (and I make
no claim the list is exhaustive) repre-
sents a broad category of the types of
changes that may forever alter the course
of a research discipline – namely, changes
in researchers’ monetary, time, or other
resources to do what they do; changes in
technology that affect how they do it; and
changes in the number and characteristics
of the researchers themselves. Each macro-
force has had variegated effects; most have
facilitated the field’s advance, but some have
impeded it and are continuing to do so.
For example, the effects of federal research
funding for social and behavioral research
have not been wholly beneficial. One of
its most unfortunate effects is that as uni-
versities have become increasingly depen-
dent on federal monies, many have come
to see their researchers more as revenue-
generating agents than as knowledge-
generating scholars. Their employers’ view
not only influences researchers’ choice of
problem (increasingly determined by the
vagaries of politics and the federal “social
problem du jour” as opposed to research
addressed to fundamental problems in the
field) but also researchers’ approach to the
problem (e.g., a quick return to be itemized
in the next “progress report” to ensure con-
tinued support).
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Changes in technology are, of course, par-
ticularly potent forces. The increasing power
and sophistication of the computer not only
has dramatically facilitated complex statis-
tical analyses of data, it has also made pos-
sible the development of new methods to
investigate both new and old hypotheses.
For example, a decade or so after Backman
and Secord’s (1959) experiment, the failure
to find evidence of liking reciprocity in a
data set led a graduate student named David
Kenny to develop what he called the social
relations modeling (SRM) method (Kenny,
1994 , p. 101); the liking reciprocity hypothe-
sis was the first he investigated with the new
method (Kenny & La Voie, 1982 , 1984). The
availability of the computer surely played
a silent role, for one does not like to think
about analyzing SRM data on a Friden
calculator.

One especially does not like to think
about performing the multiple regres-
sion analyses now endemic in relationship
research on a Friden calculator, although it
must be said that the old iron breadbox
had its virtues. Because calculating a cor-
relation coefficient was laborious, one did
not undertake the task unless one had ascer-
tained, first, that the data met the necessary
assumptions and, second, that one really,
truly needed those coefficients, which meant
that one knew exactly what one was going
to make of them. Moreover, by the time
one had finished calculating all the necessary
statistics on a data set, one had gained great
familiarity with it, including its warts and
anomalies, which often tempered interpre-
tation of those statistics and sometimes even
precluded their report. Today, extraordinary
amounts of data are automatically fed into a
statistical software program (often selected
by what is now commonly called a techni-
cal advisor) that effortlessly but mindlessly
churns out cornucopias of statistics, some of
which have little or no real meaning but are
interpreted as though they did.

The effects of one macroforce often inter-
act with the effects of another. For exam-
ple, the researcher’s need for federal research
funding often interacts with the computeri-
zation of statistical analysis to produce a sit-

uation social psychologist William McGuire
(1973) described some time ago:

The affluent senior researcher often
[carries] out his work through graduate
assistants and research associates, who, in
turn, often have the actual observations
done by parapsychological technicians
or hourly help, and the data they collect
go to card-punchers who feed them into
computers, whose output goes back to the
research associate, who might call the
more meaningful outcomes to the attention
of the senior researcher, who is too busy
meeting the payrolls to control the form of
the printout or look diligently through it
when it arrives. (p. 555)

Or, it should be added, too busy to certify
that the data shoveled into the computer’s
furnace meet each statistic’s assumptions.
The need to meet a statistic’s assumptions
was brought home to me early in a sear-
ing experience. After doing exactly what
students are warned never to do – collect-
ing data without first determining how they
would be analyzed – Marshall Dermer and
I belatedly discovered there were no time-
series statistics available at that time to ana-
lyze our activation-level diary data (Dermer
& Berscheid, 1972). Happily, Marshall found
a team of biological rhythm statisticians
working in the rabbit warren of rooms under
the football stadium; taking pity on us, they
agreed to make us some statistics (and thus
act as our technical advisors). Unhappily,
when we got around to looking these sta-
tisticans’ gift horse in the mouth, we discov-
ered that one of the mathematical assump-
tions underlying their statistics required our
human subjects to be dead at least once a
day. Even more unhappily, we made this dis-
covery after we had interpreted our results
to our satisfaction and were on the brink of
publishing our report – yet another illustra-
tion that a researcher’s facile and creative
mind usually can see a rational pattern in
any random display.

The fact that violation of a statistic’s
assumptions is hard to discern in the
obtained statistic represents a special danger
for relationship researchers who often find
themselves in the uncomfortable position of
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trying to make causal inferences from regres-
sion analyses performed on nonexperimen-
tal data. Many of the variables of interest
in relationship research are causally bidirec-
tional and highly correlated with each other
(e.g., trust, love, commitment; see Attridge,
Berscheid, & Simpson, 1995). This highly
glutinous mass often makes it difficult for
relationship researchers to meet the assump-
tions that causal inference from such data
requires (see Berscheid & Regan, 2005 , pp.
79–81; McKim & Turner, 1997). Thus, my
first prediction for relationship science is
that making causal inferences from nonex-
perimental data will continue to be a prob-
lematic activity, barring the emergence of an
statistical alchemist and the services of a sta-
tistical auditing firm to weed out spurious
results in previously published reports.

Some Other Predictions

My other predictions about the future of
the relationship field and profitable avenues
of research follow from consideration of
the three broad categories of macroforces
I have named. First, and with respect to
resources, one can predict that threats to fed-
eral funding for the social and behavioral sci-
ences will increase in frequency and severity
as the nation’s financial solvency deterio-
rates and its financial obligations increase.
Indeed, funding from the National Insti-
tutes of Health for much basic social sci-
entific research, including research vital to
an understanding of relationships, is in jeop-
ardy as this Handbook goes to press (see
Carpenter, 2005 ; Fiske, 2005).

Second, and with respect to technologi-
cal changes, my predictions are more pos-
itive. Advances in neuroscience as a result
of the development of functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI) and the increas-
ing availability of the necessary magnets
represent enormous opportunities for rela-
tionship researchers (see Berscheid, 2004).
These are only now beginning to be mined
(e.g., Fisher et al., 2003). Aron (in press)
detailed several contributions that fMRI can
make to relationship science and asserted
that, in turn, relationship science may have

an even greater potential to contribute to
neuroscience. His arguments may even be
understated because it has become increas-
ingly clear that the operations of the brain
cannot be understood without significant
advances in affective neuroscience; advances
in affective neuroscience, in turn, require the
development of a robust social neuroscience,
which requires advances in relationship sci-
ence because it is within our relationships
with others that we humans most frequently
and intensely experience emotion and pro-
cess stimuli heavily saturated with affect.

The methods of neuroscience are only
one way to understand the unconscious
mind; the methods of cognitive social psy-
chology are another. Unfortunately, the lat-
ter have yet to exert much influence on
the relationship field. For example, social
cognitive psychologist James Uleman (2005)
observes that contemporary theory of mind
“is remarkably absent from most research on
person perception” (p. 11), which remains
as important to the understanding of rela-
tionships as it was 50 years ago. Even well-
established research findings on the nature of
the human mind have yet to be recognized
by many relationship scholars. Psycholo-
gist and computer scientist Roger Schank
(“God . . .,” 2005) opined, for example:

I do not believe that people are capable of
rational thought when it comes to mak-
ing decisions in their own lives. People
believe they are behaving rationally and
have thought things out, of course, but when
major decisions are made – who to marry,
where to live, . . . people’s minds simply can-
not cope with the complexity. When they try
to rationally analyze potential options, their
unconscious, emotional thoughts take over
and make the choice for them. (p. F3)

If Schank and the conclusions of many cog-
nitive social psychologists are correct (see
Hassin, Uleman, & Bargh, 2005 , who
described the new unconscious), we relation-
ship scholars are trying to identify and under-
stand the determinants of a person’s “major
decisions,” such as mate selection or whether
to maintain or dissolve a relationship,
primarily through self-report even though
the answers to many of our questions are
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not available to our respondents to report
(although they always do report something).

New understandings of the human
mind have additional implications for us
researchers; that is, we ourselves are not
immune from the limitations of our con-
scious minds when thinking about the
highly complex system in which people’s
relationship decisions and other behaviors
are embedded. More than 30 years ago,
McGuire called for new conceptual mod-
els “that involve parallel processing, nets of
causally interrelated factors, feedback loops,
bidirectional causation, etc.” (p. 452) to deal
with complex cognitive and social systems
in which multiple causes interact with each
other to produce an effect and in which
effects act to change their original causal
conditions. McGuire also warned, however,
that “We shall all shy away from the men-
tal strain of keeping in mind so many vari-
ables, so completely interrelated” (p. 452).
He was right; we relationship scholars do shy
away from the exercise. But he was wrong
to blame “mental strain” for our avoidance;
our conscious minds can strain until our
noses bleed, but most of us still can’t do
it. Perhaps the epistemology of relationship
research could use some attention.

Finally, with respect to macroforces that
result in changes in the characteristics of
research personnel, one can confidently
predict that relationship researchers will
become more racially and culturally diverse
for a variety of reasons and that fewer will
be men (if recently reported sex ratios of col-
lege undergraduates is any indication), all of
which will influence the kinds of relation-
ship problems that receive attention. One
might also predict that as present researchers
grow older, their interest in phenomena asso-
ciated with young relationships (e.g., roman-
tic love) will wane and the joys and prob-
lems of older relationships will gain more
representation in relationship theory and
research.

Only time will tell what the future holds
for relationship research. We can all bet on
that – and pray that the forces be with us.

Ellen Berscheid

University of Minnesota
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C H A P T E R 1

Personal Relationships: An Introduction

Daniel Perlman
Anita L. Vangelisti

In a classic series of studies, Reed Larson and
his colleagues (Larson, Csikszentmihalyi, &
Graef, 1982) had 179 teenagers and adults
carry electronic pagers with them wherever
they went for 1 week. Once every 2 hours of
their waking day, Larson beeped these indi-
viduals, asking them to indicate what they
were doing and who, if anyone, was with
them. More than 70% of the times they were
paged, these individuals were in the pres-
ence of other people. Worked out over the
course of a lifetime, from age 18 to 65 , this
means people are likely to spend 203 ,585

hours in the presence of others. As far back
as Aristotle, humans have been recognized
as social animals. Obviously, personal rela-
tionships are a salient and important aspect
of our lives.

What precisely do we mean when we
refer to personal relationships? Two classic
definitions that specify the domain of this
volume are as follows:

Two people are in a relationship with one
another if they impact on each other, if
they are interdependent in the sense that a
change in one person causes a change in the
other and vice versa. (Kelley et al., 1983)

A relationship involves a series of inter-
actions between two individuals known to
each other. Relationships involve behav-
ioural, cognitive, and affective (or emo-
tional) aspects. Formal relationships are
distinct from personal relationships. Rela-
tionships in which most of the behaviour
of the participants is determined by their
position in society, where they do not rely
on knowledge of each other, are role or for-
mal relationships. (Hinde, 1979)

Personal relationships, in short, have a holis-
tic quality. They are more than isolated
interactive moments. They are more than
highly scripted role-relations. Personal rela-
tionships include a range of relationships,
including, but not exclusive to our most inti-
mate relationships.

There are several reasons why personal
relationships are important and why they are
studied. When people are asked about what
makes their lives meaningful, what con-
tributes to their happiness, and what they
value, they frequently identify close relation-
ships. People have a pervasive, nearly uni-
versal need to belong (Baumeister & Leary,
1995). Research suggests that we are eager

3
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to form new bonds but dislike breaking
them. Similarly, we devote considerable cog-
nitive processing to interpersonal interac-
tions and relationships (Fletcher, Overall, &
Friesen, this volume). Finally, relationships
are a key to our well-being. A plethora
of evidence shows that close relation-
ships are indeed vital to various indi-
cators of well-being, including happiness,
mental health, physical health, and even
longevity (Berkman, 1995 ; Myers, 1999).
As the slogan for a California public ser-
vice program proclaims, “friends are good
medicine.” Undoubtedly, there are excep-
tions to these generalizations, and it is diffi-
cult to know for sure whether relationships
are the cause of these outcomes. Nonethe-
less, the association of sociability with well-
being cuts across time, cultures, measures
of sociability, and indicators of well-being,
and the association is a statistically strong
one (Sarason & Sarason, ch. 23 , this vol-
ume). In the health domain, cigarette smok-
ing is one of the most widely studied and
clearest hazards to health and longevity.
Research demonstrates that sociability has
as strong, probably even a stronger, asso-
ciation with well-being than does smok-
ing. Stop smoking and have successful
friendships: You’ll live a long, happy life.
Indeed one can argue that without rela-
tionships and social groups, humans would
not be able to reproduce and survive (Reis,
Collins, & Bersheid, 2000). The advances
humans have made depend heavily on
collective action.

Of course, relationships are not always
positive experiences. There is a dark side
to close relationships (Cupach & Spitzberg,
1994 ; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1998). Personal
relationships can serve as a context for a
variety of negative emotions, including jeal-
ousy (Guerrero & Anderson, 1998) and hurt
(Leary, Springer, Negel, Ansell, & Evans,
1998). Furthermore, people can experience
psychological (Straus & Field, 2003) or
physical abuse (Johnson, this volume) at
the hands of a loved one. Yet even when
problematic, relationships are significant
to us.

General Description

Because relationships are so central to peo-
ple’s lives, they have garnered the attention
of researchers and theorists from a number
of disciplines. Indeed, scholars have devoted
a great deal of time and effort to understand-
ing the antecedents, processes, and outcomes
of close, interpersonal relationships.

The purpose of the Handbook of Per-
sonal Relationships is to present a synthe-
sis of cutting-edge research and theory. This
book integrates the varying perspectives and
issues addressed by those who study how
people relate to one another. To capture the
breadth and depth of the literature in this
area, the work of scholars from a variety of
disciplines – including several subfields of
psychology (e.g., social, developmental, per-
sonality, clinical), communication, family
studies, and sociology – is highlighted.

The first section of the book comprises
the current introduction. Following this edi-
torial introduction, the second section offers
a foundation for studying personal relation-
ships. The history of the field is examined, as
are the theories most frequently employed
by researchers to explain processes associ-
ated with the development, maintenance,
and decline of personal relationships. In this
section of the book, there is an empha-
sis on introducing and comparing dominant
theories (e.g., social exchange, attachment,
evolutionary); the role of various theories
in generating research is noted throughout
the volume. Both qualitative and quanti-
tative methods are discussed in terms of
their unique applications and contributions
to the relevant literature. In addition, the
second section illuminates the ways relation-
ships have been divided into types. The con-
cerns raised in this section provide a foun-
dation for examining personal relationships
because they set the baseline for the ways
that researchers observe, explain, and evalu-
ate relationships.

The third section focuses on research and
theory explicating the development of per-
sonal relationships, from when people meet
until when relationships end. Chapters focus



personal relationships: an introduction 5

on issues such as courtship, marriage, and
divorce. Although the developmental course
of relationships may be viewed as somewhat
linear, much of the research covered in this
section points to the complex, multifaceted
nature of relationship development.

The fourth section focuses on relation-
ships across the life span. The nature and
functions of relationships vary depending, in
part, on the age of relational partners. Chil-
dren have different ways of relating and they
develop relationships for different reasons
than do adolescents or adults. People dealing
with the tasks of middle age maintain differ-
ent sorts of relationships than do the elderly.
Chapters in this section describe some of the
special concerns reflected in personal rela-
tionships in various life stages.

In the fifth section, individual differences
that influence personal relationships are ex-
amined. People approach and enter relation-
ships with some relatively stable character-
istics. Whether those characteristics involve
personality traits, attachment styles, biologi-
cal sex, sexual orientations, or mental health,
they affect the developmental course of peo-
ple’s relationships. The material covered in
this section describes the effects of individ-
ual differences on personal relationships.

The sixth and seventh sections present
relationship processes. In the sixth section,
communication, cognition, emotion, and
psychophysiology are discussed. These are
fundamental processes that influence, and
are influenced by, relationships as well as
other arenas of life. The seventh section
deals with processes that involve interper-
sonal interaction. These include disclosure,
social support, conflict, and sexual behavior.

Over the past dozen years, researchers
have focused attention on the problem-
atic aspects of personal relationships. Peo-
ple involved in close relationships experi-
ence stress because of circumstances that
occur outside their relationship as well as
events inside the relationship that the part-
ners themselves instigate. Relational part-
ners sometimes feel jealous or lonely. They
often lie to each other. They may engage in
extradyadic liaisons and may even physically

or psychologically abuse each other. Some
relational threats are common and their
successful navigation actually may add to
partners’ confidence in their union. Other
threats not only damage the relationship,
they may jeopardize the physical and psy-
chological well-being of one or both part-
ners. The eighth section of the Handbook
covers several of the more widely studied
threats to personal relationships.

The ninth section examines the major
qualities that suggest how well relationships
are doing. The study of relational satisfac-
tion began in the 1920s and more recently
has been augmented by investigations of
love, commitment, and intimacy. This sec-
tion addresses the antecedents and dynamics
associated with these phenomena as well as
the challenges that researchers face as they
attempt to conceptualize and operationalize
the qualities of personal relationships.

Of course, relationships do not happen
in a vacuum. They are influenced by physi-
cal, social, and cultural contexts. The tenth
section deals with some of the factors out-
side individuals and relationships that affect
the bonds between partners. This section
includes classic (e.g., social networks) as
well as leading-edge topics (e.g., computer-
mediated relationships).

Although the focus of much of the
research deals with the initiation and estab-
lishment of relationships, relationships actu-
ally persist for a long time, sometimes with
problems. The final section of the volume
covers how people sustain their relationships
over time and how therapists can intervene
to repair problematic relationships.

To ensure consistency across the volume
in terms of scope and coverage, authors
were guided in the following ways. First and
foremost, they were asked to provide an
integrative synthesis of existing theory and
research, featuring classic and cutting-edge
references where appropriate. Authors were
encouraged to provide an historical or con-
ceptual framework for organizing the lit-
erature and to make note of any impor-
tant conceptual shifts. Second, they were
instructed to comment on basic paradigms
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and research issues and to evaluate criti-
cally the area’s methods. Third, authors were
asked to provide judicious coverage of, and
endeavor to resolve, any conflicts in the lit-
erature. Fourth, although this volume is pri-
marily retrospective, authors were asked to
signal directions for future research.

Authors

The individuals who contributed to the
Handbook were selected as authors because
they are recognized for the outstanding the-
oretical and empirical contributions they
have made to the study of personal rela-
tionships. The contributors, in short, are dis-
tinguished, internationally known scholars.
They herald from a variety of disciplines and
approach personal relationships from a num-
ber of perspectives. They focus on topics
ranging from the beginning to the ending of
relationships, from micro to macro forces,
and from the problematic to the sublime.
Readers will find that the authors are adroit
at expressing themselves in a scholarly yet
readable fashion

Audience

Because the contributors offer sophisticated,
new perspectives on extant literature as well
as important theoretical and methodolog-
ical recommendations for future research,
the Handbook is an important volume for
individual researchers and theorists to have
on their shelves. Graduate students in social
psychology, communication, family studies,
sociology, and clinical psychology also will
need to know the material published in this
book. They may use the volume as a text in
one of their courses or as an advanced intro-
duction to the study of close relationships.
Additionally, practitioners will be served by
the volume. They will find that the theory
and research presented provides a founda-
tion for understanding relationships semi-
nal to their therapeutic work with individ-
uals confronting relationship issues, couples,
and families.

Readers who are familiar with the lit-
erature on personal relationship will note
that the current volume is one of three
published in the last decade that summa-
rizes research on personal relationships. In
part, this is because of the speed with
which the field has advanced. One of the
other two books, also titled the Handbook of
Personal Relationships, was edited by Steve
Duck (1997) and published by Wiley. The
other, Close Relationships: A Sourcebook, was
edited by Clyde Hendrick and Susan S. Hen-
drick (2000) and was published by Sage.
Both of these volumes serve as benchmarks
for the field. The Duck Handbook con-
ceives of the field of personal relationships as
relatively new, and, as a consequence, its
chapters provide researchers with com-
pelling directions for future study. The
Hendrick and Hendrick Sourcebook offers
what they term a “panoramic view of close
relationships research” (p. xxii); it pro-
vides an important overview of the lit-
erature. The current Handbook was con-
ceived as a complement and an update to
both of the prior volumes. It character-
izes the field as relatively mature and high-
lights the established body of theory and
research that has been generated over the
past 3 decades. It offers readers a relatively
detailed, sophisticated synthesis of existing
literature. It is our hope that the insights and
commentaries offered by the authors in
Handbook of Personal Relationships will
do as much to generate research and
to advance the field as did the prior
two volumes.

We believe social-science knowledge is
best when it can be given away. If this
volume is to succeed, it must engage you
and leave you, the reader, wiser. Whether
it is for your personal life, a course, your
professional practice, or for conducting the
next generation of research, the chapters
should leave you better informed about,
and with better tools for understanding,
close relationships. We hope that you will
develop an intimate relation with the con-
tributors’ ideas and join with us in helping
to disseminate, apply, or empirically advance
their wisdom.
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C H A P T E R 2

The Seven Seas of the Study of Personal
Relationships: From “The Thousand

Islands” to Interconnected Waterways

Daniel Perlman
Steve Duck

In 1985 , we wrote a projective overview of
the field of personal relationships, describing
it as a thousand islands of separate research
traditions and practices that were in the pro-
cess of coming together (Duck & Perlman,
1985). We now look out on a research world
20 years later, and we notice the connections
– the oceans – rather than the separations.
This chapter attempts historical overview of
these developments and of previous tides
and currents that led the research scholar-
ship to today’s position.

Whereas any historians – of an academic
field or anything else – are necessarily selec-
tive and so offer only one perspective on
history, the fact that we start from two or
three or four disciplines (D. P. from social
psychology and family studies; S. D. from
communication studies and social psychol-
ogy) ought to broaden our vision. Quite
frankly, it has led to some friendly disputes
between us about the placement of empha-
sis or precedence for ideas. We are aware,
both in the abstract and through concrete
experience, then, that there are differences
in the points of view of researchers look-
ing at the last 20 years, let alone the last

century of research on personal relation-
ships. Readers, too, especially those who
have labored in the field during the last
20 years, may have their own favorite ways
of looking at the progress that has been
made, as well as regrets about the roads less
traveled. These observations therefore place
us in an interesting dualistic relationship
to the study of personal relationships and
those who conduct it. First, our personal per-
spectives are individual and yet share some
common space; second, our interpersonal
attempts to create consensus about the ven-
ture reflect what happens when two people
enter a friendship or romance. The trick is to
end up with both sides agreeing more than
they disagree.

In this chapter, we discuss 20th century
trends in the study of personal relation-
ships. We do this using the period in the
late 1960s and early 1970s as a reference
point. At that time, most work that is iden-
tifiably “relational” was done by social psy-
chologists, sociologists, and family scientists,
with the clearest lead being taken by social
psychologists of attraction (Levinger, New-
comb) and scholars concerned with trait
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complementarily (e.g., sociologist Robert
Winch). Social psychologists were focused
on experimental investigations of interper-
sonal attraction (e.g., the question of liking),
whereas the other two disciplines tended
to be most interested in demographic and
normative–performative aspects of relation-
ships (Tharp, 1963 , and Barry, 1970, pro-
vide reviews of the psychological literature
done in this era and Broderick, 1970, insti-
tuted the important tradition of the Jour-
nal of Marriage and the Family’s decade
review series). By the turn of the millen-
nium, a variety of scholars was exploring the
ways in which real-life relationships were
developed, maintained, dissolved, carried on
in the networks of other relationship in
which they occurred naturally, and had a
bearing on such other life issues as health
(see Loving, Heffner, & Kiecolt-Glaser, this
volume), coping with stress (Cutrona &
Gardner, this volume), drug and tobacco
usage (e.g., Farrell & White, 1998), and suc-
cessful parenting (Kuczynski, 2003).

Against this broad canvas, we begin with
a short early history of the field before
the 1960s, discuss the 1960s and 1970s,
and then cover trends since that time.
Our analysis focuses on key contributors
to the field, the methods of research being
used, the dominant theoretical perspec-
tives, and the substantive concerns being
addressed. As the reader will see, how-
ever, the decision to select what are the
key issues can be differently decided in dif-
ferent disciplines: Whereas a psychologist
emphasizes inner activity, a communication
researcher emphasizes interaction, a soci-
ologist emphasizes embeddedness within a
larger system, and a developmentalist the
progressions made during the life span. We
mention this point several times in review,
because an interdisciplinary field has to be
just that – one with its own developing
sense of selfhood, and one that attempts
not to privilege one type of research focus
over others.

Our goal in this chapter is to provide a
general historical picture. Many of the other
authors in this volume highlight key devel-
opments and contributors of significance to
more narrowly defined areas of work.

As part of the analysis, we report citation
data and empirical analyses of the publica-
tion literature. To some extent, this grounds
the analysis in objective evidence, yet any
commentary on trends is necessarily highly
selective and subjective. For example, cita-
tion indices are a measure of a person’s visi-
bility but require the assumption that every
author reads and duly cites relevant work
from all suitable places. Where authors do
not read or research outside their own disci-
plinary boundaries, then these indices reflect
the tendency to credit one’s own. Because
it is our major case that interdisciplinarity
and multidisciplinarity (Acitelli, 1995) have
evolved in the last 20 to 25 years, some of the
sliding of previously prominent authors in
the index lists can be attributed to the “dilu-
tion” effect produced by a newer and more
diverse group of citing authors who cite,
as classic work, different sorts of sources.
Tracking the dilution effect is difficult, but
the field has now moved to the point
where collaboration among and the contri-
bution of various disciplines is being recog-
nized and folded into the development of
the field.

With scholars from several disciplines
contributing to the study of relationships
and sharing elements of a common history
of ideas, they often run in parallel with-
out much crossover. To some extent, these
scholars communicated and influenced one
another, but the pressures to gain tenure
in an existing discipline, using its familiar
outlets and sources, tended to isolate peo-
ple within their own intellectual traditions
and emphases in practice, but without for-
mally ruling out possible connectedness. Per-
haps such pressures still exist to some extent.
Yet as we noted in 1985 (Duck & Perlman,
1985), one of the great excitements in
the early 1980s was the dawning recogni-
tion of the possibility that connectedness
could be soundly established between dif-
ferent traditions.

This chapter focuses on what is currently
called the area of close or personal rela-
tionships, the central concern for members
of the International Association for Rela-
tionship Research (IARR) formed from the
amalgamation of the previous International
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Society for the Study of Personal Relation-
ships (ISSPR) and the International Net-
work on Personal Relationships (INPR). Our
approach is linked most tightly with the
disciplines of psychology and communica-
tion, especially in North America. This com-
plements the current state of relationships
field; Hoobler (1999) recently found that
85% of senior authors of articles in the
field’s two leading journals (Journal of Social
and Personal Relationships and Personal Rela-
tionships) between 1989 and 1998 were
either psychologists (62%) or communica-
tion scholars (23%). Increasingly, psychol-
ogists cite communication (Acitelli, 1995)
and each discipline adapts some of its
own traditions by acknowledging the val-
ues and research techniques of other disci-
plines, such as health communication and
biology. If this chapter had been written
by scholars from a different background
(e.g., a family scientist, a social gerontol-
ogist or a sociologist), the analysis would
undoubtedly refer to a somewhat differ-
ent body of literature and reach some-
what different conclusions. Adams (1988),
Bahr (1991), and Nye (1988), for exam-
ple, provided analyses that complement this
one, but they focus on family relationships
(rather than close relationships more gener-
ally) and work from a family sociology or
family studies perspective. Similarly, Cooper
and Sheldon (2002) presented a content-
analytically based overview of research since
the 1930s on romantic relationships done by
personality psychologists. These other dis-
ciplines and specialties within psychology
mark out the progress of the field in dif-
ferent ways (Duck, Acitelli, & Nicholson,
2000), but one general truth is that each dis-
cipline has its heroes in the development of
the field.

The History of Research on Close
Relationships Before the 1960s

Philosophical Beginnings

More than 2 ,300 years ago, Aristotle wrote:

One person is a friend to another if he is
friendly to the other and the other is friendly

to him in return. . . . People are also friends
if the same things are good and bad for
them, or if they are friends to the same peo-
ple and enemies to the same people. . . . We
are also friendly to those who have bene-
fited us. . . . Also to those who are friends
of our friends and those who are friendly
to the people to whom we ourselves are
friendly. (Aristotle, 330 b.c. trans. 1991,
pp. 72 –73)

Aristotle’s writings, along with other materi-
als from the same general period, testify that
concern with relationships dates back a long
time. In his Nicomachean Ethics and his trea-
tise on Rhetoric, Aristotle addressed a num-
ber of topics, including the definition and
types of friendship, the functions of friend-
ship, the role of friendship in maintaining a
stable society, who we select as friends, the
role of individual differences in our friend-
ships, the breakdown of relationships, and
so on. Other Greek philosophers dealt with
shyness, jealousy, love, bereavement, and the
like. Although consideration of relationships
is not new, it remains true that empirical
testing and development of an understand-
ing of factors that are important in rela-
tionships has grown enormously in the last
two decades.

The philosophical approach that Aristo-
tle used dominated the analysis of close rela-
tionships until the late 1880s (see Reisman,
1979, ch. 2 , and Blieszner & Adams, 1992 ,
ch. 2 , for brief histories of the analysis of
friendship; see Pakaluk, 1991, for selected
writings). In the late 1880s and early 1900s,
founding figures in the modern social sci-
ences began developing their viewpoints.
Their ideas had implications for our under-
standing of relationships. For example, Freud
wrote on the role of parent–child rela-
tionships in personality development (see
Hall & Lindzey, 1957, ch. 2). His analy-
sis has led some to believe that we trans-
fer onto adult relationships feelings and
expectations based on childhood experi-
ences and may seek a marital partner sim-
ilar to our opposite-sex parent. James (1981)
contended that the self-concept is defined
in our relationships with others. Durkheim
(1897/1963) was concerned with social orga-
nization. In what was one of his most
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influential publications, he argued that being
socially marginal was the key antecedent
of suicide. Thus, Durkheim’s work focused
attention on the detrimental consequences
of social isolation, or what he called anomie.
Simmel (1950), writing circa 1900, exam-
ined the unique properties of dyads, part-
nerships that involve just two people, noting
significantly that they require consensus to
work, but they can be ended by individ-
ual action. Darwin (1859) wrote his Ori-
gins of the Species that would come to be
a key underpinning for modern evolution-
ary positions such as those developed by
Buss (1998). All these scholars, from dif-
ferent disciplines, had something to say
about personal relationships, and one of
the major developments of modern research
in personal relationships has been the val-
idation and recognition of the insights of
these various disciplines to the whole picture
of “relationships.”

The Rise of Empiricism

At about this same time, a major revolu-
tion occurred in social analysis – namely,
the use of empirical investigations gained
a toehold. For example, in his analysis of
how a lack of social integration leads to sui-
cide, Durkheim (1897/1963) supported his
argument with statistics that introduced one
of the first social scientific (as opposed to
simple impressionistic) data to the ques-
tion of personal relationships. In a 1898 arti-
cle, Will S. Monroe asked 2 ,336 children in
western Massachusetts to identify the traits
and habits they considered to be important
in selecting friends. (They mentioned such
attributes as kindness, cheerfulness, and hon-
esty.) This simple procedure marked a sig-
nificant shift in the study of relationships –
a change from analyses that were primar-
ily philosophical analysis of terminology or
introspections, to those that were grounded
in data and empirical evidence.

In 1912 , Harris reviewed a number of
statistical facts on human mating to con-
clude that on “average, similar individuals
tend to marry” (p. 492). Harris called this
assortative mating. In 1929, Katherine Davis

published her volume Factors in the Sex Life
of 2 2 00 Women. As implied in her title, her
study examined sexual behavior but, impor-
tantly, also included an early measure of
marital satisfaction.

In the mid-1920s, Ernest Burgess (1926)
conducted a painstaking survey of the avail-
able literature on the family. From his per-
spective, there was not yet “a single work
that even pretended to study the mod-
ern family as behavior or as a social phe-
nomenon” (p. 3). In this essay, he went on to
define the family and outline the conceptual
elements that he believed were needed in
its analysis. Some consider Burgess’s article
to have launched the modern field of family
relations (Broderick, 1988).

A number of developments occurred dur-
ing the 1930s (see Broderick, 1988, for those
in family studies). At the substantive level,
there were noteworthy investigations such
as Moreno’s (1934) sociometric studies of
popularity and cliques among school chil-
dren. Jessie Bernard (1933) developed a mea-
sure of marital adjustment; E. Lowell Kelly,
Louis Terman, Ernest Burgess, and others
began their longitudinal studies of marital
success (see Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Per-
sonality psychologists were studying assor-
tative mating as well as the links between
personality traits and marital satisfaction
(Cooper & Sheldon, 2002). Waller (1937)
published his classic article, “The Rating and
Dating Complex,” an analysis of what col-
lege students desire in a mate. A year later,
in his early family text, Waller (1938) dis-
cussed his principle of least interest (i.e., that
the partner with the least interest in the rela-
tionship has the greatest power).

At the organizational level, there were
also important steps forward. Scholars inter-
ested in studying marriage and the fam-
ily founded the National Council on Fam-
ily Relations (NCFR). One of NCFR’s first
activities was establishing in 1939 their flag-
ship publication, Marriage and Family Living
(or the Journal of Marriage and the Family
as it is now called). Although only a small
journal at first, its arrival testified that there
was a growing flow of studies to be reported.
The Groves Conferences on Marriage and
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Family Life began in 1934 , and what is now
the American Association for Marriage and
Family Therapy started in 1945 (see Baucom,
Epstein, & Stanton, this volume).

The Second World War undoubtedly
slowed the study of relationships. One of the
serendipitous findings of the massive work
on the American soldier was the importance
of peer relationships to the combat effec-
tiveness of U.S. troops (Stouffer, Suchman,
Devinney, Star, & Williams, 1949). As the
war ended, social psychologists (e.g., Asch,
1946) were doing classic studies of how we
form first impressions of new acquaintances.
In 1950, Festinger, Schachter, and Back pub-
lished their well-known study of married
student housing at the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology. Echoing Bossard’s (1932)
earlier findings on the role of propinquity in
mate selection, they found that the closer
residents lived to one another in func-
tional terms, the more they tended to like
one another.

In the 1940s and 1950s, sociologists con-
ducted studies on human interaction in
specific contexts and speculated on the
place of relationships in U.S. society (see
Lopata, 1981). An example of each of
these genres, respectively, is William Foote
Whyte’s (1955) Street Corner Society and
Riesman, Glazer, and Denney’s (1953) The
Lonely Crowd.

In the post-WWII period, research to
related close relationships enjoyed a new
prominence both publicly and within the
discipline of psychology. The leading U.S.
news magazine in that era, Time, featured
Alfred Kinsey and his pioneering research
on sexual practices as a cover story (August
24 , 1953). Three presidents of the American
Psychological Association (APA) gave their
presidential addresses on topics related to
relationships. Robert Sears (1951) argued
that to best understand personality and
social behavior, we need to examine not only
individual but also dyadic influences. Harry
Harlow (1958) indicated the importance of
mother love to the development of mon-
keys. Arguably, Theodore Mead Newcomb
is the APA president whose work is most
directly related to what we now consider

the study of personal relationships. In his
presidential address, Newcomb (1956) spoke
on the question of interpersonal attraction,
or who likes whom. He reported the pre-
liminary findings from a study in which he
had provided housing to a small group of
Michigan students in return for their allow-
ing him to study the friendships that devel-
oped in the group. Five years later, Newcomb
(1961) published a monograph in which he
gave a full report of his findings, and he also
offered a balance-type theoretical perspec-
tive that he discussed in terms of systems of
orientation (AB-X) for understanding what
he had found. For example, he concluded
that Person A will like Person B when, in
Person A’s mind, both A and B like the
same things X.

The Study of Interpersonal Attraction
in the 1960s and 1970s

Around the time of Newcomb’s Michi-
gan study, an important shift was occur-
ring within the field of social psychology.
Up until the 1950s, most social psychologi-
cal studies were nonexperimental (70% circa
1949, Higbee & Wells, 1972). But by the
end of the 1960s, more than 8 of 10 arti-
cles in social psychology’s premier publica-
tion outlet, the Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, involved an experimen-
tal manipulation. The social psychological
study of relating appears to have followed
this trend. Focusing on the readily manip-
ulable, researchers studied initial attraction
or liking rather than long-term relationships
as ongoing processes. In the earliest days
of this work, attraction was not always dif-
ferentiated from relating, leading to some
misunderstandings about the varying goals
of different work and, more important, to
some arguments about the relevance of work
on attraction to the understanding of longer
term relationships that were almost entirely
the result of failing to make this distinction
(Levinger, 1972). The study of interpersonal
attraction also grew within social psychol-
ogy. By end of the 1960s, it was a recog-
nized subarea of the field. This new stature
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was marked by the publication of two texts
(Berscheid & Hatfield Walster, 1978 [first
edition 1969]; Rubin, 1973) and two synthe-
ses in the Annual Review of Psychology (Byrne
& Griffitt, 1973 ; Huston & Levinger, 1978).

A Who’s Who Analysis of the 1970s

methods for identifying and ranking

eminent contributors

To do a more empirically based examina-
tion of trends in the study of personal rela-
tionships during the late 1960s and the early
1970s, we did a citation analysis of the afore-
mentioned publications. We selected them
because the texts presumably provided a
synthesis of the important knowledge in the
field suitable for informing students and the
Annual Review chapters represented semi-
nal summaries of the scientific literature at
that time. To get an initial pool of contribu-
tors whose work was prominent in the 1970s,
we used each publication’s author index to
identify approximately the 40 most cited
scholars in each data source. We counted
the number of text pages (excluding pref-
aces and bibliography pages) on which schol-
ars were mentioned. Because these publi-
cations differed in whom they cited most,
across the four publications, this provided
a pool of 103 names. We then counted
and summed the number of pages in all
four sources on which every so identified
scholar was cited.1 Because the mean and
standard deviation of the number of pages
on which the pool of scholars was cited in
the four data sources differed, in deciding
on an index, we calculated the sum of each
scholar’s standardized score across all four
sources. Because these standardized scores
correlated 0.97 with the simple number of
pages on which scholars were cited across
the four texts, we decided to use the total
number of pages as our eminence index.
To avoid any tendency the seven authors of
the data sources (Berscheid, Byrne, etc.)
might have to unduly cite themselves, we
replaced their self-citations with the num-
ber of citations of them one would expect
based on a regression analysis using the other
three sources as the predictor variables. All

citation counts were done twice, once by
the senior author and once by an under-
graduate student, with any inconsistencies
resolved by senior author. In earlier publica-
tions, albeit involving a larger number of data
sources, Perlman established reasonable reli-
ability and validity for such citation counts as
an eminence measure (Perlman, 1979, 1980;
Perlman & Lipsey, 1978).

theoretical emphases

Table 2 .1 shows the 40 most eminent per-
sonal relationship scholars in the mid-1970s.
Most of the individuals listed in this table
were psychologists, although the set of
prominent scholars also includes a few soci-
ologists (Blau, Burgess, Homans, Kerckhoff,
Back, Goffman, Wallin, and Waller). By con-
sidering the work for which they were cited,
the names in this table can be used as clues
to the theoretical perspectives and the topics
of interest in the 1960s and 1970s.

According to this technique, the most
eminent scholar was Donn Byrne, noted for
his studies showing that liking is a func-
tion of the reinforcement value of attitude
similarity. Byrne, along with his coauthors
such as Lamberth, Clore, and Griffitt, inter-
preted attitude similarity and its role in
attraction via a linear function. Along some-
what similar theoretical lines, Lott and Lott
contended that “liking for a person will
occur under those conditions in which an
individual experiences reward in the pres-
ence of that person, regardless of the rela-
tionship between the other person and the
reward event” (Lott & Lott, 1974 , p. 172).
In his gain–loss studies, Aronson asked how
the sequencing of rewards influenced initial
attraction (Aronson & Linder, 1965). In this
period, then, there is evidence of a reinforce-
ment or reward framework shaping a good
deal of the thinking on initial attraction.

The emphasis on reinforcement can
undoubtedly be seen as an extension of
the reinforcement theoretical perspectives
of Hull, Skinner, and others who were reg-
nant at that time in experimental psychol-
ogy. For example, the Lotts were seeing if
the principles of classical conditioning à la
Hull (1952) could be applied to attraction.
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Table 2 .1. Eminence Among Personal Relationship
Scholars in the 1970s

Citations Scholar

39 Byrne, D.∗

37 Hatfield Walster, E.∗

35 Schachter, S.
28 Aronson, E.
26 Berscheid, E.∗

25 Davis, K.
25 Newcomb, T.
23 Jones, E.
21 Heider, F.
21 Rubin, Z.∗

20 Kelley, H.
18 Festinger, L.
18 Levinger, G.∗

18 Walster, G. W.
17 Murstein, B.
15 Allport, G.
15 Deutsch, M.
15 Lamberth, J.
15 Lott, A. J.
15 Zajonc, R.
14 Clore, G. L.
14 Maslow, A.
13 Blau, P.
13 Burgess, E.
13 Homans, G.
13 Kerckhoff, A.
13 Lerner, M.
13 Lott, B. E.
12 Back, K.
12 Goffman, E.
12 Griffitt, W.
12 Wallin, P.
11 Waller, W.
10 Altman, I.
10 Darley, J.
10 Freud, S.
10 Lorenz, K.
10 Mehrabian, A.
10 Reik, T.
10 Zimbardo, P.

∗ Self-citations replaced with regression-predicted cita-
tion score.

Similarly, Byrne linked his model with clas-
sical conditioning.

Two other theoretical perspectives,
broadly defined, were also prominent in this
period. Several eminent researchers offered
some form of a cognitive model. Heider and
Newcomb had similar balance theories, giv-

ing a cognitive consistency type (as opposed
to Byrne’s reinforcement) explanation of
why attitude similarity produces liking.
Festinger was noted for his dissonance
formulation that the inconsistencies in
our cognitions motivate a change in either
those cognitions or our behavior. Heider,
Jones, Davis, and Kelley all contributed to
attribution theory, or how we explain the
causes of behavior. Social exchange models
rounded out the theoretical perspectives
(e.g., equity views expressed especially by
Hatfield as well as by Berscheid, G. W.
Walster, Homans, and Blau, plus Kelley and
Levinger’s interdependence formulations).
Both these exchange theories are concerned
with the outcomes and costs of relation-
ships, but they differ in that equity theorists
are more concerned with the fairness in
the rate of return partners receive whereas
interdependence theorists believe people
compare different relationships to find those
from which they can get the best outcomes.

substantive foci

In terms of topics, it is significant that two
of the four seminal publications on which
the citation counts were based used the
term interpersonal attraction as their title
(Berscheid & Hatfield Walster, 1978; Byrne
& Griffitt, 1973). This was the central focus
of research in this era. Berscheid and Hat-
field Walster (1978, p. 20) defined interper-
sonal attraction as “an individual’s tendency
or predisposition to evaluate another person
or symbol of that person in a positive (or
negative) way.” A few other prominent top-
ics included love (Rubin, Hatfield, Maslow,
Reik), affiliation in humans (Schachter,
Zimbardo) and animals (Lorenz), physical
attractiveness (Berscheid & Hatfield), ingra-
tiation (Jones), relationship development
(Davis, Levinger, Murstein, Kerckhoff ), the
mere exposure effect (Zajonc), and self-
disclosure (Altman).

Similar trends were occurring in com-
munication studies also in which the focus
on initial attraction was early on criticized
for assuming that personality characteristics
and attitudes measured on a researcher’s
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tests would necessarily be communicated
and available through the communication
that occurs in everyday life (Bochner, 1984 ;
Duck, 1986; Sunnafrank, 1983). Although
communication studies research on inter-
personal communication was influenced by
the events in social psychology, the first
signs of resistance to the confusion of attrac-
tion and relationship were registered by
Bochner (1984), along with the beginning
of attention to the interaction processes by
which personality traits exerted their effects
in conversation (Burleson, 1990). Further-
more, theorists lead by Berger and col-
leagues (Berger & Bradac, 1982 ; Berger &
Calabrese, 1975) were busy developing an
understanding of the ways in which peo-
ple gathered and marshaled knowledge dur-
ing the process of attraction. Their work
resulted in the publication of their influen-
tial uncertainty reduction theory (Berger &
Bradac, 1982).

The Predominant Paradigm
of the 1960s and 1970s

a representative study: byrne (1961)

As a representative study from this era,
let us discuss one of Byrne’s (1961) early
investigations. In the introduction of his
report, Byrne acknowledged that “a num-
ber of studies have found greater similar-
ity among friends than among nonfriends”
(p. 713). But this was not sufficient. Byrne
embarked on his investigation “to test the
proposition that the effect of attitude simi-
larity is a causative one.” The subjects were
64 introductory psychology students at the
University of Texas (36 men and 28 women).
Subjects were first asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire assessing their attitudes toward 26

issues. Byrne (1961, p. 714) described the
main part of his study as follows:

Two weeks later they were falsely informed
that the attitude scale had been given as
part of a study in interpersonal predic-
tion. They were told that the individuals in
another class had been given the same scale
that they took, students in the two classes
were matched on the basis of sex, and
they were given each other’s tests (names

removed) in order to determine how much
they could learn about one another from
this information alone.

Actually the questionnaire they received
at this time was a fake one made up by
the experimenter. The subjects were ran-
domly divided into . . . groups: one group
received attitude scales filled out exactly the
same as theirs, one received scales exactly
the opposite as theirs had been. . . . As a
measure of interpersonal attraction, sub-
jects were asked to indicate how well they
felt they would like this person and whether
they believed they would enjoy working
with him (or her) as a partner in an
experiment. . . .

[The] hypothesis was overwhelmingly
confirmed for each of the two attraction
scales. The group with attitude scales filled
out the same as their own (SA) indicated
significantly more positive feelings toward
the “stranger” than did the group which
received scales indicating dissimilar atti-
tudes (DA). [For Personal Feelings, the
means were 6.53 vs. 1.76 and for Desir-
ability as a work partner, they were 6.47
vs. 2 .65 .] Each difference was significant at
less than the 0.001 level.

prototypical features

Byrne went on to do numerous studies of
attraction using various methods and popu-
lations (see Byrne, 1971, 1997). As we looked
at the 1961 study, however, we believe many
of its features are prototypical of the era.
We see the following noteworthy aspects of
Byrne’s study:

� Byrne was a North American scholar,
publishing his work primarily for an audi-
ence of social psychologists.

� His article was three pages long, reported
just one study (with a total of four con-
ditions rather than just the two we have
described) and contained 11 references.

� His scientific goal was causal inference.
� Byrne performed an experiment in which

he manipulated his independent variable,
attitude similarity, and randomly assigned
subjects to experimental conditions.

� The experiment involved a fallacious
cover story.
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� His subjects were introductory psy-
chology students who were presumably
middle-class Caucasians.

� The study involved strangers who never
actually interacted.

� Interpersonal attraction was the depen-
dent variable.

� Byrne was concerned with one person’s –
the subject’s – attraction.

� Byrne used between group t tests to per-
form his statistical analyses.

� Byrne was only concerned with the out-
come of how well subjects liked the
stranger, not with the processes involved
in their becoming friendly.

� Byrne was not concerned with such vari-
ables as the subjects’ other relationships
or the subjects’ stage in the life cycle.
He did not consider stages of relation-
ships. He neither examined sex differ-
ences nor discussed practical implications
of his findings, although his later work
(e.g., Byrne, 1971) did both.

� Because Byrne employed an experimen-
tal design with random assignment of
subjects to conditions, he was able to
have greater confidence in his causal
inferences, but because the study was
conducted in a laboratory, he was less
confident in the external generality of
his results.

empirical evidence for the prototypical

features

Although not all these features have been
examined, some of them have been empiri-
cally documented, at least for social psychol-
ogy in general. Sears (1986) summarized key
findings from these archival investigations of
publication practices saying, “By the 1960s,
this conjunction of college student subject,
laboratory site, and experimental method,
usually mixed with some deception, had
become the dominant methodology in social
psychology, as documented in several sys-
tematic content analyses of journal articles”
(p. 516). For instance, Higbee and Wells
(1972) found that 75% of studies in the
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology

(c. 1969) used college students as subjects,
40% used t tests, and 79% performed analy-
ses of variance. Within the relationships lit-
erature per se, Huston and Levinger (1978)
ascertained that by the mid-1970s, “More
than two thirds of the studies focus on
impressions after a person is given informa-
tion or after a brief encounter” (p. 117).

Trends Between the Late 1970s
and the 1990s

Duck and Perlman’s Analysis

By the time Huston and Levinger’s 1978

Annual Review chapter was published (on
interpersonal attraction and relationships),
the winds of change seemed to be blowing
across the field. In comparing Huston and
Levinger’s review with Byrne and Griffitt’s
earlier chapter, Huston and Levinger cov-
ered more ground and attended more to the
development and decline of relationships
including for the first time in such a review
the term “relationships.” In the mid-1980s,
we (Duck & Perlman, 1985) commented
on the changes that we saw occurring in
the field. First, we noted what might be
called the organizational growth of personal
relationships as a specialized area of work.
In 1981, Duck and Gilmour (1981a, 1981b,
1981c) had published the first three of a five
volume series that was the first to be enti-
tled “Personal Relationships.” These three
were devoted to individuals in relationships,
developing relationships, and relationships
in disorder, with two later volumes devoted
to relationship dissolution and relationship
repair, respectively (Duck, 1982 , 1984 ; Duck
& Gilmour, 1981a, 1981b, 1981c). At nearly
the same time, Gilmour and Duck ini-
tiated the first two International Confer-
ences on Personal Relationships at Madison
Wisconsin, 1982 and 1984 , with barely 110

participants at each (see Figure 2 .1). The
first journal for the field, Journal of Social
and Personal Relationships, was published in
March 1984 . In 1986 and 1987, the ISSPR
and INPR were founded with a commitment
to the study of personal relationships being
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an international, multidisciplinary activity.
Through the organization of, effectively,
annual conferences sustaining roughly 300

delegates each year and a strong empha-
sis on the development of young scholars
with an early appreciation for multidisci-
plinary reading and research, these develop-
ments increasingly served as a basis for con-
solidation and development of the field. By
2002 , when ISSPR and INPR merged into
IARR, the merger conference in Halifax,
Nova Scotia, was host to some 320 partici-
pants from more than a dozen countries and
to such disciplines as family studies, commu-
nication studies, sociology, leisure studies,
biology, and several branches of psychology
from social to developmental to cognitive.

We (Duck & Perlman, 1985 , p. 3) also
noted that “Methodological innovations
have featured prominently since 1978.” At
the time we wrote that statement, we
focused on such innovations as daily diary
and experience sampling (or pager) tech-
niques (see Duck, Rutt, Hurst, & Strejc,
1991; Larson, Csikszentmihalyi, & Graef,
1982 ; Reis & Wheeler, 1991). We saw in these
techniques a trend to move out of the lab-
oratory in an increased effort to understand
people’s everyday lives. From today’s van-
tage point, we would also certainly iden-
tify the rise in some quarters of qualitative
methods, note concern with the individual
versus the dyad as the level of analysis
(Bulcroft & White, 1997) and the insider
versus outsider issue (Duck & Sants, 1983 ;
Olson, 1977; Surra & Ridley, 1991), mention
concern with conducting longitudinal stud-
ies (Shebilske & Huston, 1996), pass along
a popular book on relationship measures
(Rutter & Schwartz, 1998), and note a vari-
ety of statistical advances, including

meta-analysis for combining the results
across multiple studies,

structural equation modeling (e.g.,
LISREL);

Kenny’s social relations model for deter-
mining how much the person, his or her
partner, and the interaction between
them contribute to their interactions
(Kenny & La Voie, 1984); and

procedures for dealing with the prob-
lem of the nonindependence of data
collected from relationship partners
(Gonzalez & Griffin, 1997), and, as we
entered the 21st century, hierarchical
linear modeling (Kashy, Campbell, &
Harris, this volume).

Additionally, in such disciplines as com-
munication studies, sociology, and family
studies, there has been a notable growth
in interview techniques, often involving the
long-term systematic gathering of data in the
subjects’ own homes. For example, Veroff’s
Early Years of Marriage (EYM) project has
been investigating 373 couples since 1986.
It involved in-home interviews, telephone
interviews, and the innovative joint narrative
technique of having couples jointly tell the
story of their relationship. Via these meth-
ods, the EYM project has developed a num-
ber of important insights into the dynam-
ics of marriage and some early indicators of
the marriage’s likely success or failure. Mem-
bers of the extended EYM team have also
uncovered important stylistic differences in
the husbands’ and wives’ typical responses
to talk about their relationship and also
some important elements of the dynamics
of conflict management (Acitelli, Douvan,
& Veroff, 1993 ; Crohan, 1992 ; Ruvolo &
Ruvolo, 2000). Baxter’s work on a dialec-
tical model of relationships (e.g., Baxter &
Montgomery, 1996) has also been influen-
tial in broadening the understanding of the
ways in which partners in a dyad contend
with the different forces that are at play
in relational conduct, such as the urge for
personal autonomy as it must be balanced
with needs for interdependence in any rela-
tionship. Such work has typically been car-
ried out in real-life networks, families, or
long-distance relationships; with an empha-
sis on qualitative data from which themes
are derived by repeated review rather than
by the investigator’s intuitions.

In our 1985 analysis, we also observed sev-
eral other trends:

a shift away from studies of initial
acquaintance to studies of longer term
relationships;



the seven seas of the study of personal relationships 2 1

Figure 2 .1. Keynote speakers at the 1982 International Conference on Personal
Relationships held in Madison, Wisconsin. Front row: Harold Kelley, Elaine
Hatfield, Steve Duck, Ted Huston, John Harvey; second row: Ellen Berscheid,
Jerry Ginsberg, Robert Hinde, Daniel Perlman; back row: Wolfgang Stroebe and
Michael Argyle. Photo courtesy of Robin Gilmour.

a shift away from the simple question
of attraction to a broader set of top-
ics such as shyness, jealousy, loneliness,
peer relationships, and social support,
but also to a focus on process rather
than snapshots;

a greater concern with mediating vari-
ables and relationship processes in the
longer term;

more vigorous efforts to differentiate and
taxonomize relationships (see VanLear,
Koerner, & Allen, this volume);

new interest in role and sex differences in
relationships (see Impett & Peplau, this
volume),

greater recognition that dyadic relation-
ships are part of larger networks of rela-
tionships (see Allan, this volume); and

greater concern with health (see Loving,
Heffner, & Kiecolt-Glaser, this volume)
and applied issues.

Although we then saw social cognition
as a substantial concern, there were other
trends emerging elsewhere at the same time.

In social psychology, the focus of its work on
cognition over the next decade led Berscheid
to devote the “lion’s share” of her 1994

Annual Review chapter to relationship cog-
nition (cf. Berscheid & Reis, 1998, pp. 216–
222). We also stated that “there appears to be
a greater use of diverse subject populations;
more intensive use of multivariate statis-
tical approaches . . . less use of deception;
less direct manipulation of variables; and
more concern for external validity” (Duck
& Perlman, 1985 , p. 6).

Empirical Evidence and a Second View

Complementing the impressionistic analysis
we did in the mid-1980s of trends in the
personal relationship area, Reis and Stiller
(1992) did a quantitative analysis of trends
in Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
(JPSP) articles for the 20-year period 1968 to
1988. As shown in Table 2 .2 , they found evi-
dence of a growing complexity in the work
published. For instance, they reported the
number of pages per article increased from
4 .35 to 10.30, the number of references went



2 2 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

Table 2 .2 . Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology Publication Trends

Variable 1968 1988

Pages 4 .35 10.30

Tables 2 .80 3 .90

References 14 .70 42 .50

Studies reported 1.30 1.80

Subjects 141 200

Grant support 71% 59%

Note: From “Publication trends in JPSP: A three-
decade review,” by H. T. Reis and J. Stiller, 1992 , Person-
ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 18, p. 467. Copy-
right by the Society for Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy. Adapted with the permission of the authors.

from 14 .65 to 42 .52 , and the number of stud-
ies reported in each article climbed from
1.27 to 1.78. Consistent with the views we
espoused about a shift away from experi-
mental designs, Reis and Stiller found that
the use of analysis of variance declined in
JPSP, but the use of multivariate techniques
(e.g., correlation, regression, factor analysis,
path analysis) increased. In the same vein,
Cooper and Sheldon (2002) found that in
personality research on romantic relation-
ships, there was a steady increase in the
use of more complex statistical designs from
the 1960s until the end of their investiga-
tion. Simple studies do, however, still persist:
Hoobler (1999) reported that in the 1990s,
38% of relationship articles were exploratory
or descriptive in nature and cross-sectional
personality studies relying exclusively on
self-report from a single individual are as
prevalent as ever (Cooper & Sheldon, 2002).
Reis and Stiller found that the number of
subjects per study increased (from 140.6 to
199.9), but they did not systematically ana-
lyze the type of individuals recruited for
studies. Sears (1986) reported a complemen-
tary piece examining the Interpersonal Rela-
tions and Group Processes section of the
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
for the period 1980 to 1985 . He showed
that the percent of articles based on U.S.
undergraduate students and the use of the
lab as a research site was declining (from
78% to 58%, and from 69% to 66%, respec-
tively), whereas the use of adults and nat-
ural habitats was increasing (19% to 32%

and 31% to 34%). A decade later, de Jong
Gierveld (1995) showed that only 51% of the
empirical articles published in the Journal
of Social and Personal Relationships (1984–
1994) were based on university student sam-
ples (cf. Hoobler, 1999), although she did
not break those studies down by methods
or populations employed.

At roughly the same time as we (Duck
& Perlman, 1985) reflected on trends in the
field, so, too, did Ellen Berscheid (1985). This
is how she summed up what she saw:

Investigators are turning from a focus upon
attraction phenomena as they occur in ini-
tial encounters between strangers to the
study of attraction in the context of ongoing
relationships; from a view of attraction as a
monolithic global construct to a recognition
that it is fruitful to differentiate varieties of
attraction; from an exclusive study of mild
forms of attractions (e.g., liking) to stud-
ies that include more intense forms (e.g.,
love); from investigations of a single stimu-
lus at a single point in time and its influence
upon attraction to an interest in how a vari-
ety of casual conditions may contribute to
an attraction phenomena and how they all
may evolve and change over time; from an
exclusive focus upon how the characteris-
tics of the individual (or of the other, or of
their combination) influence attraction to
a consideration of how these characteristics
may interact with environmental variables,
both physical and social, to affect attraction
and how attraction itself may subsequently
influence all of these variables. (Berscheid,
1985 , pp. 417–418)

Thirteen years later, in 1998, she would
add, “Today, all of these transitions have been
made” (Berscheid & Reis, 1998, p. 193).

The Study of Personal Relationships
in the Late 1990s

Who’s Who in the 1990s

To determine the most frequently cited con-
tributors of the 1990s, we did another cita-
tion analysis, employing the same general
procedures as were used for the publica-
tions analyzed in the 1970s. For the era
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of the 1990s, we used seven data sources:
three summaries of the field for profes-
sionals and advanced students (Berscheid
and Reis’s 1998 Handbook of Social Psychol-
ogy chapter, Duck’s 1997 Handbook of Per-
sonal Relationships, and C. Hendrick and
S. Hendrick’s Close Relationships: A Source-
book, 2000), and four textbooks (Brehm,
1992 ; Cramer, 1998; Hinde, 1997; Weber &
Harvey, 1994). For each of the main edi-
tors or authors (e.g., Berscheid, Brehm),
we again replaced their self-citations with
a regression-predicted citation score. Three
of the sources had chapter authors (Duck,
1997; Hendrick & Hendrick, 2000; Weber
& Harvey, 1994). In the book(s) for which
scholars wrote a chapter(s), we assigned
them a citation score in that volume equal
to the number of times they were cited in
that volume by others plus 0.33 times their
self-citations. (We arrived at this adjust-
ment in light of finding for the text authors
that, on average, their actual self-citations
were almost exactly 3 times their regression-
predicted citations.) This made some use of
the available independent citation of these
scholars but guarded against inflation due to
self-citation. In this case, selecting the 40

most frequently cited scholars in these seven
works produced an initial pool of just over
160 names. Again, a preliminary sum of
normalized citation scores correlated very
highly (r = 0.99) with the simple number
of pages on which each scholar was cited
across the seven data sources. We again
decided to use the total number of pages
as our eminence index. As an indicator of
the “split half” reliability of this index, we
correlated the sum of the scores in four
works (Berscheid & Reis, Brehm, Cramer,
and Duck) with the remaining three works;
the resulting correlation was 0.72 .

Table 2 .3 shows the 60 most eminent
personal relationship scholars in the mid-
to late-1990s. Ten members of this group
are individuals who were also identified as
eminent in the 1970s: Altman, Berscheid,
Byrne, Davis, Hatfield, Kelley, Levinger,
Murstein, Rubin, and G. Walster. The emi-
nent individuals of the 1990s are primar-
ily psychologists, with a few scholars with

training or appointments in communications
(Baxter, Canary, Cupach, Dindia, Duck,
Montgomery, Wood), sociology (Johnson,
Schwartz, Spanier, Sprecher, G. Walster),
and family studies (Cate, Huston, Milardo,
Surra). A subset of the psychologists has
clinical training (Bradbury, Christensen,
Fincham, Gottman, Jacobson, Markman,
O’Leary). The large majority of scholars
are employed within the United States
with exceptions being Bowlby (United King-
dom, deceased), Buunk (the Netherlands),
Fletcher (New Zealand), Holmes (Canada),
and Noller (Australia). The scholars in
Table 2 .3 again give clues as to the theoreti-
cal perspectives and the topics of recent and
current interest.

theoretical emphases

Ellen Berscheid and Harold Kelley are now
the two most frequently cited scholars.
One of the striking features of the table
is that five other scholars in the top 30

were coauthors with Kelley and Berscheid
of the seminal 1983 volume, Close Rela-
tionships (Peplau, Huston, Levinger, Harvey,
and Christensen). Three or four other
scholars in the table (Rusbult, Holmes,
Thibaut, and, to a lesser extent, Buunk)
have been associated with interdepen-
dence theory. The interdependence view-
point advanced in Kelley et al.’s (1983)
volume has clearly become an important
perspective for understanding relationships.
Other theoretical perspectives espoused by
currently eminent scholars include equity
theory (Hatfield, Sprecher, G. Walster),
attachment theory (Shaver, Hazan, Noller,
Simpson, Bowlby, and Weiss), attribution
theory (Kelley, Fincham, Bradbury, and
Harvey), and dialectical theory (Baxter,
Montgomery, and, extending beyond those
in Table 2 .3 , Rawlins, 1992). Buss is within
the set of the top 20 most eminent schol-
ars, as is Simpson. An evolutionary per-
spective is one that was growing in sig-
nificance at the end of the 20th century.
Byrne is now the 33 rd scholar in terms
of eminence; contributors such as Aronson,
Clore, Griffitt, and the Lotts are no longer
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Table 2 .3 . Eminence Among Personal
Relationships Scholars in the 1990s

Citations Scholar

133 Berscheid, E.
128 Kelley, H.
125 Gottman, J.
102 Duck, S.a,c

102 Shaver, P.
101 Hatfield, E.
87 Baxter, L.
87 Peplau, L. A.
84 Rusbult, C.
81 Huston, T.
70 Levinger, G.
64 Rubin, Z.
62 Hendrick, S. S.
58 Simpson, J.
58 Sprecher, S.c,d

57 Altman, I.
57 Buss, D.
57 Fincham, F.
55 Kurdek, L. A.
55 Noller, P.
54 Aron, A.b,c

54 Bradbury, T.
54 Harvey, J.a,d

54 Reis, H.
54 Thibaut, J.
49 Buunk, B.
48 Bowlby, J.
48 Davis, K. E.
47 Christensen, A.
47 Kenny, D.
46 Hazan, C.
46 Surra, C.
45 Byrne, D.
45 Hendrick, C.
45 Murstein, B.
44 Holmes, J.
42 Cate, R.
42 Markman, H. J.
41 Schwartz, P.
39 Clark, M. S.
39 Jacobson, N. S.
38 Milardo, R. M.b,d

38 Weiss, R. S.
37 Montgomery, B. M.b,c

37 Hill, C. T.
37 Snyder, M.
36 Spanier, G. B.
35 Canary, D. J.
35 Fletcher, G. J. O.
34 Berg, J. H.
34 Cupach, W. R.

Citations Scholar

34 O’Leary, K. D.
34 Tesser, A.
34 Walster, G. W.
34 Aron, E. N.b,c

34 Johnson, M. P.
34 Ickes, W. J.b,c

33 Wood, J. T.
33 Dion, K. K.
33 White, G. L.
33 Veroff, J.
33 Dindia, K.b,d

a Self-citations replaced with regression-predicted cita-
tion score. b Includes at least one adjusted chap-
ter author score adjusted where the scholar’s score
for Duck’s Handbook was the sum of times other
authors in that volume cited the scholar plus 0.33

times the scholar’s self-citations. c Includes at least
one adjusted chapter author score adjusted where
the scholar’s score for Weber and Harvey’s text was
the sum of times other authors in that volume cited
the scholar plus 0.33 times the scholar’s self-citations.
d Includes at least one adjusted chapter author score
adjusted where the scholar’s score for C. Hendrick
and S. Hendrick’s Sourcebook was the sum of times
other authors in that volume cited the scholar plus
0.33 times the scholar’s self-citations.

on the list, although Jacobson, Christensen,
and O’Leary are associated with behaviorally
oriented marital therapy approaches. The
reward or reinforcement tradition appears
to have dropped in prominence and, even
within the couples therapy area, purely
behavioral models have been replaced by
more integrative approaches (see Baucom
et al., this volume).

substantive foci

Looking at Table 2 .3 , supplemented by
our judgments, the range of topics seems
broader than in the 1970s. A few promi-
nent topics of the 1970s continue to be
of interest: love (Hatfield, Rubin, S. Hen-
drick and C. Hendrick, Shaver, Kelley,
Aron), physical attractiveness (Berscheid,
Hatfield, Reis, Sprecher), relationship devel-
opment (Bradbury, Levinger, Huston, Surra,
Murstein), and self-disclosure (Altman).
Other topics include marital interaction
and satisfaction (Gottman, Noller, Fincham,
Bradbury); communication (Baxter, Duck,
Gottman, Noller), commitment (Rusbult,
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Kelley, Surra), trust (Holmes), conflict and
dissatisfaction (Canary, Johnson, Milardo,
Rusbult, Kelley), breakdown, dissolution,
and loss of relationships (Duck, Rusbult,
Levinger, Baxter, Harvey, Peplau, Rubin),
the dark side of relationships (Cupach),
communal versus exchange relationships
(Clark), sex differences and sexual orienta-
tion in relationships (Peplau, Kurdek, Wood,
Canary, Dindia), sexuality (Sprecher, C.
Hendrick and S. Hendrick, Simpson), dat-
ing and mate selection (Buss, Surra), jealousy
(Buss, Buunk, Cupach), loneliness (Peplau,
Shaver, Cupach, Weiss), positive illusions
in relationships (Holmes), and data-analytic
procedures (Kenny).

Further work has applied relationship
theories to the practical management of rela-
tionship issues in ill-health (Lyons, Sullivan,
Ritvo, & Coyne, 1995), long distance rela-
tionships (Rohlfing, 1995 ; Sahlstein, 1998;
Stafford, 2004), Comforting (Barbee, 1990;
Burleson, 1990), face threat (Metts, 2000),
hurtful messages (Vangelisti, 1994), shyness
(Bradshaw, 1998), and even the role of his-
tory (Duck, 2002).

Where Next for the Study of Personal
Relationship?

In the late 1970s and the early 1980s, we had
a clear sense of the field changing course.
In an important way, we believe a paradigm
shift away from the type of research we illus-
trated with Byrne’s study has occurred. At
present, we see the area as being more diver-
sified methodologically. Because of that, we
do not anticipate sweeping changes in the
foreseeable future. Instead, we suspect a
gradual evolution is more likely to occur over
the next few years. We expect the internal
evolution of ideas, methodological innova-
tions, pressures from universities and grant-
ing agencies, and the changing nature of rela-
tionships in society will be among the factors
that influence the directions of future rela-
tionship research. What we see at present
are some emerging lines of work and some
prescriptions for where the field should go.

In the late 1990s, two emerging lines
of work that attracted our attention were
on maintenance (Canary, Rusbult, Harvey,
Dindia, Baxter) and on the dark side of
relationships (Felmlee & Sprecher, 2000,
also noted this later trend). Close rela-
tionships continue for 10, 20, or even 60

years, although for most of the 20th century,
researchers seemed to focus more on their
initiation or ending rather than their persis-
tence. We are glad that new work is illumi-
nating how people keep relationships going
(Canary & Dainton, this volume). In a broad
sense, the dark aspects of relationships are
the opposite side of their positive elements.
The dark side is clearly important in its own
right, but work on toxicity (e.g., Cupach &
Spitzberg, 1994 ; Kowalski, 1997; Spitzberg &
Cupach, 1998) may help us illuminate how
to have more successful relationships.

Most of the contributors to this volume
identify recent developments and trends in
their own areas. From our perspective, we
see a general difference in the approach of
this volume compared with its earliest pre-
decessor (Duck, 1988): The initial handbook
was more prospective, whereas the current
volume is more of a retrospective of what
has been accomplished. Indeed, the field
has now matured to the point where hand-
books on specialized subtopics are appear-
ing (Harvey, Wenzel, & Sprecher, 2004 ;
Mashek & Aron, 2004). In terms of spe-
cific topics, chapters such as those on phys-
iology (Loving, Heffner, & Kiecolt-Glaser;
cf. Aron, Fisher, & Strong), online rela-
tionships (Boase & Wellman) and relation-
ships, culture and social change (Goodwin
& Pillay; cf. Allan and de Jong Gierveld, van
Tilburg, & Dykstra) represent new thrusts.
Beyond this volume, noteworthy evolving
interests at the beginning of the 21st century
included foregiveness, featured in Fincham’s
(2000) invited Personal Relationships article,
and compassionate love. The Fetzer Institute
(http://www.fetzer.org) funded 26 research
projects on the later topic and cosponsored
with the International Association of Rela-
tionship Research and Illinois State Univer-
sity the 2003 Conference on Compassion-
ate Love coordinated by Susan Sprecher (for
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the program see “Detailed Conference Pro-
gram,” n.d.).

Several authors have recently given their
prescription for where the field should
be going (see Sarason, Pierce, & Sarason,
1995 , including Rook’s 1995 summary). For
instance, Hinde (1997, ch. 29) argued that
the field needs an integration of its activ-
ities and analyses. Berscheid (1995) called
for a grand, unifying theory of relationships
that “would address the principal relation-
ship types, delineating the similarities and
differences among them with respect to the
causal conditions associated with various
relationship phenomena” (p. 529). Felmlee
and Sprecher (2000) advocated develop-
ing better connections between the increas-
ingly specialized conceptualization used to
address narrow topics and the broader, more
general theories available in, for example,
sociology. Duck, West, and Acitelli (1997)
suggested that we should study relation-
ships in their full complexity as lived expe-
riences and therefore should not “overlook
the importance of ‘context’ in modifying
and influencing the ways in which relating
is carried out” (p. 2). In an article on the
state of the field from a sociological perspec-
tive, Felmlee and Sprecher (2000) argued
for further study of the social environmen-
tal context of relationships, especially the
social networks in which they are embedded.
Aron and Aron (1995) believe relationship
researchers should attend to “deep, passion-
ate relational experiences”; take theoretical
perspectives that integrate cognitive and
emotional elements; and see not only how
basic disciplines can contribute to the under-
standing of relational phenomena but also
how the study of relationships can con-
tribute to basic disciplines. Other sugges-
tions (see Rook, 1995) include the following:

more descriptive efforts,
greater attention to the sociocultural or

historical context in which relation-
ships occur (cf. Felmlee & Sprecher,
2000),

more attention to the socially constructed
nature of relationships and the way we
tell our stories about them, and

continued efforts to apply our existing
knowledge of relationships.

Limitations?

These days many empirical reports abruptly
break off at this point with touching mod-
esty to deal with the limitations of the
study – just before the conclusion proceeds
to ignore them! We don’t believe that the
failures of the field should be ignored, and
indeed they represent part of our guidance
for future work, but we do see some areas
of the field that have been notable fail-
ures. Despite early calls for a descriptive
base of relationships (Hinde, 1979), it is evi-
dent that the geography of relational activ-
ity has never been established. Apart from
some notable diary and experience sam-
pling studies (e.g., Reis, Lin, Bennett, &
Nezlak, 1993), we really cannot say how peo-
ple spend their relational time, nor whether
researchers are right to emphasize the topics
that have excited some. As one brave exam-
ple, we observe that although hundreds of
research articles have been published on
self-disclosure, studies of its occurrence in
real life (Dindia, Fitzpatrick, & Kenny, 1989)
report its occurrence as dramatically small
(2%). Of course, the 2% of occasions when it
occurs could exert powerful leverage on the
relationships that justifies the large invest-
ment of research, but that has not been
demonstrated, nor has it been demonstrated
in the multivariate context of everyday life
influences. In 1985 , we were able to applaud
the work of Davis and Todd (1985) or Argyle
and Henderson (1984) in drawing up maps of
differences among types of relationship, now
extended by VanLear, Koerner, and Allen
(this volume). Nonetheless, these promis-
ing developments have been left largely
untranslated into maps of real world, every-
day relational behaviour. The truth is that
we do not know how relaters actually
spend their time, although – a different
issue – we do know a great deal about
the features of prototypes of relationships
that participants claim to give weight (e.g.,
Fehr, 1988).
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In addition to limitations on our descrip-
tive base of real behaviors, there are aston-
ishing and disconcerting divergences in basic
descriptive units. For example, participants
are most often left to self-select their rela-
tional involvement category, and researchers
often mix participants from various groups,
leading to unknown bandwidths of eccen-
tricity being included in the same study of
“dating” or “close relationships” (see Surra,
Gray, Cottle, & Boettcher, 2004). Equally,
there are many definitions of such concepts
as self-disclosure (e.g., Altman & Taylor,
1973 ; Dindia, 2000; Spencer, 1994), com-
mitment (e.g., Kelley et al., 1983 ; Reis &
Shaver, 1988; Rusbult & Buunk, 1983), and
privacy (Altman & Taylor, 1973 , Kelvin,
1977, see Petronio, 2002 for a review). When
we commend such inventiveness, we should
also remember how hard this makes it to
compare results of different studies in a
way that renders us more likely to accumu-
late knowledge rather than add argumenta-
tive confusion. Before cooking the relational
hares, we should adopt Mrs. Beeton’s 19th
century advice to cooks and “first catch your
hare” or at least decide on an agreed descrip-
tion of what one looks like. An establishment
of agreement about the units of analysis in
this field, as in any other, cannot be a bad
thing.

Once there is some consensus about the
denotation of key terms across originating
disciplines, then we can move to the sort
of truly interdisciplinary work for which
Acitelli (1995) pleaded, and away from
the “disciplines at parallel play” that she
observed at the time. Such a move allows not
only greater intellectual interplay between
disciplines but permits a clearer view of the
methodological and practical inputs that can
be expected from each as a contribution to
the whole picnic. It is less valuable to expect
everyone to bring the same dish to picnics
and more useful when some are designated
to provide dessert and others to provide bev-
erages. The success of the picnic depends on
division of provender and on the various con-
tributions of each to the whole.

A further limitation to the field is the
ambiguity that exists in the matter of

application, or, to phrase it differently, the
question of relevance. What is the ultimate
purpose of research on relationships? The
clarification of “best methods”? The offer-
ing to society of some benefits in terms
of social education or increased pursuit of
happiness? The sophistication of research?
Are we fishing in inland coves, navigating
between islands, or doing commerce across
the broad oceanic expanse?

Conclusions

Wherever the field of personal relationships
is headed in the future, the last 25 years
have been a period of exciting growth. As
Berscheid and Reis (1998, p. 253) stated:

The sheer volume of recent research on
interpersonal relationships within social
psychology and allied disciplines reflects the
fact that relationship science in the latter
half of the 1990s resembles a boomtown
during the gold rush days of the Amer-
ican West. Relationship science is young,
sprawling, dynamic, [and] enthusiastic.

We are encouraged by this activity. Rela-
tionship scholars are collecting impressive
evidence that relationships are crucial to our
well-being and are among the things we con-
sider most important in life. Baumeister and
Leary (1995) have contended that even in a
world where the nature of relationships may
be changing, belongingness is a key, univer-
sal human motive. We think it is crucial for
us personally and as a species that we under-
stand and foster our relationships.

Are we making progress in our analysis?
We believe we are. More than 40 years
ago, Crutchfield and Krech (1962 , p. 10)
wrote:

We seem to detect a tendency for thinking on
the problem to go full circle. But this usually
turns out to be not really a circle, not sim-
ply a regression to an earlier stage. Instead,
there is a kind of spiral, a recurrence of
older conceptions but at a more advanced
level of complexity and sophistication.

They were reflecting on the history of
psychology more generally, but we, like
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Broderick (1988), think their remarks apply
to the study of personal relationships as well.

The research on interpersonal attraction
done by social psychologists in the late 1960s
had a special emphasis on experimental
studies with college sophomores. Nonethe-
less, a trend toward a broader array of meth-
ods seems to actually be returning us to
techniques and populations that were used
earlier in the 20th century.

Going even further back in history, we see
two noteworthy ways the study of relation-
ships has remained constant. First, many of
the issues and questions that intrigued the
earliest social analysts are still of concern
today. For instance, Aristotle was concerned
with the functions that relationships serve in
our lives, the types of relationships that exist,
age and individual differences in friend-
ships, the antecedents of friendship choice,
the speed with which relationships develop,
how the larger patterning of relationships
(e.g., social networks) influences an indi-
vidual’s friendships, and the deterioration
of relationships. All these concerns can be
found in the recent study of relationships.
Some of the particulars of Aristotle’s anal-
ysis (e.g., his typology of friendships) were
even tested in the 20th century (Murstein &
Spitz, 1973–1974). Similarly, Art Aron (per-
sonal communication, October 18, 2004)
considers Plato’s “Symposium to be one of
the seminal sources of the ideas for the
self-expansion model.”

A second way the study of friendship has
remained constant has been that some of the
same basic ideas about friendships seem to
keep reappearing, albeit expressed in slightly
different words. For example, recall Aris-
totle’s view that similarity fosters friend-
ship (“Those, then, are friends to whom the
same things are good and evil”). More than
2 ,000 years later, Newcomb (1956) echoed
this same notion in his APA presiden-
tial address: “Interpersonal attraction always
and necessarily varies with perceived sim-
ilarity regarding important and relevant
objects” (p. 579). Similarly, in his Symposium
Plato discussed the important role beauty
has in fostering love. This same emphasis
can be found today in the eros dimension

of Hendricks’s love scales (Hendrick &
Hendrick, 1986).

Yet the other component of Crutchfield
and Krech’s view is the belief that changes
have occurred in social analysis. Our con-
cepts continually advance. Not only do they
become more complex and sophisticated,
they also become better understood, more
useful, and more precise as time passes. In
terms of statistical jargon, the social sci-
ences have gone beyond the search for sim-
ple, main outcomes to the search for medi-
ating variables and interaction effects. In
other words, social scientists have replaced
the hunt for a few universal principles that
should hold under all conditions with efforts
to determine how various forces in our lives
combine to impinge on us. As a result of this
shift in emphasis, social scientists now more
fully appreciate that a given force may oper-
ate only under some circumstances and that
its impact may be enhanced (diminished) by
third factors and the like. As the statistical
methods of the social sciences have become
more complex, it has also been important
to have theories which could help us pre-
dict and understand the more complex pat-
terns of evidence that were being uncovered.
As we go forward into the new millennium,
we hope Crutchfield and Krech’s image of
our understanding of relationships as a spiral
spinning a wider and higher level of knowl-
edge will become a reality. Looking back-
ward to predict the future, we think there
is a good probability that such an upward,
expanding spiral will occur.

Author Note

This chapter evolved from the first author’s
International Society for the Study of
Personal Relationships presidential address
given at the Second Joint Conference of
ISSPR and INPR in Brisbane, Australia,
June 30, 2000, and an invited address
he gave at the VII Mexican Congress of
Social Psychology and the III Latin Amer-
ican Reunion of Cross Cultural Psychol-
ogy, Toluca, México, October 21–23 , 1998
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(Perlman, 1999). We wish to express our
thanks to Kelly Campbell, Ming Sze Lai, and
Nima Tabloei for their assistance in doing
citation counts and for several colleagues
including Donn Byrne, Susan Hendrick,
David Kenny, George Levinger, Robert
Milardo, and Susan Sprecher – among oth-
ers – who provided constructive comments
on earlier versions of the paper.

Footnote

1. Because Byrne and Griffitt’s review was quite
brief, the initial pool of frequently cited schol-
ars from this source was smaller (N = 28) than
those from the others. Rubin used a footnote
system rather than a standard reference list. For
his volume, citations on both text and foot-
note pages were counted because the footnotes
sometimes expanded on the text or were the
only place where an author was mentioned
by name. In calculating Elaine Hatfield’s cita-
tion impact, references to her present and her
former names (E. Walster) were counted. For
Buunk, references to B. Buunk and A. P. Buunk
were combined because Buunk has used both
sets of initials.
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C H A P T E R 3

Theoretical Perspectives in the Study
of Close Relationships

John H. Harvey
Amy Wenzel

The purpose of this chapter is to provide
a selective review and evaluation of major
theoretical perspectives, or systematic net-
works of ideas and findings, in the study of
close relationships. We stress at the outset
that given the extensiveness of theoretical
work on close relationships, our reviews of
major theories are brief and do not do jus-
tice to the nuances of these approaches. In
addition, we acknowledge that some theo-
ries are broad and cover all of the passages
of relationships. In contrast, others are nar-
rower and restricted to certain passages such
as the beginning, middle, or ending periods.
We emphasize perspectives that are broader,
with the presumption that their concepts are
applicable across relationship passages and
types of events. Moreover, we should note
that other chapters in this handbook (e.g.,
Planalp, Fitness, & Fehr) also address theories
as applied to relationships in a less general
fashion than is true in the present chapter.
In the sections that follow, we discuss four
major systems of theoretical analyses of close
relationships: the evolutionary psychology
approach, the social exchange approach,
the cognitive–behavioral approach, and the

attachment approach. Strengths and weak-
nesses associated with each approach are
highlighted, and a final section attempts to
integrate aspects of these theories into a uni-
fying framework.

Evolutionary Psychology Approaches

Evolutionary theorists argued that people
need close relationships to survive and that
many aspects of dating and mating phenom-
ena, including sexual attraction and mate
selection strategies, may be understood by
reference to evolved tendencies geared to
facilitate survival of the species (Buss, 1994).
In general, the major goal of evolutionary
theory involves explaining the survival of
the species via processes of natural selection.
Evolutionary theorists and researchers in the
area of close relationships have attempted
to explain why men and women have dif-
ferent, and to some extent conflicting, dat-
ing and mating strategies. Without question,
the evolutionary approach has become the
most controversial theoretical perspective in
the field of close relationships. For example,
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Thornhill and Thornhill (2000) ignited a dia-
logue by arguing that rape has a genetic basis,
the idea in brief being that rapists are spread-
ing their seeds and hence perpetuating their
species. As we will see, this “spreading seed
to perpetuate the species” idea is central to
evolutionary psychology’s approach to dat-
ing and mating phenomena.

Evolutionary positions on close relation-
ships sprang from sociobiology. The first
work that presented the sociobiology posi-
tion was the biologist Edward Wilson’s
Sociobiology: The New Synthesis in 1975 .
Another work in this genre is the biolo-
gist Donald Symons’s (1979) The Evolution
of Human Sexuality. In simple terms, evo-
lutionary theorists propose that men and
women are wired differently genetically.
Throughout the immensely long hunting-
and-gathering phase of human evolutionary
history, as the argument goes, the sexual
desires and dispositions that were adap-
tive for one sex were a ticket to repro-
ductive oblivion for the other. The most
controversial implication of this evolution-
ary reasoning is that the “double standard”
(i.e., men can have outside sexual relations,
but women cannot) is almost built into
people’s genes. It is further implied that
men and women possess brain anatomy and
functioning that contribute to their sexual
differences. Evolutionary psychology does
not focus on so-called proximate causes of
behavior, or causes that are the factors that
many of us in the close relationship field
embrace, including particular patterns of
thought, feeling, other behavior, and one’s
environmental context. Instead, evolution-
ary psychology is concerned with causality
over the long term, or how the organism and
psyche have evolved over thousands of years.
Evolution is believed to be always chang-
ing the organism and behavior in gradual,
subtle ways.

Buss (1988, 1989, 1994) made the major
extrapolations of evolutionary psychology
logic to situations involving male–female
close relationships. For example, in this
work, he has used the evolutionary posi-
tion to predict that in general, men will
prefer relationships with women who are

youthful and reproductively vital (so that
they can bear offspring). Men also should
prefer women who can give them confi-
dence in their paternity, who are physically
attractive, and who show intelligence, social
skills, and resourcefulness (i.e., cues regard-
ing the woman’s parental abilities). On the
other hand, women in general should pre-
fer relationships with men who show the
ability and resources to support offspring.
Such men may have a great deal of status
and money and buy the woman gifts, as well
as show qualities the woman believes would
make for a good father. Or, if younger, they
may show a lot of ambition and industrious-
ness, suggesting that they have good poten-
tial to attain resources. Strangely, it is not
argued that women will also prefer physi-
cally attractive and youthful mates. Presum-
ably, resources are their main agenda. Buss
and colleagues have provided much data
that are claimed to support these hypothe-
ses (see Buss, 1994 , for a review). Most of
these data concern women and men’s dif-
ferential preferences for dating and mating
qualities and sexual inclinations. They are,
therefore, quite far removed from any type
of direct investigation of slow unfolding of
biologically driven evolutionary processes.
For example, Shackelford and Buss (1997)
asked spouses to rate the likelihood that they
will have an affair or engage in a certain
number of extramarital behaviors. Men were
found to rate the likelihood higher in most
situations than were women. Not only are
such measures indirect tests of evolution,
they also are hypothetical in nature, with an
unclear link to the frequency of actual affairs
in this case.

Critics have suggested that evolution-
ary psychology makes apologies or excuses
for male philandering and contributes to
gender stereotyping (Bem, 1993). We do
not doubt the involvement of evolution in
dating and mating behavior. But the the-
ory is so gross that it does not attempt
to explain the countless variations on male
and female mating preferences, or the many
strategies they develop to woo the oppo-
site sex. It is, in effect, too simplistic to
understand the often convoluted patterns
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of mating behavior. Finally, the theory does
not recognize further evolved patterns of
similarity between the sexes. These pat-
terns may have evolved because they get
the job done – are adaptive – and cut across
issues such as attractiveness, health, intelli-
gence, child-rearing inclinations, and so on
(Bem, 1993).

Many of these criticisms of evolutionary
psychology have been posited by researchers
who adopt the social constructivist perspec-
tive. In general, feminists such as Bem (1993)
argue that people develop their roman-
tic and sexual relationships through their
thoughts, feelings, and interactions. This idea
is the essence of social constructionism,
which emphasizes social processes as more
than innate, biological processes in human
development and behavior. Tiefer (1995)
took a similar position in arguing that people
learn how to be sexual creatures and how to
be satisfied in sexual matters. She contended
that many people accept that sex can be
explained purely from a biological per-
spective because this perspective accesses
and maintains prevailing scientific-medical
authority. It may not necessarily be correct,
however. Sexual mores change over time. To
illustrate, witness the increasing acceptance
of homosexuality and the greater accep-
tance over the last four decades of women
having many sexual partners before being
married (Ehrenreich, Hess, & Jacobs, 1986;
McCormick, 1994 ; Reiss, 1990). Thus, what
is “normal” and “natural” often changes
because of changes in human attitudes, val-
ues, beliefs, and behavior. Tiefer implied
some obvious logic that too often is
neglected in the posture-taking among
opposing camps on human mating: Just as
they differ in certain areas, men and women
share a lot of characteristics in their motives
and social psychological dynamics regarding
dating and mating.

Although evolutionary theory is strangely
mute regarding why some people initially
develop homosexual preferences, it argues
that male homosexuals often show behav-
ioral patterns that support the theory. In
a study involving a convenience sample
of homosexual and heterosexual men and

women, Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, and Gladue
(1994) found evidence consistent with evo-
lutionary theory in that homosexual respon-
dents obtained similar scores on measures
such as interest in uncommitted sex as did
same-sex heterosexual respondents. They
argued that this similarity suggests similar
biological determinants of certain aspects of
mating psychology. However, Bailey et al.’s
study does not speak directly to the ques-
tion of how homosexual mating and dat-
ing tendencies, as compared with heterosex-
ual mating and dating tendencies, facilitate
major principles of evolutionary theory such
as survival of the species. Nor at this time
is the theory clear regarding how the brain
development of homosexual and heterosex-
ual persons may have evolved such that
brain development differs for heterosexual
and homosexual persons of the same sex
but is similar in heterosexual and opposite-
sex homosexual persons (Bailey et al., 1994 ;
LeVay, 1993).

There is evidence from the American
Couples Study by Blumstein and Schwartz
(1983) that homosexual men have by far the
greatest number of sexual partners. Symons
(1979) suggested that the number of part-
ners gay men had in the San Francisco
Bay Area in the late 1970s averaged in the
hundreds; 28% had had more than 1,000

sex partners in their lives. Symons also indi-
cated that whereas heterosexual and lesbian
women did not begin to report such large
numbers, their numbers of sexual partners,
too, were growing in the late 1970s. With
the advent of AIDS, it is likely this analy-
sis about people’s quest to “score” a lot is
much less tenable at the present time. Evo-
lutionists such as Symons suggest that this
possible propensity for gay men to engage in
considerable extra-dyadic sexual activity is
a mark of males’ true inclinations regarding
infidelity, following from the evolutionary
theory of dating behavior. Such logic does
not explain why the homosexual behavior
occurs in the first place, given that it has no
potential to preserve genetic material of the
involved persons.

One conclusion on the value of evo-
lutionary perspectives as applied to close
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relationships is that they have provided a
fertile ground for theory and research dur-
ing the last two decades. For example, the
theory has stimulated much research on
mate preferences; gender differences in vari-
ables such as sexual desire, jealousy, conflict,
and abuse in close relationships. Increas-
ingly, evolutionary thinking has embraced
more interactive positions, such as the recent
contention that evolution and contempo-
rary social psychological mechanisms (e.g.,
a person’s thoughts and feelings in mak-
ing dating selections) are both necessary to
understand close relationships (e.g., Buss,
Haselton, Shackelford, Bleske, & Wakefield,
1999). It is not clear whether this “evolution-
ary psychology interacting with contempo-
rary social–cognitive–behavioral processes”
will be as influential in its impact on rela-
tionships theory and research, as has been
true for the more extreme version of evo-
lutionary psychology applied to the study
of relationships. Nonetheless, the “evolved”
version of this theory does strike a more
reasoned chord about dating and mating
activities and hence is likely to remain the
preferred version of the theory among rela-
tionships scholars. In addition, more con-
clusive work to verify evolutionary perspec-
tives awaits advances in studying how DNA
changes over time are correlated with molar
social events such as those involved in close
relationships. Even with the advances in
biotechnology that characterize the 21st cen-
tury, this linkage with how people carry out
their close relationships may not occur for
decades into the future.

Social Exchange and Equity
Approaches

Social exchange and equity represent rule-
based perspectives that traditionally were
important in the field of close relationships
(Berscheid & Walster, 1978). The essence of
this position is that people operate so as
to gain rewards and avoid punishments or
costs. Canary and Stafford (2001) defined
an equitable relationship as one in which
the ratios of outcomes divided by inputs are

equal for both parties. To the extent that one
person’s outcome–input ratio is larger than
the partner’s, that person is overbenefited.
To the extent that one person’s outcome–
input ratio is less than the parter’s, that
person is underbenefited. The most satis-
fying associations to the individual making
the assessment are equitable ones, followed
by overbenefited ones, and followed finally
by underbenefited ones (Hatfield, Utne, &
Traupmann, 1979).

Kelley and colleagues’ articulation of
interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut,
1978; Kelley et al., 1983) represents another
view of social exchange. According to this
view, relational outcomes are dependent on
the rewards and costs that relational partners
experience. The theory suggests that out-
comes are evaluated relative to expectations
and that individuals hold out for what they
feel they deserve. Outcomes are compared
with a personal standard or expectation
of what constitutes acceptable outcomes,
known as the comparison level. The satis-
faction level is a function of the compari-
son level and current relationship outcomes.
When outcomes surpass the comparison
level, the person is satisfied with the rela-
tionship. The person is unsatisfied when out-
comes fall short of this perceived standard.
Kelley and colleagues have developed rather
complex ideas about how the transformation
of matrices of outcomes helps explain rela-
tionships in which the welfare of the couple
as a unit may take precedence over the indi-
vidual’s own outcomes.

As discussed by Canary and Stafford
(2001), people who perceive themselves in
inequitable relationships often engage in a
variety of strategies to restore equity. For
example, when married women perceive
that they are taking on an inequitable load
of household and child-caretaking respon-
sibilities, they may seek to restore equity
by decreasing their inputs, or cutting back
on what they do for the family. They
may also increase their outcomes by mak-
ing time for themselves. They can per-
suade their partner to take on more respon-
sibilities, and they can engage in various
cognitive strategies such as distorting reality
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or comparing themselves with women who
have even more inequitable situations.
Equity theory remains a central approach
to understanding social exchange in close
relationships. Equity rules do not appear
to always dominate the exchange process,
however (e.g., Mills & Clark, 1982). As we
discuss next, communal love theory pro-
vides an important complement to equity
theory in helping us understand relation-
ships, such as those of many parents and
children that do not appear to follow
equity rules.

According to Clark and Mills, a close,
romantic relationship is a relationship in
which each member has a concern for the
welfare of the other (Clark & Mills, 2001;
Mills & Clark, 1982 , 1994). In such a com-
munal relationship, benefits are given to the
other based on the need of other, presum-
ably without concern about the quid pro quo
quality of the exchange. Members of a com-
munal relationship are motivated to pro-
vide benefits to the other without expect-
ing a specific benefit in return, as would
be the case in an exchange relationship.
A benefit is defined as something one per-
son intentionally gives to another, or does
for another and that is of use to the other.
The communal love position represents a
necessary complement to equity theory,
because relationships between parents and
children and sometimes between roman-
tic partners often show more of a com-
munal quality than a social exchange or
equity quality.

Another unique exchange theory was
developed by Foa and Foa (1974), who
emphasized the “societal structures of the
mind.” According to the Foas, as part of the
socialization process, people learn what is
acceptable to give to (or take away from)
one another in various types of relationships.
Their approach is unique in that it focuses
on the content of exchanges rather than the
process of exchange. In their view, people
give one another status, love, services, goods,
money, and information. These resources are
seen as ordered on the dimensions of partic-
ularism and concreteness. Love, for exam-
ple, is the most particular resource; it mat-

ters a great deal from whom we receive
love. Money, on the other hand, is the least
particularistic and most concrete resource.
The resources of status and services are less
particularistic than is love. With regard to
our understanding of love, the Foas suggest
that people learn that concrete resources
such as money should not be given to get
love in return. To get love from other, one
must give love, or possibly status – which the
Foas have shown to be close to love in peo-
ple’s mental maps of relations among inter-
personal resources. An intriguing proposi-
tion of the Foas’ analysis is that when one
gives love to another, one receives in return
love from the very act of giving, supporting
the biblical saying “It is more blessed to give
than receive.”

Relationship commitment also has been
linked to the social exchange logic. Com-
mitment is typically conceived as a gen-
eral desire for a combined relational future.
However, the concept appears to be a
multifaceted one that overlaps with other
related variables such as satisfaction and
love (Fehr, 1988). Typically theorized from a
social exchange or interdependence perspec-
tive, three bases of commitment have been
identified: (a) “want to” commitment, or a
person’s desire and choice to stay in a rela-
tionship because of positive feelings toward
the partner and the rewards inherent in
those feelings; (b) “ought to” commitment,
or a felt obligation to stay in a relationship
because of promises made or others’ expec-
tations and the anticipated costs incurred
through guilt or disapproval should that
obligation not be met; and (c) “have to” com-
mitment, or a resolution to stay in a rela-
tionship because there are no better alter-
natives as sources of profit (D. J. Johnson &
Rusbult, 1989).

The concepts of commitment and inter-
dependence are integrated in Rusbult
and colleagues’ writing. These scholars
(e.g., Rusbult, Olsen, Davis, & Hannon,
2001) have used interdependence theory
(cf. Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) to posit that
dependence is a fundamental property of
relationships. Dependence level describes
the degree to which an individual needs
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his or her relationship or the extent to
which the individual’s well-being is influ-
enced by involvement in the relationship.
Rusbult and colleagues argue that people
become dependent to the degree that (a)
satisfaction is high, or the relationship ful-
fills an individual’s important needs; (b) the
quality of alternatives is poor, or the indi-
vidual’s most important needs could not be
fulfilled independent of the relationship; or
(c) investment size is high, or many impor-
tant resources have become attached to the
relationship, including resources that would
be lost or decline in value if the relationship
were to end.

Le and Agnew (2003) provided a useful
meta-analysis of commitment and its theo-
rized determinants. In this study, commit-
ment was found to be a significant predic-
tor of relationship breakup. Le and Agnew
focused attention on Rusbult and colleagues’
investment model of commitment. In this
model, satisfaction level, quality of alter-
natives, and investment size are posited to
be both individually and collectively the
antecedents of commitment. The invest-
ment model accounted for a substantial por-
tion of the variance in commitment, but
other factors unaccounted for by the model
appear to be important as well. For exam-
ple, dispositional factors such as attachment
style (Morgan & Shaver, 1999) are associ-
ated with commitment, but not a part of this
model.

The social exchange theoretical system
has wielded major influence on the field
for decades. It is less influential now, and
ideas such as the communal love idea
have come along to complement the basic
idea of exchange or equity. It remains a
fundamental system of logic in the anal-
ysis of close relationships. It has been
argued that even communal relationships
involve implicit considerations of equity
or reciprocity (Harvey & Weber, 2002).
The interdependence model as applied to
social exchange represents a sophisticated
approach to understanding how individ-
uals address both their own and the
couple’s needs and expectations in close
relationships.

Cognitive–Behavioral Approaches

Several classic treatments of cognition in lik-
ing behavior provide a foundation for this
vast arena of contemporary work in the close
relationships field. Newcomb’s (1961) and
Heider’s (1958) balance theories and Fes-
tinger’s (1957) dissonance theory are illus-
trative of these early cognitive approaches.
Both balance theories and dissonance theory
rely on the assumption that people desire to
have consistent cognitions about their atti-
tudes and behavior. People are constantly
thinking about and acting toward individuals
whom they like or dislike. According to these
theories, people will change attitudes about
the extent to which they like another person,
or how they act toward the person, so as to
accommodate a balanced cognitive system.
Consistency theories were highly influential
in the first two decades of work on liking
but have not been pursued to any significant
degree in the last two decades.

According to extant cognitive–behavioral
approaches to close relationships, the man-
ner in which individuals perceive and
interpret events in their relationship has
a profound influence on their subjective
emotional experience and their subsequent
behavior (cf. Beck, 1988; Gottman, 1994 ,
1995). Because of the extensive history that
couples develop, seemingly minute relation-
ship events often hold a great deal of mean-
ing to one or both partners, which can
prompt behavior that is much more extreme
than would seem warranted to an outside
observer. Moreover, the beliefs and expec-
tations that individuals have for their rela-
tionships often bias the manner in which
they explain events in their relationship
and evaluate their relationship’s quality (for
a review, see Epstein & Baucom, 1993).
Not surprisingly, cognitive–behavioral ther-
apy is often a logical intervention choice
for distressed couples (e.g., Baucom &
Epstein, 1990) because it targets the mod-
ification of such maladaptive cognitions and
trains couples in specific communication and
problem-solving skills to negotiate relation-
ship conflict.
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A large portion of the empirical work
designed to validate aspects of cognitive–
behavioral theories of close relationships
focuses on the attributions that individu-
als make for events that occur in their
relationship. As described in Bradbury and
Fincham’s (1990) seminal review paper, indi-
viduals in healthy relationships attribute
positive relationship events to internal (vs.
external), global (vs. specific), and stable
(vs. unstable) characteristics of their part-
ner, whereas individuals in distressed rela-
tionships downplay their partner’s positive
behavior, attributing it to external, specific,
and unstable factors. Conversely, individu-
als in healthy relationships attribute nega-
tive relationship events to external, specific,
and unstable factors, whereas individuals
in distressed relationships attribute nega-
tive relationship events to internal, global,
and stable characteristics of their partner.
Together, these attributions form a cate-
gory called causal attributions, which “focus
on who or what caused an event or con-
dition” (M. D. Johnson, Karney, Rogge, &
Bradbury, 2001, p. 175). Bradbury and Fin-
cham (1990) also noted the importance of
responsibility attributions, which are “judg-
ments that presuppose a causal attribution
and concern an individual’s accountability
or answerability for some event” (p. 17). An
impressive program of research by Bradbury,
Fincham, and their colleagues has demon-
strated that both types of maladaptive attri-
butions predict marital satisfaction longitu-
dinally even when initial levels of satisfaction
are controlled (e.g., Fincham & Bradbury,
1993) and that they are associated with the
use of ineffective problem solving strategies
(e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1992).

Despite the magnitude of this sys-
tematic line of research, there is still
little direct empirical evidence to sup-
port the notion that cognition indeed
causes maladaptive relationship behavior
(cf. M. D. Johnson et al., 2001). To take
the first step in addressing this issue, John-
son et al. examined data from their labo-
ratory to determine whether the influence
of attributions on relationship satisfaction
is best characterized by a mediating model

(i.e., attributions = > behaviors = > change
in relationship satisfaction) or a moderating
model (i.e., attributions and behaviors inter-
act to explain changes in relationship satis-
faction). Their data provided no evidence to
support a mediating model and partial sup-
port for a moderating model, such that attri-
butions were related to a change in relation-
ship satisfaction in the context of negative,
but not positive, behavior. It now has long
been established that maladaptive attribu-
tions are associated with a host of negative
relationship outcomes; this analysis makes
it clear that researchers who study attribu-
tions made for relationship events are now
moving toward the construction of causal
models to isolate the influence of attribu-
tions in explaining relationship satisfaction
over time.

In contrast to the extensive line of
research examining attributions and rela-
tionship quality, work done to observe the
influence of other cognitive variables on
relationship behavior has been less pro-
grammatic (cf. Fincham, 1994). Recently,
Fincham and Beach (1999) noted a grow-
ing disconnect between social cognition
research and clinical research that examines
distorted cognition in the context of rela-
tionship distress. They observed that social
cognition researchers have moved toward
the study of cognitive structure (i.e., the
manner in which people form mental rep-
resentations of information) and informa-
tion processing, whereas clinical researchers
have focused primarily on cognitive con-
tent (i.e., what people are actually thinking).
To demonstrate that phenomena of interest
to social cognition researchers indeed have
bearing on the effects typically observed in
the clinical literature, they presented data
showing that priming affects relationship
behavior and that the accessibility of mari-
tal quality moderated relations between self-
reported marital quality and particular rela-
tionship behaviors. That is, they showed
that many of social cognitive variables that
have been discounted by clinical researchers
alter associations between many relation-
ship variables that are now considered to
be well established. We agree with Fincham
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and Beach that the future of cognitive–
behavioral conceptualizations of relation-
ship quality must be expanded beyond the
examination of cognitive content to account
for the manner in which couples represent,
access, remember, and act on relationship-
relevant information.

Cognitive–behavioral models of relation-
ship functioning provide a great deal of
explanatory power to account for subjective
relationship experiences and the escalation
of relationship conflict. Certainly, cognitive–
behavioral couples therapy is among the
most effective intervention approaches for
couple distress (e.g., Baucom, Epstein, &
Stanton, this volume; Baucom & Lester,
1986; Baucom, Sayers, & Sher, 1990), partic-
ularly in its efficacy to restructure maladap-
tive attributions and expectancies. Nonethe-
less, future researchers can expand the
parameters of these models and link them
with other relationship theories that include
a cognitive component in a number of ways.
For example, according to attachment the-
orists, individuals have attachment work-
ing models that subsequently influence the
manner in which they perceive events in
their adult close relationships (cf. Bald-
win, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh-Rangarajoo,
1996). This supposition clearly suggests
that there are distinct knowledge structures
and information-processing styles associated
with different attachment styles, although
only recently has research been conducted
to link such cognitive variables with attach-
ment styles (e.g., Collins, 1996), and few
studies have examined the extent to which
maladaptive attributions in particular influ-
ence relationship functioning in the con-
text of the different attachment styles. There
is some evidence that attributions medi-
ate the effects of attachment style on rela-
tionship adjustment (Gallo & Smith, 2001),
suggesting that consideration of relation-
ship variables across a number of theoreti-
cal approaches might be useful in capturing
additional variance in relationship quality.

Another limitation of the extant empir-
ical research designed to validate aspects of
the cognitive–behavioral approach to under-
standing relationships is the much heavier
focus on cognitive variables than on behav-

ioral variables. Most of the research in this
area is designed to elucidate the specific
attributions, beliefs (e.g., Bradbury & Fin-
cham, 1993), and schemata (e.g., Baldwin,
1992) that are associated with broad domains
of problematic behavior, such as deficits
in problem-solving ability. We argue that
it is just as important to examine individ-
ual differences in one’s knowledge of and
ability to implement adaptive relationship
behaviors, ranging from skills to manage
conflict to skills necessary to maintain and
enhance the relationship. Baucom, Epstein,
Rankin, and Burnett (1996) presented a tax-
onomy of cognitions associated with mar-
ital relationships; we believe it is equally
important to compile a unified taxonomy
of behaviors that characterize marital inter-
actions. Moreover, as discussed earlier, it is
important to demonstrate empirically that
maladaptive cognitions affect behavior in a
unidirectional manner; at this point, we can-
not rule out the possibility that engaging
in particular adaptive or maladaptive rela-
tionship behaviors activate or intensify adap-
tive or maladaptive cognitions. If a bidi-
rectional relationship were elucidated, it
would follow that behavioral skills interven-
tions would have a substantial impact on
the types of cognitions that are activated in
relationship interactions, although to date
comparisons of behavioral marital therapy
with cognitive–behavioral marital therapy
suggest that only the cognitive–behavioral
approach reduces maladaptive cognitions
(e.g., Baucom & Lester, 1986; Baucom et al.,
1990). Alternatively, it could be that the
degree of activation of maladaptive cogni-
tions and the inability to use effective rela-
tionship management skills both covary with
a third variable that underlies the propen-
sity to experience relationship distress, such
that maladaptive cognitions and maladap-
tive behaviors are epiphenomena of a more
fundamental type of relational dysfunction.

Attachment Approaches

Personality approaches to the study of close
relationships rest on the assumption that
individual differences in various traitlike
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constructs account for variance in relation-
ship quality. One construct that has received
an enormous amount of attention over the
past 2 decades is adult attachment (see
Shaver and Mikulincer’s chapter in this vol-
ume). Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed
the provocative idea that people’s adult style
of close relationship or love is premised
on their early attachment experiences with
their parents; these researchers later pro-
posed that adult attachment could serve
as an organizational scheme to encompass
much of the field of close relationships
(Hazan & Shaver, 1994). Specifically, Hazan
and Shaver (1987) proposed that the for-
mation of adult romantic relationships is a
biosocial attachment process analogous to
the development of child–caregiver bonds
during infancy (Bowlby, 1969, 1973). Just as
infants can be described as having a secure,
anxious–ambivalent, or avoidant attachment
to a primary caregiver, adults can be simi-
larly depicted in their typical approaches to
close relationships.

In their early work, Hazan and Shaver
(1987) asked people to select the one attach-
ment style that best described their feel-
ings and experiences. About 55% selected
the secure style of attachment (i.e., “I find it
relatively easy to get close to others and
am comfortable depending on them and
having them depend on me.”). Approxi-
mately 25% chose the avoidant style (i.e., “I
am somewhat uncomfortable being close to
others; I find it difficult to trust them com-
pletely, difficult to allow myself to depend
on them. I am nervous when anyone gets
too close . . . ”). Finally, another approximate
20% selected the anxious–ambivalent style
(i.e., “I find that others are reluctant to
get as close as I would like. I often worry
that my partner doesn’t really love me or
won’t want to stay with me.”). Although
approximately 70% of individuals report
stable attachment styles over time periods
ranging from 8 months to 2 years (Simms,
2002), at least some degree of attachment
change occurs through a variety of contex-
tual (e.g., partners’ attachment representa-
tions), social–cognitive (e.g., perception of
marital satisfaction), and individual differ-
ence factors (e.g., personality disturbance;

Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999). Davila,
Burge, and Hammen (1997) even specu-
lated that change in attachment style may
reflect an individual difference tendency;
they found that some women (particularly
those similar to women with consistently
insecure attachments) were more prone to
attachment fluctuations, possibly reflecting
earlier adverse experiences.

Compared with the original ideas and
method for studying attachment and close
relationships, Bartholomew and Horowitz
(1991) developed finer distinctions of attach-
ment types and a questionnaire approach
to assessing attachment type, both based
on orthogonal dimensions of a working
model of the self and a working model of
others. Their proposed attachment styles
were as follows: (a) secure (i.e., positive
feelings about self and others); (b) dis-
missing (i.e., positive feelings about self,
negative feelings about others); (c) preoc-
cupied (i.e., negative feelings about self,
positive feelings about others); and (d)
fearful (i.e., negative feelings about self
and others). According to Brennan, Shaver,
and Tobey (1991), the Bartholomew and
Horowitz (1991) attachment scheme corre-
sponds roughly to the Hazan and Shaver
(1987) attachment scheme, such that indi-
viduals who are classified as secure accord-
ing to one scheme are also regarded as secure
by the other. Although classification of indi-
viduals according to these typologies has
yielded fruitful data in this line of research,
it is currently accepted that adult attach-
ment is measured most effectively along
two continuous dimensions: anxiety over
relationships and discomfort with closeness
(Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Fraley &
Waller, 1998).

Since the original work by Hazan and
Shaver, whole research programs have been
developed to examine the correlates and
sequelae of these attachment styles. For
example, it has been found that attachment
styles predict both one’s own relationship
satisfaction as well as one’s partner’s rela-
tionship satisfaction (Collins & Read, 1990).
Secure individuals experience greater sat-
isfaction in close relationships and tend to
report more positive love experiences than
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do either avoidant or anxious–ambivalent
individuals (e.g., Fraley & Shaver, 1999).
Moreover, securely attached individuals gen-
erally are rated as having high self-esteem
and as being well adjusted (e.g., Feeney &
Noller, 1990). In contrast, avoidant individ-
uals tend to hold permissive views toward
casual sex (Feeney, Noller, & Patty, 1993)
and keep individuals with whom they are
in close relationships at a distance (Keelan,
Dion, & Dion, 1998). Anxious–ambivalent
individuals report little confidence in their
ability to achieve sexual competence and
fears that their partners will become dis-
tant (Feeney & Noller, 2004). Thus, many
programs of research converge to suggest
that securely attached individuals subjec-
tively experience higher quality relation-
ships and objectively exhibit more adap-
tive relationship behaviors than individuals
classified as avoidant or anxious/ambivalent.
Moreover, research has demonstrated that
attachment style predicts the manner in
which individuals adapt to nonrelational
stressors. For example, Mikulincer, Florian,
and Weller (1993) found that in Israel at
the time of the Gulf War, securely attached
individuals coped with war-related stress by
reaching out to their social support sys-
tem, whereas anxious–ambivalent individ-
uals used emotion-focused skills to regu-
late their subjective experience of being
overwhelmed, and avoidant individuals used
techniques including somatization, hostility,
and emotional distancing.

Perhaps the most daunting continuing
challenge for attachment–close relationship
work is to agree on a standard approach
to the measurement of adult attachment.
In fact, Baldwin and Fehr (1995) won-
dered whether there is variability in the
underlying construct itself, because approx-
imately 30% of their respondents, par-
ticularly anxious–ambivalent respondents,
changed their attachment style classification
over a period of time from 1 week to several
months. Although many researchers have
concluded that there is weak convergence
among adult attachment measures (e.g.,
Crowell & Treboux, 1995), Bartholomew
and Shaver (1998) concluded that there is

a “set core of relational tendencies under-
lying responses to the various attachment
measures” (p. 41), particularly when the
differences in methods (e.g., interview vs.
self-report) and subtleties associated with
different conceptual schemes of adult
attachment (e.g., clinical psychology per-
spective vs. personality or social psychology
perspective) are taken into account. They
created a continuum of adult attachment
measures ranging from ones based on retro-
spective reports of relationships with one’s
parents to reports of relationships with one’s
romantic partner. Not surprisingly, they
speculated that internal working models of
relationships with parents are different from
internal working models of partner rela-
tionships, making measures assessing these
aspects of attachment far apart on the con-
tinuum and likely achieving only moderate
levels of convergence. They recommended
that attachment researchers should measure
this construct using multiple measures to
tap the underlying attachment mechanism
and that attachment measures should be
selected based on the domain of interest to
the research question (e.g., parental rela-
tionships, romantic relationships). A related
challenge is that people apparently remem-
ber past adult attachment patterns as similar
to their current attachment pattern (Scharfe
& Bartholomew, 1998). This finding may
reflect the general tendency of people to
reconstruct past experiences to be consistent
with present experiences (Ross, 1989).

Attachment theory shows great promise
to live up to its goal of becoming the promi-
nent approach to conceptualizing close rela-
tionships from a psychosocial perspective.
Many researchers have demonstrated that
adult attachment has impressive construct
validity by verifying that the attachment
styles match up to certain personality, cogni-
tive, and behavioral variables in the expected
manner (e.g., Bartholomew, Kuong, & Hart,
2001). Moreover, it has roots in a tradi-
tion from developmental psychology (e.g.,
Bowlby, 1969, 1973) that has had a pro-
found influence in the manner in which
infant behavior is predicted and explained.
Nevertheless, it is important for attachment
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researchers to move beyond the use of con-
venience samples, such as college students,
to ensure that findings generalize to couples
representing different ethnicities, nationali-
ties, age groups, and sexual orientations (cf.
Kurdek, 1998). Moreover, investigation into
the mechanism by which attachment styles
influence relational quality has the poten-
tial to provide a unifying framework for the
field of close relationships. In but one exam-
ple, Kurdek (2002) found that attachment
dimensions (e.g., anxiety, closeness) affected
relational quality only indirectly through the
activation of relationship-relevant schemas.
Such research has the potential to contribute
to a model that incorporates findings from a
number of traditions in the close relation-
ships field.

Comparison and Conclusions

The study of close, romantic relationships
is grounded richly in theories that speak
to biological, intrapersonal, dyadic, famil-
ial, and societal levels of analysis. Together,
these theories provide compelling explana-
tions for our attraction to certain people
rather than others, reasons our relationships
are satisfying or unsatisfying, and changes
in accepted relationship and sexual behav-
iors over time. Each theory by itself makes
a unique contribution to understanding the
development, maintenance, and dissolution
of close relationships; however, each the-
ory also is inherently limited in accounting
for the subtle interactions between individ-
ual and couple characteristics that form the
trajectory of a relationship. We argue that
the field is ripe for a model to unify these
approaches to the understanding of close
relationships in a societal context, and we
attempted to highlight several ways in which
the underlying processes associated with
close relationships are elucidated only by
measuring relationship variables associated
with more than one theoretical approach.

Evolutionary theory provides a general,
compelling explanation for the manner in
which our behavioral tendencies in close
relationships developed across generations

and points to evolved biological mechanisms
for gender differences in dating and mating
preferences. It does not account, however,
for individual differences in the manner in
which people cope with relationship events,
both positive and negative. Attachment the-
ory, an approach that itself has evolution-
ary undertones, is but one perspective in
explaining these individual differences. Early
experiences with the primary caregiver are
the chief contributor to the development of
an internal working model about the trust-
worthiness and dependability of others and
the worthiness of oneself to be included
in a close relationship. By definition, each
individual’s working model will be unique
because no two people have identical expe-
riences with their caregivers. It can be argued
that attachment theory can explain, at least
in part, the types of partners that individuals
seek out (cf. Bartholomew et al., 2001) and
the sexual behavior in which they engage
(cf. Feeney & Noller, 2004). That is, attach-
ment dimensions could moderate the dat-
ing and mating behaviors predicted by evo-
lutionary theory.

As discussed previously, it is increasingly
being acknowledged that different attach-
ment styles are associated with distinct pat-
terns of cognition and relational schemas.
Thus, the cognitive–behavioral approach
to understanding close relationships is
not mutually exclusive from the adult
attachment approach. Cognitive–behavioral
researchers have been meticulous in con-
ducting a systematic program of research
to demonstrate that cognition predicts rela-
tionship quality above and beyond a num-
ber of individual difference variables, such
as neuroticism (e.g., Karney, Bradbury, Fin-
cham, & Sullivan, 1994). Attachment the-
ory provides a context to explain the types
of cognitions to which certain individuals
are prone, both independently of a partic-
ular relationship as well as within a particu-
lar relationship. Moreover, attachment the-
ory has the potential to serve as the basis of a
taxonomy of relational schemas and the ease
with which they are activated during specific
relational events. Specific relational behav-
iors also can be predicted by attachment
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theory, and there is preliminary evidence
that activation of certain cognitions medi-
ates the relation between attachment style
and behavior (e.g., Kurdek, 2002). In all,
we argue that the examination of cognitive
and behavioral variables from an attachment
perspective has the potential to broaden
the cognitive–behavioral approach to under-
standing close relationships by accounting
for the attachment histories of each individ-
ual and their relationship cognitions that are
particularly salient.

These theoretical approaches are not
inconsistent with the social exchange and
equity perspectives. As mentioned previ-
ously, the equity analyses appear to be less
influential now in the close relationships
field, in part because they cannot readily
account for the maintenance of relation-
ships in which the ratio of rewards and
costs is out of balance. The communal
love theory helped to overcome this lim-
itation because it proposes that individu-
als will provide benefits to their partners
in the name of love, rather than expecting
a benefit in return. Although the commu-
nal love theory certainly captures roman-
tic relationships in their ideal, many indi-
viduals in distressed relationships lack the
trust and compassion to continue function-
ing on this level. It is possible that cer-
tain cognitions, such as attributions of blame
and responsibility for relationship transgres-
sions, reduce the propensity for the couple
to engage in communal behavior. Indeed,
when a relationship becomes distressed,
it is possible that each individual focuses
his or her attention on the quid pro quo
of social exchange and is quick to iden-
tify instances of relationship inequity. Inter-
dependence theory appears to offer promise
in helping us understand how individu-
als balance own versus couple’s needs and
expectations. From an attachment perspec-
tive, it is likely that there are individual dif-
ferences in the ability to engage in a commu-
nal relationship. It is not difficult to imagine
the manner in which an avoidant or anxious–
ambivalent attachment style would interfere
with giving or receiving selfless benefits from
one’s partner.

It is important to acknowledge that all of
these relational processes take place in a soci-
etal context. Expectations regarding accept-
able relationship and sexual behavior change
over time. These trends have the potential
to influence dating and mating choices, the
activation of certain relationship cognitions,
and the choice of benefits one gives to his
or her partner. As advances are made in psy-
chotherapeutic interventions, it is becoming
increasingly possible to get help in altering
maladaptive relationship attributions, stan-
dards, and beliefs (e.g., Baucom & Epstein,
1990) and even mold a more secure attach-
ment style (e.g., Slade, 1999). Thus, theory
about the mechanism of relational mainte-
nance must be interpreted in light of societal
mores and will be ever changing in a dynamic
interplay between these intrapersonal, inter-
personal, and societal factors.
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C H A P T E R 4

Research Methods for the Study
of Personal Relationships

Mahnaz Charania
William J. Ickes

Suppose that we are interested in enhanc-
ing our knowledge of the dynamics of a dys-
functional family. How do we decide which
questions to ask? Should the focus be on
the relationship of the married couple, the
relationship between the parents and their
child, or both? Should the researcher invite
these individuals into a laboratory, ask them
to independently complete mail-in survey
questionnaires, or observe them in their
home? There are no clear-cut answers to
such questions. Rather, a variety of factors
must be taken into account when deciding
which questions to address and how to best
address them.

Ultimately, the value of the approach one
uses to collect data lies in its applicabil-
ity to the particular research question being
addressed (see Canary, Cupach, & Messman,
1995). The methodology that is selected will
affect not only the quality of the data that
are collected but also one’s ability to inter-
pret the data effectively. As Caspi and Bem
(1990) noted, “Stability and predictive util-
ity are not, of course, the only reasons for
favoring particular kinds of data. Different

kinds of data are also differentially suited for
answering different questions” (p. 555).

The field of relationship research has
become increasingly multidisciplinary, with
contributions and advances in research
methodology from scholars in psychology,
sociology, marital and family therapy, and
communication (see Berscheid, 1994). A
sociologist, for example, might approach
the dynamics of a dysfunctional family by
examining the macrolevel forces that impact
the relationship among the family members,
whereas a clinical psychologist might exam-
ine the meso- or even micro-level processes
that characterize the family members’ inter-
action pattern.

Researchers have traditionally benefited
from adopting a social science approach
when choosing methods to study personal
relationships. Compared with case history,
anecdotal, or impressionistic approaches,
the social science approach seeks to obtain
more objective and generalizable results
through the use of structured research
instruments that enable the researcher to
translate participant responses effectively
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into numerically interpretable data. The
methods we review support this quantita-
tive approach to relationship research, in
contrast to more qualitative approaches (see
Allen & Walker, 2000, for a review of the
qualitative approaches).

The purpose of the present chapter is to
provide an overview of the various meth-
ods by which personal relationships may be
(and have been) studied, as well as to consi-
der methods for studying some special types
of relationships that researchers have begun
to explore during the past decade. We also
highlight an integrated approach that ena-
bles researchers to simultaneously capital-
ize on the strength of various methods while
minimizing the limitations they present.

The Trade-Off Problem

Not surprisingly, certain valuable informa-
tion may be omitted because of the method
of investigation in any attempt to capture
what the researcher may deem to be the
most relevant or important data. Because
every research method has at least some lim-
itations, a thorough understanding of differ-
ent research methods combined with a clear
set of hypotheses should enable researchers
to maximize the validity and informative-
ness of their studies. We begin our review by
discussing some of the typical trade-offs that
researchers and practitioners must consider
before selecting the method(s) by which
they will address their respective research
questions.

Correlational Versus Experimental
Research

The first major trade-off that researchers
confront typically occurs when they decide
to conduct a correlational versus an experi-
mental study. Correlational research is used
to establish a relationship between two or
more naturally occurring variables, whereas
experimental research allows us to directly
test hypotheses about the causes of behav-
ior. Relationship researchers have primarily
relied on these two methods when studying

interpersonal processes, although they have
also benefited from other types of methods,
such as the use of descriptive statistics (e.g.,
of the type obtained through public opin-
ion polls), or the use of quasi-experimental
designs in situations in which conducting a
true experiment is not ethical or feasible (see
Leary, 2004).

Correlational research has been used
extensively to study the dynamics of per-
sonal relationships by examining the empir-
ical relations among variables such as sat-
isfaction in romantic relationships and the
perception of love (Aron & Westbay, 1996),
feelings of closeness, and the level of self-
disclosure among friends (Hacker, 1981). It
has also been used to explore how various
personality dimensions are related to vari-
ous relationship dimensions (Ickes, Hutchi-
son, & Mashek, 2004). In most cases, the
researcher assesses the direction, magnitude,
and reliability of the relationship between
two or more variables by first measuring
them through self-report methods. How-
ever, the nature of the causal relations among
these variables (if any) cannot be established
in any definitive way.

In contrast, experimental methods in
relationship research are used to deter-
mine whether changes in the level of cer-
tain independent variables (e.g., level of
self-disclosure) cause corresponding changes
to be observed in the level of one or
more dependent variables (e.g., level of per-
ceived closeness). In any application of the
experimental method, the independent vari-
ables are the ones that are systematically
manipulated by the experimenter, whereas
the dependent variables are the ones that
are subsequently measured by the experi-
menter. For a study to qualify as a true exper-
iment, two criteria must be met. First, the
experimenter must manipulate, or system-
atically vary, the level of the independent
variable (the specific treatment that sub-
jects receive) across the set of experimen-
tal conditions. Second, the experimenter
must randomly assign the subjects (as indi-
viduals, dyads, groups, etc.) to each of the
experimental conditions. Only through a
rigorous (i.e., nonconfounded) application
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of the experimental method can the inves-
tigator determine whether a causal relation-
ship exists between two variables.

For example, Mashek (2002) conducted
an experiment with undergraduate dating
couples to test the hypothesis that a roman-
tic partner’s threat to one’s personal con-
trol leads one to desire less closeness from
the partner. The couples were randomly
assigned to either the experimental condi-
tion, in which one member of the dyad
threatened his or her romantic partner’s con-
trol, or to the control condition, in which a
stranger threatened the target person’s con-
trol. Mashek found that when a romantic
partner threatened control, the target per-
son desired significantly less closeness with
his or her partner than when the threat was
received from a stranger.

In many cases, it may not be financially
or ethically feasible to conduct a true exper-
iment. In such cases, researchers have fre-
quently relied on “causal modeling” tech-
niques, which permit the researcher to apply
statistical controls to make stronger causal
inferences from correlational data.

Convenience Versus Nonstudent Samples

A second major trade-off that relationship
researchers confront concerns their deci-
sion to use convenience samples (typically
college students) or the more difficult-
to-obtain nonstudent samples. Sounding a
strong cautionary note, Sears (1986) argued
that social psychologists may have saturated
the research enterprise with unrepresenta-
tive findings having only limited generality
through their many studies of college stu-
dents who are tested in laboratory situa-
tions. He believes that college students are
distinctive because of two powerful demo-
graphic variables, age and education. Both of
these variables may influence attitudes and
attitude-related decisions, which are pre-
sumed to be unstable at such an age. This
assessment, if true, would be alarming when
one considers that nearly 45% of the arti-
cles published on close relationships since
the 1930s have focused college-student sam-
ples (Cooper & Sheldon, 2002).

So why do researchers continue to use
these convenience samples? The consensus
within the field of psychology seems to be
that reliance on college student samples does
not have major negative consequence (Sears,
1986). Furthermore, given the incentives for
frequent publications and the relative ease
of implementing laboratory studies with col-
lege student populations, many researchers
have strong motives to continue using them
as their primary participants.

Despite these strong motives, we think
that researchers should more carefully eval-
uate the trade-off between control ver-
sus representativeness. The recommenda-
tions provided by Sears (1986) include not
only moving beyond the student popula-
tion, but moving beyond the laboratory as
well. It is probably not feasible to replicate
all past findings in different research set-
tings and with different subject populations.
However, researchers should be encouraged
(and even admonished) to review critically
those findings that are potentially mislead-
ing because of the nature of the population
sampled and to attempt to replicate these
findings in ways that test the limits of their
generality to different settings and different
subject populations.

Individual Versus Dyad-Level Analyses

A third, and in many ways the most impor-
tant, trade-off in the study of personal rela-
tionships concerns the researcher’s decision
about whether to assess the phenomena of
interest at the level of the individual or the
level of the dyad (Ickes, 2002). The marital
dyad, for instance, is a dynamic interpersonal
system in which the husbands’ and wives’
thoughts, feelings, and behavior are interde-
pendent rather than independent. For this
reason, it is just as important to consider the
intersubjective aspects of personal relation-
ships as to consider the subjective realities
of the individual partners (cf. Ickes, 2002 ;
Simpson, Oriña, & Ickes, 2003).

With only rare exceptions (e.g., Rutter,
1984), theorists and researchers acknowl-
edge the strong mutual influences that dyad
and group members can have on each
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other’s cognitions, emotions, and behaviors
(e.g., Ickes, 2002 ; Kenny, 1996; Rusbult &
Arriaga, 1997; Simpson et al., 2003). For
example, Ickes, Tooke, Stinson, Baker, and
Bissonnette (1988) showed that the inter-
partner correlations computed for differ-
ent aspects of the thought and feeling con-
tent reported by dyad members can be
used to identify the “intersubjective themes”
that characterize their current interaction
episode. Given the increasing evidence for
genuinely intersubjective phenomena such
as this (see Ickes, 2002), several writers
have stressed the importance of developing
research paradigms that will allow the inter-
dependent nature of the relationship to be
uncovered (Campbell & Kashy, 2002 ; Gon-
zalez & Griffin, 2000; Ickes, 2002 ; Ickes &
Gonzalez, 1994 , 1996; Kenny, 1988).

We closely examine one such paradigm,
developed by William Ickes and his col-
leagues (Ickes, Bissonnette, Garcia, & Stin-
son, 1990; Ickes, Robertson, Tooke, & Teng,
1986) in a later section (“The Integrated
Approach”) of this chapter. This change
of focus requires us, however, to consider
the various kinds of data that relationship
researchers typically collect and the more
specific methods by which these specific
forms of data collection typically occur.
Accordingly, we now turn our attention to
the trade-offs that researchers must con-
front when deciding whether to use self-
report methods, peer-report methods, obser-
vational methods, physiological methods,
archival methods, integrated methods, or
a combination of these in their relation-
ship research.

Self-Report Methods

A review by Cooper and Sheldon (2002)
of 477 abstracts published since 1932 on
the topic of personality and close (roman-
tic) relationships revealed that 77% of these
studies relied solely on self-report methods.
The primary reason for this not-so-surprising
finding is that self-report methods pro-
vide the easiest and most efficient way to
assess individuals’ attitudes, beliefs, and self-

perceived behaviors. All the researcher has
to do is ask the participants to respond to
a relevant set of questions, whether this
is done in face-to-face interviews, over the
telephone, through paper-and-pencil ques-
tionnaires, or through “electronic question-
naires” that participants complete on the
Internet.

There are at least three major advan-
tages to using self-report methods to study
relationships (see Harvey, Christensen, &
McClintock, 1983 ; Harvey, Hendrick, &
Tucker, 1988; Ickes, 1994):

1. Self-reports are relatively easy, efficient, and
inexpensive to obtain.

2 . Self-reports represent the only way resear-
chers currently have to access purely subjec-
tive events.

3 . Self-reports enable researchers to obtain the
participants’ reports of certain overt behav-
iors that are typically private and may
remain inaccessible otherwise.

It is important to note, however, that seri-
ous biases can be associated with obtain-
ing retrospective reports from participants
of events that may lie far in the past. For
example, McFarland and Ross (1987) con-
ducted a study in which members of dat-
ing couples rated self and partner on a num-
ber of dimensions such as kindness, honesty,
and intelligence. Two months later, the par-
ticipants were asked to provide ratings of
self and partner on the same seven dimen-
sions and to attempt to recall their previ-
ous ratings as well. The authors found a
significant consistency effect in recall, such
that participants who became more nega-
tive about themselves recalled their past rat-
ings as being more negative, whereas par-
ticipants who became more positive about
themselves recalled their previous ratings as
having been more positive than they actu-
ally were. Similar findings were obtained for
both self and partner ratings. Thus, aspects of
one’s relationship are often reported as being
more consistent over time than they truly
are, and this seems to occur because par-
ticipants attempt to impose consistency on
their ratings across time, because they often
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cannot remember what they reported ini-
tially, or both.

Although such instances of memory
affecting recall can adversely affect the inte-
grity of the data collected, we review here
several techniques that can be used to mini-
mize such effects, such as obtaining partici-
pant responses at more “behavior proximal”
times (e.g., through diary accounts or inter-
action record studies). Because self-report
data offer a crucial window into a person’s
private experience, most studies of personal
relationships will probably involve the col-
lection of self-report data, either as the pri-
mary data or as secondary data, that will
complement the other sources of data we
review. The following subsections address
many of the specific methods by which self-
report data have been collected.

Questionnaires and Surveys

A popular adage notwithstanding, the con-
sensus of most relationship researchers is
that, generally speaking, opposites don’t
attract. For example, in their recent sur-
vey study described on CNN.com (“Scien-
tists,” 2003), researchers Buston and Emlen
concluded that “both sexes are most likely
to attract individuals who look like them,
have the same wealth, social status and
share the same outlook towards family and
fidelity.” These conclusions were based on
the data obtained by administering a self-
report questionnaire to 978 college students
between the ages of 18 and 20. Compati-
bility researchers have repeatedly benefited
from the survey methodology in determin-
ing which types of couples are better suited
for each other, by assessing attributes such as
gender roles (Ickes, 1993), attachment styles
(Hazen & Shaver, 1987), and communica-
tion styles (Swann, Rentfrow, & Gosling,
2003).

For decades, relationship researchers have
exploited other ways of collecting question-
naire data outside of the traditional labora-
tory setting. As a consequence, some useful
guidelines are now available for collecting
self-report data through media such as
magazines (Athanasiou, Shaver, & Tavris,
1970; Tavris & Sadd, 1977), newspapers

(see Shaver & Rubenstein, 1983) and, more
recently, the Internet (Buchanan, 1998).

Collecting data through the Internet is
increasing in popularity as a result of the
flexibility and efficiency that this method
offers to both the researcher and the partic-
ipants. According to Stewart (2002), much
of the escalated interest is due to the ease
with which “data mapping” takes place (i.e.,
the data are automatically transferred to
a data file, thereby eliminating the time
and effort that researchers must typically
devote to entering, correcting, and “clean-
ing” their raw data). Not surprisingly, this
method holds particular appeal for tech-
nologically savvy researchers. As Buchanan
(2000) warned, however, obtaining a rep-
resentative sample via the Internet is fre-
quently problematic. Buchanan therefore
suggested that researchers who wish to use
the Internet should recruit a very large sam-
ple, gather relevant demographic informa-
tion, and then use that information to select
a subsample having a composition similar to
that of the population of interest.

As Internet-based dating and compati-
bility-matching services proliferate, ques-
tions will inevitably arise about their effec-
tiveness. The results of at least one early
study (Rehmatullah & Ickes, 2004) suggest
that compatibility matching has the poten-
tial to be quite effective when marital satis-
faction is used as the outcome measure.

Face-to-Face and Telephone Interviews

An alternative to asking participants to fill
out questionnaires is to interview them in
person or on the telephone. Chen (1996)
suggested that researchers evaluate the
potential benefits of using telephone sur-
veys by asking themselves the following
questions:

1. Do many of the questions to be asked de-
pend the respondents’ answers to previous
questions?

2 . Must the survey be conducted at a speci-
fic time?

3 . Are some of the survey questions quite
complex?
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Responding “yes” to some or all of these
questions should increase the researcher’s
confidence in choosing the telephone inter-
view as a viable medium through which
the desired data can be collected. Moreover,
contacting prospective participants through
the telephone can be useful in determin-
ing their eligibility and willingness to partici-
pate in the research. For example, in a study
examining social support and social under-
mining from the spouse as potential moder-
ators of the relationship between perceived
stress and depressive symptoms, Cranford
(2004) used telephone interviews to system-
atically select participants who were then
asked to complete mail-in surveys.

Although this method is cost-effective,
both financially and in regard to time
(Aneshensel, Frerichs, Clark, & Yokopenic,
1982 ; Chen, 1996), it may not be the ideal
choice if the prospective respondents must
be interviewed at a special location, if they
must be shown something, or if the ques-
tionnaire is lengthy (Chen, 1996). In cases
such as these, the face-to-face interview
procedure may prove to be the preferred
research method. Antill (1983), for example,
conducted in-home interviews with 108 mar-
ried couples after recruiting them as poten-
tial participants from theaters and shopping
centers in and around Sydney, Australia. The
results of these in-person interviews allowed
Antill to conclude that the marital satisfac-
tion of both the husbands and wives was pre-
dicted by the degree to which they viewed
their partners as having traditionally femi-
nine traits.

Some disadvantages of the face-to-face
interview technique may help to explain
why this methodology is seldom used in
the study of personal relationships. Stewart
(2002) argued that issues such as staffing
costs, possible researcher effects, marketing
anxiety, and issues of liability often offset
the method’s apparent advantages, such
as item variety and the development of
rapport between the interviewer and the
interviewee.

Mangione, Hingson, and Barrett (1982)
reported a study in which they compared
in-person interviewing with two alternative

methods. The first alternative consisted of
dropping off and then picking up a self-
administered questionnaire, whereas the
second alternative consisted of a telephone
interview with an in-person follow-up. Man-
gione et al. (1982) concluded that when
researchers are collecting sensitive data, a
combined telephone and in-person follow-
up can be an effective research method,
particularly when there is a lack of phone
ownership among the participants or when
the data are collected in geographic regions
where the telephone is not a practical mode
of communication.

Diary Accounts

In a recent study, Ducharme, Doyle, and
Markiewicz (2002) used a diary technique to
investigate the attachment security, affect,
and behavior of 15 - and 16-year-olds with
respect to their parents and peers. The ado-
lescent participants were asked to maintain
a 1-week diary in which they were to record
all positive and negative interactions with
their parents and peers. The results indicated
that adolescents who were securely attached
to at least one parent reported significantly
more positive and fewer negative interac-
tions with their parents than teens who
were insecurely attached to both parents.
Furthermore, the teens’ attachment security
with their father directly affected their peer
relations.

Because the diary method is an excel-
lent way to track individuals over time, there
should be no surprise that it has been used
in conjunction with longitudinal studies. For
example, Kirchler (1988) asked couples to
complete a 4-week diary to study their mar-
ital happiness and interaction. By having
them record the frequency and valence of
the couples’ interaction six times a day,
Kirchler was able to determine that mari-
tal happiness was inversely related to the
frequency of conflict but was positively
correlated with the frequency, positivity, and
effectiveness of spousal interaction and with
the accuracy of perception of the partner’s
motivational state.
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Interaction Record Studies

Similar to diary studies, interaction record
studies permit the investigator to obtain
descriptive data from the participants about
their daily social interaction experiences.
These “interaction records” typically require
the participants to record both objective
facts about their daily social interactions and
the subjective experiences that accompany
these interactions. As Wiederman (2004)
suggested, a good way to improve on asking
participants to remember past experiences,
or to compare the past to the present, is
to have them report the experiences shortly
after they occur and thereby minimize the
chance of omission or distortion of data.
Two well-known examples, both employ-
ing event-contingent recording procedures,
are the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR;
Wheeler & Nezlek, 1977) and the Iowa
Communication Record (ICR; Duck, Rutt,
Hurst, & Strejc, 1991).

The RIR requires participants to report
the time and place of their interaction, the
number of partners present, the length of
interaction, and the participants’ evalua-
tion of the interaction (assessed on multi-
ple dimensions). The ICR, which was intro-
duced 11 years later, further requires the
participants to estimate the impact of their
interactions on the future of their relation-
ships (Duck, 1991).

Interest in this research method was stim-
ulated by a series of studies conducted by
Ladd Wheeler, John Nezlek, Harry Reis,
and their colleagues at the University of
Rochester (Reis & Wheeler 1991). In these
studies, college-age subjects used the RIR to
make a record of each of their social inter-
actions that lasted 10 minutes or longer. The
subjects were asked to keep these records for
an extended period of time (typically, 10 to
14 days) to sample adequately their general
pattern of social activity.

To date, the RIR (or one of its variants)
has been used to study a wide range of top-
ics, including loneliness (Wheeler, Reis, &
Nezlek 1983), clinical depression (Nezlek,
Hampton, & Shean, 2000), the impact of
physical attractiveness on one’s social life

(Reis, Nezlek, & Wheeler, 1980), the ten-
dency to withdraw from other relation-
ships during the later stages of courtship
(Milardo, Johnson, & Huston, 1983), and
the psychological well-being of older adults
(Nezlek, Richardson, Green, & Schatten-
Jones, 2002).

Interaction record studies using the RIR
and the ICR are event-contingent, requiring
respondents to report their experience each
time an appropriate event (e.g., an interac-
tion at least 10 minutes long) has occurred.
In contrast, other interaction record stud-
ies have been interval-contingent, requiring
respondents to report at regular, predeter-
mined intervals, or signal-contingent, requir-
ing respondents to report whenever signaled
by the researcher (Wheeler & Reis, 1991).
For example, Dirk Revenstorf and his col-
leagues used an interval-contingent interac-
tion record study when they asked couples
involved in marital therapy to make daily
ratings of six aspects of their relationship
(Revenstorf, Hahlweg, Schindler, & Kunert,
1984). These data were subsequently ana-
lyzed using time-series statistics to assess the
changes that occurred in the couples’ rela-
tionships over time.

Signal-contingent studies require subjects
to complete an interaction record whenever
the experimenter signals them by means of
a telephone call or the beeping of an elec-
tronic pager. In an elegant study using tele-
phone calls both to signal the subjects and
to record their responses, Ted Huston and
his colleagues phoned married couples nine
times during a 2- or 3 -week period. Dur-
ing these calls, each spouse was asked to
report on activities in the past 24 hours
that included household tasks, leisure activi-
ties, positive and negative interaction events,
conflict, and conversations (Huston, Robins,
Atkinson & McHale, 1987). In a study that
sampled the day-to-day experiences of 170

high school students, Maria Mei-Ha Wong
and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1991) used
preprogrammed electronic pagers to sig-
nal their teenage subjects to complete a
behavioral self-report measure at randomly
determined intervals. One of their strongest
findings was that the girls spent more
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time with friends and less time alone than
the boys.

Written Correspondence

An analysis of letters (e.g., epistles) and other
forms of written correspondence (e.g., elec-
tronic mail) represents another way in which
self-report data can be used to study rela-
tionships. For example, Banks, Louie, and
Einerson (2000) analyzed a collection of hol-
iday letters and discussed the ways in which
these letters can help to create a positive
identity for the writer and his or her inti-
mates. Because written correspondence is
also a mode of relating to others, epistolary
studies may have much to teach us about the
dynamics of personal relationships as they
are expressed in this as well as in other modes
(Mamali, 1992).

Similarly, because e-mail is a mode of
relating as well as a written record of the
e-mail interaction, it offers a rich source of
insights into relationship processes. Boneva
and her colleagues, for instance, compared
the e-mails of men and women and learned
that women are more likely than men
to maintain kin relationships via e-mail
(Boneva, Kraut, & Frohlich, 2001). Other
researchers have studied the written cor-
respondence between individuals who sub-
scribe to various computer-mediated social
support networks. For example, in a study
by Dunham and his colleagues (1998), sin-
gle mothers with young infants were given
access to an online network concerning
parental issues. After reviewing the moth-
ers’ private e-mails and message postings,
the researchers concluded that these women
relied on the network for emotional support
and were able to develop close personal rela-
tionships with other network subscribers.

Peer Report Methods

Whereas self-report research tends to focus
on the different subjective reactions of the
individual members of a relationship, peer
report research tends to focus on the shared,
intersubjective reactions of a set of peers

who all view the relationship from the out-
side, as observers and knowledgeable infor-
mants. For example, the use of peer nomi-
nations is becoming increasingly popular in
studies of children’s social behavior. Chil-
dren are typically provided with a list of
statements and asked to nominate a specific
number of peers that the statements most
accurately characterize.

In one of these studies, Bellmore and
Cillessen (2003) examined fourth graders’
meta-perceptions and meta-accuracy judg-
ments about acceptance and rejection in
their peer group. The children were asked
to nominate same-sex or other-sex peers in
response to questions such as, “Who likes
you the most?” and “Who likes you the
least?” The authors then obtained meta-
accuracy scores by comparing children’s per-
ceived acceptance and rejection with their
peer’s actual acceptance and rejection nom-
inations. Using this procedure, Bellmore and
Cillessen (2003) gained more accurate infor-
mation about the children’s social relation-
ships than if they had simply asked each
child to respond independently.

Although peer reports are seldom used
by researchers who study personal relation-
ships, many have found this methodology to
be useful in combination with other meth-
ods, such as self-reports. Burton and Krantz
(1990), for example, attempted to predict
the level of self-control, perception of self-
control, and emotional distress reported by
third, fourth, and fifth graders with infor-
mation obtained previously through both
self-reports and teacher ratings. Clearly, if
researchers are willing to invest the time
and effort required, they can learn much
by asking knowledgeable observers of a
given relationship to complete question-
naires, answer interview questions, provide
written accounts, keep interaction records,
or allow their own correspondence about the
relationship to be examined.

Observational Methods

In the social sciences, there are two types
of data: (a) those that are reported to the
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researcher and (b) those that are observed
directly by the researcher (Metts, Sprecher,
& Cupach, 1991). Observational studies
involve summary judgments or behavioral
records made by trained raters or by auto-
matic recording devices (Ickes, 1994). To the
extent that observational data can be col-
lect in an unobtrusive and nonreactive way,
the observational method becomes espe-
cially attractive to researchers who are inter-
ested in studying people’s behavior as it nat-
urally occurs within a variety of settings.

Although many observational studies
are conducted in laboratory settings (e.g.,
Gottman, Markman, & Notarius, 1977;
Ickes, 1984), many others are conducted in
real-world settings as diverse as a hospital
delivery room (Leventhal & Sharp, 1965),
a police station (Holdaway, 1980), a sub-
way train (Fried & DeFazio, 1974), and the
United Nations building (Alger, 1966).

Whatever setting is chosen, it is impor-
tant that the observation itself be as unob-
trusive as possible. Recording the subjects’
interaction by means of a hidden video cam-
era for later analysis (Ickes, 1983 ; Ickes et al.,
1990) provides one means of ensuring that
the subjects’ behavior will not be biased
by the presence of trained raters on the
scene. Having college roommates start an
audiotape recorder in their dormitory room
whenever they begin a conversation is also
a relatively unobtrusive way to study their
naturally occurring interactions (Ginsberg &
Gottman, 1986). However, putting direc-
tional microphones in subjects’ faces and
requiring them to interact in front of a cam-
era crew or in the presence of trained raters
will virtually guarantee that their behavior
will be altered or interfered with by the
recording process itself.

Another question to consider is whether
the behavior of interest warrants observa-
tional time periods that are very short (e.g.,
microbehaviors such as eye blinks), some-
where in the middle range (e.g., mutual
gazes, frequency and duration of phone calls
following dates), or relatively long (e.g., peri-
ods of marital separation). Although the
timescale of the behaviors themselves typ-
ically dictates the answer to this question,

researchers must also rely on both their own
intuitions and the reported experiences of
previous researchers in making the relevant
judgment calls.

Physiological Methods

The rising interest among researchers in
studying how the quality of personal rela-
tionships is related to health status and
health outcomes has led to the increased
use of physiological measures in relationship
research (Feeney, 2000; Loving, Heffner, &
Kiecolt-Glaser, this volume). Although this
method can be costly in terms of time,
knowledge, and equipment (Ickes, 1994), it
permits unique insights into the physiolog-
ical processes that underlie human behav-
ior, and it encourages work at the inter-
faces of biology, psychology, physiology, and
medicine.

Physiological measures have been used
to study marital abuse and marital con-
flict behaviors (Gottman, Jacobson, Rushe,
& Shortt, 1995 ; Levenson & Ruef, 1992 ; Ruef,
2001), the health consequences of inter-
personal interactions (McGuire & Kiecolt-
Glaser, 2000), and the factors that predict
husbands’ and wives’ retirement satisfaction
(Kupperbusch, Levenson, & Ebling, 2003).

For example, Gottman and Levenson
(1985 , 1986; Levenson & Gottman, 1983 ,
1985) explored the link between marital
conflict and marital distress by adding a
physiological component to the observa-
tional method. In their studies, couples ini-
tially discussed either a high-or low-conflict
situation while continuous measures of their
heart rate, circulation, and general somatic
activity were collected. Several days later,
the partners returned to the lab to watch the
recorded videotapes of their previous con-
flict interaction while the same physiological
measures were taken once again. One widely
cited finding from Levenson and Gottman’s
(1983) research was that physiological link-
age (how closely the spouses’ physiologi-
cal responses covaried during the conflict
interaction) accounted for 59% of the
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variance in their marital satisfaction scores
(cf. Weiss & Heyman, 1990).

Archival Methods

A less frequently used, yet highly effi-
cient, method of collecting data involves
the secondary analysis of data that were
collected for different purposes by previ-
ous researchers or institutions. Although
the current researcher typically has no con-
trol over how such data were collected or
what types of data are available, he or she
may have access to a large volume of data
that can be profitably mined to address
research questions that were not consid-
ered in the original investigations. For exam-
ple, researchers frequently request access
to raw data from institutions such as the
University of Chicago’s National Opinion
Research Center (NORC) and the Univer-
sity of Michigan’s Survey Research Center
(Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991).

A good example is the archival study by
Frank Trovato of the relationship between
divorce and suicide in Canada (Trovato,
1986, 1987; Trovato & Lauris 1989). Hen-
drick and Hendrick (1992) have described
this study as follows:

Trovato used census-type demographic
data from all the Canadian provinces to
assess the impact of divorce on suicide, tak-
ing into consideration the effects of other
variables such as educational level, reli-
gious preferences, marriage rates, and geo-
graphical mobility between provinces. He
determined that divorce has a substantial
effect on suicide rate (1986), and he did
this without administering a single ques-
tionnaire or making even one behavioral
observation. (pp. 14–15)

Trovato’s findings were similar to those
of Steven Stack, who used the same kinds of
archival data to test the relationship between
divorce and suicide in the United States
(Stack, 1980, 1981) and in Norway (Stack,
1989). As this set of studies illustrates, data
concerning major life events can be obtained
from national agencies that compile statistics

from official records such as divorce decrees
and birth, marriage, and death certificates.
Researchers such as Stack and Trovato can
then use these archival data to test impor-
tant hypotheses about personal relationships
without having any direct contact with the
subjects of their research. Of all of the
methods available for conducting relation-
ship research, the archival methods are the
least obtrusive. For this reason, they are the
least likely to be biased by the subjects’ reac-
tions to the researcher.

Archival studies are not universally val-
ued, however. In fact, Larson and Holman
(1994) have recommended that researchers
avoid the use of such secondary data, espe-
cially if the original survey was not designed
to address the specific issues that the current
researcher is investigating. A stronger em-
phasis Holman et al. (2001) argued should
be placed on designing studies with a parti-
cular purpose and predetermined elements
of investigation.

Experimental Methods

Ickes, Patterson, Rajecki, and Tanford (1982)
conducted a study in which one member
of each pair of male strangers (the per-
ceiver) was randomly assigned to receive
one of one of three kinds of preinterac-
tion information about the other member
(the target). Specifically, some perceivers
were led to expect that their target part-
ners would act very friendly; others were led
to expect that their partners would act very
unfriendly, and a third (control) group was
given no expectancy information. Of course,
the information the perceivers received was
in no case based on what their interactional
partners were actually like; it was instead
manipulated independently by the experi-
menters.

The results of the study converged to sug-
gest that, relative to the no-expectancy per-
ceivers, the friendly-expectancy perceivers
adopted a reciprocal interaction strategy
(one designed to reciprocate the friendly
behaviors they expected their partner to
display), whereas the unfriendly-expectancy
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perceivers adopted a compensatory inter-
action strategy (one designed to com-
pensate for the unfriendly behaviors they
expected their partner to display). Because
the experimenters determined what kind
of expectancy information the perceivers
received, and the subjects (perceivers and
targets) were randomly assigned to the three
expectancy conditions, the differences in
the perceivers’ behavior in the three con-
ditions could be attributed to the differ-
ent expectancies that were created rather
than to differences in the types of subjects
assigned to the three conditions. In other
words, the only plausible cause of the dif-
ference in the perceivers’ behavior in the
three conditions was the difference in the
expectancies which the experimenters had
established.

As this example suggests, researchers who
use the experimental method in relation-
ship research often seek to identify those
independent variables whose manipulation
establishes the varying conditions in which
different types of relational phenomena (for
example, reciprocity vs. compensation) will
be observed. Occasionally, however, exper-
imenters may pursue the opposite goal
of manipulating the presence or absence
of certain relational phenomena to assess
their effects on subjects’ perceptions of
the relationship (e.g., Clark, 1985 ; Clark &
Mills 1979).

The Integrated Approach

The unstructured dyadic interaction para-
digm (Ickes, 1983 ; Ickes & Tooke 1988; Ickes
et al., 1990) provides a useful example of an
integrated approach that successfully com-
bines the benefits of an observational study
with the structure of a laboratory setting. In
this procedure, the members of each dyad –
who can be strangers, acquaintances, or inti-
mates, depending on the purposes of the
study – are led into a waiting room and
left there together in the experimenter’s
absence. During the time in which the sub-
jects are ostensibly waiting for the experi-
ment to begin, their verbal and nonverbal

behaviors are unobtrusively audio and video-
taped. When the experimenter returns at the
end of the observation period, the subjects
are partially debriefed and asked for their
signed consent to release the videotape of
their interaction for use as data. They are
also asked to participate in a second part of
the study that concerns the specific thoughts
and feelings they had during the interaction.

If their signed consent is given, the sub-
jects are then seated in separate but identical
cubicles where they are each instructed to
view a videotaped copy of the interaction. By
stopping the videotape with a remote start–
pause control at those points where they
remember having had a specific thought or
feeling, each subject makes a written, time-
logged listing on a standardized form of these
actual thought–feeling entries. The subjects
are then instructed to view the videotape
a second time, during which the tape is
stopped for them at each of those points at
which their interaction partner reported a
thought or feeling. The subject’s task during
this pass through the tape is to infer the con-
tent of their partner’s thoughts and feelings
and provide a written, time-logged listing on
a second, standardized form of these inferred
thought feeling entries. When both subjects
have completed this task, they are asked to
complete a posttest questionnaire assessing
their perceptions of themselves and their
partner during the interaction. They are then
debriefed more completely, thanked, and
released.

The unstructured dyadic interaction
paradigm combines a number of the meth-
ods already described in this chapter. First,
the observational method is used when the
participants’ interaction behavior is unob-
trusively recorded on audio and videotape
for later analysis. Second, the subjects are
cued by the events recorded on the video-
tape to make an event-contingent self-report
interaction record of their own thoughts and
feelings during the interaction. Third, they
are then cued by the same videotape to make
an event-contingent peer-report interaction
record of the inferred thoughts and feel-
ings of their interaction partners. Fourth, the
subjects complete a posttest questionnaire
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in which they provide additional self-report
and peer-report data. Fifth, in some cases the
experimental method can be incorporated
into this procedure, as illustrated by the pre-
viously described study in which one male
dyad member was randomly designated to
receive false feedback about the friendliness
or unfriendliness of the other male dyad
member before their interaction took place
(Ickes, Patterson, et al. 1982 , Experiment 1).
Sixth, the paradigm can even be used to
answer important cross-cultural questions,
as in a recent study that compellingly docu-
mented what the researchers have described
as the Hispanic social advantage (Holloway,
Waldrip, & Ickes, 2005).

Even more important, an integrated
method such as the unstructured dyadic
interaction paradigm can be used to address
fundamental questions about relationship
partners’ behavioral and cognitive interde-
pendence. As examples of the latter, the
paradigm has been used to explore inter-
subjective phenomena that include dyadic
intersubjectivity (Ickes et al., 1988) and
empathic accuracy (Ickes, 1997). According
to the operational criteria proposed by Ickes
and Gonzalez (1994 , 1996), these phenom-
ena are intersubjective because they involve
both (a) the assessment of the cognitive
responses of both dyad members and (b)
the assessment of the degree of convergence,
matching, or similarity in these cognitive
responses.

Longitudinal Analysis

Studies using longitudinal data are increas-
ingly being conducted in an attempt to pre-
dict the long-term quality of close relation-
ships. Over the last 50 years, a great deal
of attention has been focused on predicting
marital quality and satisfaction by studying
a reasonably large sample of couples over an
extended period of time (see Holman et al.,
2001). A recent and comprehensive study
involves 376 couples who responded to the
PREP-M (PREParation for Marriage) ques-
tionnaire (Holman, Busby, & Larson, 1989)
between 1989 and 1993 . These couples, who

were either seriously dating or engaged to
be married at the time of their initial assess-
ment, completed a follow-up questionnaire
in early 1997. Holman et al. (2001) provided
an extensive overview of the results of this
study in their book, which includes an inves-
tigation of how premarital factors help us
understand the differences between partners
who broke up premaritally, those who mar-
ried and later divorced, those who married
but were currently dissatisfied, and those
who married and remained highly satisfied.

Longitudinal designs have been a main-
stay of developmental researchers who are
interested in studying children’s ability to
form close relationships (Dodge & Feldman,
1990; Kagan, Snidman, & Arcus, 1998). In
many cases, these studies reflect a more spe-
cific interest in the links between the child’s
early attachment to its primary caregiver and
its later relationships with peers and roman-
tic partners (Kochanska, 2002). The success
of longitudinal studies lies in the researcher’s
ability to predict more accurately the tem-
poral relationship between the variables of
interest, a process that would at best be
incomplete, and at worst impossible, with-
out information provided by the participants
on multiple occasions.

The primary advantages of longitudinal
studies are (a) their assessments of cur-
rent behaviors, beliefs, feelings, and attitudes
at different points in time, and (b) their
prospective (as opposed to retrospective)
focus. Unlike retrospective designs, which
require the participants to report events that
occurred in the (sometimes distant) past,
longitudinal designs allow the participants to
reveal their attitudes, feelings, or behaviors
at the specific times that each of the multiple
assessments take place. The major drawback
of such studies, however, is the difficulty of
obtaining a sample of respondents who will
agree to participate long-term and on mul-
tiple occasions, thereby creating a discrep-
ancy between the original sample size and
the sample left in the final follow-up.

Although respondent mortality is the
most serious disadvantage of the longitu-
dinal approach (Shaughnessy & Zechmeis-
ter, 1997), it is one that can be minimized
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by obtaining a very large initial sample of
respondents and then assertively recruit-
ing their continued participation through-
out the subsequent waves of data collection.
Call (1990) recommended that researchers
obtain the names and addresses of friends or
relatives of the participants during the initial
data collection phase whom the researchers
may later contact in the event the participant
moves. This process will enable researchers
to minimize the impact of losing partic-
ipants over time. In addition, researchers
must acknowledge that the length of the
time frames they study can influence the
results they obtain. For example, studying
changes in marital satisfaction over the first
few years of marriage could yield changes
that are both quantitatively and qualitatively
different from those that occur in marriages
during the later years or over longer periods
of time. Collins and Sayers (2000) proposed
a measurement model to address more effec-
tively this issue of “growth” in longitudinal
research.

Meta-Analysis

The study of close relationships dates at least
as far back as 1932 , when Schiller published
a paper on assortative mating on the basis of
temperament and emotional traits (Cooper
& Sheldon, 2002). Given the worldwide
explosion of relationship research by inves-
tigators who span a wide range of academic
disciplines, one can only imagine the amount
of information that has accumulated since
then. Meta-analysis provides an exception-
ally valuable tool by which researchers can
integrate and summarize the results of both
correlational and experimental studies.

The results of a meta-analysis, which inte-
grates the findings from a set of studies
that have investigated the same (or con-
ceptually similar) independent or depen-
dent variable(s) (or both), are summarized
using measures of effect size. These mea-
sures enable meta-analytic researchers to
compare and contrast subsets of concep-
tually related findings that have first been

converted to a common metric (i.e., the
metric of effect size). Using the effect-size
estimates as their dependent variables, meta-
analysts can apply standard statistical analy-
ses to explore how the average size of a given
effect across a set of studies is moderated
by relevant “boundary variables,” such as
sociodemographic and personality charac-
teristics, situational and context variables,
and methodological differences (Shaugnessy
& Zechmeister, 1997).

Two ambitious meta-analyses conducted
by Amato and Keith (1991a, 1991b) assessed
the effect of parental divorce on the well-
being of adults, as well as children, who
grew up in divorced families. In the first of
these meta-analyses, effect size was calcu-
lated for 15 outcome variables across 37 stud-
ies involving over 81,000 individuals. The
results indicated that adults who had experi-
enced parental divorce as children exhibited
lower levels of well-being than did adults
whose parents were continuously married.
The second meta-analysis integrated the
results of 92 studies that compared chil-
dren living in divorced, single-parent fami-
lies with children living in intact families on
various measures of well-being. The results
indicated that children of divorced parents
had poorer social adjustment (in particu-
lar, they were less popular and cooperative)
than were children who did not experience
parental divorce.

More recently, following their review
of 10 relevant studies, Graham and Ickes
(1997) speculated that gender differences in
empathic accuracy might be due to differen-
tial motivation rather than differential abil-
ity. This speculation was tested more rig-
orously in a meta-analysis by Ickes, Gesn,
and Graham (2000), who examined effect
sizes for the gender differences obtained in
a larger set of 15 empathic accuracy studies.
Consistent with Graham and Ickes’s (1997)
earlier speculation, Ickes and his colleagues
concluded that reliable gender differences in
empathic accuracy are found only in situa-
tions in which empathy-relevant gender-role
expectations are made salient – expectations
that appear to enhance the motivation of
female, but not male, perceivers.
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As these examples illustrate, meta-
analysis permits the investigator to identify
both the “main effects” that hold across mul-
tiple studies and the “interaction effects”
that hold for some categories of studies but
not others. The researcher’s ability to detect
these effects owes much to the statistical
sensitivity that results from summarizing the
data from each study in the form of a sin-
gle effect-size estimate (Rosenthal & Ros-
now, 1991). An important caveat should be
noted, however: The integrity of a meta-
analysis depends on the reviewer’s judgment
of which studies to include and how to
define the scope and parameters of the cur-
rent investigation (see Schneider, 1991).

Special Cases

Increasingly, relationship researchers have
taken an interest in extending their work
to “understudied” populations. At the same
time, they have become more mindful of the
importance of testing the generality of their
findings across different ages, genders, and
cultural groups. Here, we comment briefly
on three emerging areas of research and the
important methodological implications that
apply to them.

Studying Selected Groups: Children and
the Elderly

Human relationships in the middle of the
life span, ranging from adolescence to adult-
hood, are overstudied in comparison to rela-
tionships at the beginning and end of the
life span (see Cooper & Sheldon, 2002).
Many factors are responsible for this out-
come. They include some unique ethical
issues in addition to the more practical
problems associated with identifying and
recruiting representative samples, obtaining
informed consent, and providing transporta-
tion for very young or very old participants
who often rely on others for transporta-
tion. Fortunately, however, researchers have
developed many effective strategies for deal-
ing with such issues, while emphasizing the
importance of increasing the research that is

conducted with these understudied popula-
tions.

According to Graue and Walsh (1998),
“Studying children is a difficult and more
problematic endeavor from studying adults,
and studying young children is even more
so” (p. 95). Generally, the researcher must
obtain permission from the parents before
interviewing the child, and once this per-
mission is granted, the researcher faces the
difficulty of establishing a trusting relation-
ship with the child to obtain the infor-
mation of interest. Several methods have
been used successfully to obtain data from
children. These include conducting obser-
vational studies by bringing children into
the laboratory (Ainsworth, 1973), conduct-
ing structured and unstructured interviews
with the child (Murphy & Eisenberg, 2002),
and (most commonly) using information
obtained from teachers, peers, or parents
about the child participant.

When studying the elderly, researchers
have frequently relied on medical records
to sample rare populations, such as those
suffering from serious illness, living alone,
or recently institutionalized (see Palmore,
1989). Obtaining permission continues to be
an issue, especially when family members act
as “gatekeepers” (Lawton & Herzog, 1989)
who want to protect their parents or spouses
from the interviewer.

Study Issues on the Dark Side
of Relationships

Although some scholars focus their work on
the more obvious issues that define the dark
side of human relationships, such as con-
flict, obsessions, abuse, rape, and divorce (see
Harvey & Weber, 2002), other researchers
have focused on the more subtle, negative
influences on relationships, such as inappro-
priate and forbidden relationships (Good-
win & Cramer, 2002) or the discrepancies
between partners’ levels of perceived and
desired closeness (Ickes et al., 2004). Theo-
rists and researchers who wish to study such
phenomena are often faced with formidable
challenges as they address issues of social
desirability, self-selection, and distorted
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memories among populations that are highly
motivated to conceal the true nature of such
socially disapproved relationships.

In most cases, the observational method
cannot be ethically applied to the study of
abusive relationships. For that reason, we
recommend employing face-to-face inter-
view techniques as an alternative to the self-
report, as previously suggested by Bentovim,
Bentovim, Vizard, and Wiseman (1995).
Specifically, Bentovim et al. (1995) discussed
different approaches that might be used
to investigate potential sexual abuse, espe-
cially when interviewing children. These
approaches include using different forms of
questioning, examining the respondent’s art-
work, analyzing the respondent’s behavior
during free and structured play, and using
anatomically correct dolls to stimulate pro-
jective responses.

Extensive research using diverse meth-
ods has also been conducted on issues
such as spousal abuse. Coan and his col-
leagues (Coan, Gottman, Babcock, & Jacob-
son, 1997), for instance, used an experimen-
tal study to compare nonviolent, distressed
couples with couples who were experienc-
ing domestic violence. The purpose of the
study was to assess the extent to which
domestically violent men reject influences
from their wives. Their experimental design
allowed Coan and his colleagues to better
understand the motivations of Type 1 batter-
ers, who were suspected to reject their wives’
influence as a means of maintaining power
and control. A second study, also focused
on studying violent interspousal relation-
ships, benefited from the use archival data
that were previously obtained in a national
survey (Whitchurch, 2000). In this study,
specific violent behaviors and critical inci-
dents, such as escalation and physical vio-
lence, were examined to identify differences
among four couple types and to explain the
discrepancies that had been identified in the
relevant research literature.

The Cross-Cultural Perspective

The search for the universals of social behav-
ior remains a long-standing goal of rela-

tionship researchers across many disciplines
and is a particular concern of evolution-
ary psychology (Buss, 1994 ; Daly, Wilson, &
Weghorst, 1982 ; Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).
An important contrasting goal, however, is
to further our understanding of the vari-
ability between different societies or cultural
groups. Accordingly, the cross-cultural per-
spective has recently emerged as an impor-
tant conceptual framework for relationship
research (see Goodwin & Pillay, this vol-
ume).

It is conventional to divide cross-cultural
studies of personal relationships into two
broad categories: those seeking to identify
differences among cultures or subcultures
within a given society and those seeking
to identify differences between the cultures
found in different societies or nations. While
acknowledging this distinction, we proceed
with the assumption that these two types of
studies are not mutually exclusive. Indeed,
both present similar methodological prob-
lems to the cross-cultural researcher.

One issue that repeatedly arises as a
source of concern is the applicability of a
particular questionnaire or research instru-
ment from one culture to another. Because
self-report is the primary method by which
relationship data are collected (Cooper &
Sheldon, 2002), it is extremely important
to ensure that the instruments used across
cultures are presented as comparable yet
culture-specific, making valid cross-cultural
comparisons possible (Banville, Desrosiers,
& Genet-Volet, 2000). The trick of balancing
the conceptual equivalency of the measures
with their cultural specificity is a delicate
one, leading Suchman (1964) to caution that
“A good design for the collection of com-
parative data should permit one to assume
as much as possible that the differences
observed . . . cannot be attributed to the dif-
ferences in the method being used” (p. 135).

In an attempt to minimize the risk of
arriving at inaccurate conclusions in cross-
cultural research, Vallerand (1989) devel-
oped a rigorous methodology that consists
of seven steps leading to the translation and
validation of an appropriate research instru-
ment. Although a detailed discussion of his
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methodology is beyond the scope of this
chapter, we recommend it as a source of use-
ful guidelines for any investigators who wish
to do cross-cultural research.

Summary

The benefit of obtaining multiple perspec-
tives, through multiple methods is invalu-
able when conducting research on personal
relationship. Some writers (e.g., Aronson,
Wilson, & Brewer, 1998) have called for
more programmatic research, in which differ-
ent research procedures are applied in dif-
ferent settings to explore the same relation-
ship(s). Other writers (e.g., Dillman & Tar-
nai, 1988) have recommended the use of
mixed-mode surveys that combine multiple
data-collection methods with the same pop-
ulation.

We have also reviewed another eclec-
tic approach as a solution to the trade-
off problem. This approach, the unstruc-
tured dyadic interaction paradigm described
earlier in this chapter, combines different
methods in such a way that they build on
each other’s strengths and compensate for
each other’s weaknesses. When this strat-
egy is successfully applied, the integration
of various methods within a single research
project may enable researchers to demon-
strate a convergence or triangulation of
results across the various methods. It may
also broaden the researchers’ view of the
relational phenomena they are studying in
ways that can help them to account for
any discrepancies in the patterns of results
obtained by one method versus another.
Obtaining these important advantages also
requires a trade-off, however, in that eclec-
tic approaches often require a greater invest-
ment of time, effort, and other resources
than single-method approaches require.

Accordingly, each researcher must deter-
mine which combination of methods is
most appropriate for the research question
being addressed. As the field of relation-
ship research becomes increasingly mature
and multidisciplinary, we expect that eclec-

tic approaches in methodology will be used
more often, and that they will help re-
searchers to identify and explore exciting
new directions for studying the dynamics of
personal relationships.
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C H A P T E R 5

Advances in Data Analytic Approaches
for Relationships Research: The Broad
Utility of Hierarchical Linear Modeling

Deborah A. Kashy
Lorne Campbell
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CLEOPATRA
O my lord, my lord,
Forgive my fearful sails! I little thought
You would have followed.

ANTONY
Egypt, thou knew’st too well
My heart was to thy rudder tied by th’

strings,
And thou shouldst tow me after. O’er my

spirit
Thy full supremacy thou knew’st, and that
Thy beck might from the bidding of the gods
Command me.
(Antony and Cleopatra, Act III, Scene 11)

This exchange between Antony and Cleopa-
tra as envisioned by Shakespeare eloquently
portrays the power and influence intimates
can have over one another in romantic rela-
tionships. Although love and relationships
have been focal points for poets and philoso-
phers for thousands of years, these topics
have been largely ignored by scientists until
recent times. It was only 2 decades ago that
a strong theoretical approach to the study
of love and close relationships was called for
by Harold Kelley and his colleagues (1983).
Following his beloved Cleopatra to Egypt,

Antony’s perilous journey symbolizes what
Kelley et al. firmly stated was the defin-
ing feature of a close relationship: interde-
pendence, or the existence of connections
between one partner’s activities or qualities
and the other partner’s outcomes.

Relationship research has since made
great gains as a field of scientific study, estab-
lishing over the past 2 decades what has
recently been labeled the New Science of
Intimate Relationships (Fletcher, 2002). One
consequence of this fact is that two jour-
nals dedicated solely to the study of close
relationships are thriving (the Journal of
Social and Personal Relationships, begun in
1984 , and Personal Relationships, begun in
1994). As relationships research has grown,
a number of research methodologists (e.g.,
R. Gonzalez, J. M. Gottman, and D. A.
Kenny) have turned their attention to devel-
oping data analytic models and methods
that are specifically designed for the chal-
lenges inherent in the study of close relation-
ships (see, for example, Gonzalez & Griffin,
2002 ; Gottman, Murray, Swanson, Tyson, &
Swanson, 2002 ; Kenny, 1996). These ana-
lytic strategies help bridge the gap between
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the theoretical notion of interdependence in
relationships and the empirical study of this
phenomenon.

Consider first the question of why spe-
cific analytic strategies are even necessary
in the field of relationship science. Inter-
dependence between individuals implies
that the thoughts, feelings, or behaviors of
related individuals will be especially simi-
lar to one another (i.e., more similar than
the thoughts, feelings, or behaviors of two
unrelated individuals would be).1 That is, the
scores from individuals who are involved in
a relationship will not be independent. Yet
many traditional statistical techniques, such
as analysis of variance and multiple regres-
sion, assume that each observation is com-
pletely independent of every other observa-
tion in a data set.

There are two major issues involved in
the analysis of nonindependent data. The
first issue is that of bias in hypothesis test-
ing. Speaking somewhat generally, if a statis-
tical technique that assumes independence
(e.g., analysis of variance or regression) is
used with nonindependent data, the alpha
level associated with the inferential statis-
tics generated will not accurately reflect
the true probability of making a Type I
error. As Kenny and his colleagues (Kenny,
1995 ; Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998) have
shown, in some instances the statistical tests
will be overly liberal (too many false pos-
itives), and in other instances the tests
will be overly conservative (too many false
negatives).

The second issue concerns the types of
questions that can be addressed. In particu-
lar, one of the most important advantages of
gathering nonindependent data (data from
both or all partners involved in a relation-
ship) is that researchers can examine not
only how a person’s characteristics affect his
or her own behavior, but also how that per-
son’s characteristics affect his or her part-
ner’s behavior. Much of the methodologi-
cal work that has been done in recent years
has been focused on developing data ana-
lytic techniques that model interpersonal
influence in relationships (e.g., Gonzalez &
Griffin, 1997; Kenny, 1996).

As we considered what we wanted to
include in this chapter concerning “advances
in data analytic methods for relationships
research,” we decided that we first wanted
to know how the field has responded to
the many published papers detailing new
analytic methods for relationships research.
In pursuit of this goal, we surveyed rela-
tionships research from five prominent jour-
nals that publish relationships research: Per-
sonal Relationships, Journal of Social and Per-
sonal Relationships, Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology – Interpersonal Relations
and Group Processes, Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, and Journal of Marriage
and Family. To determine the extent to
which researchers have been applying these
new analytic methods and to ascertain how
the application of these analytic methods
has shifted over time, we examined all
research publications within the close rela-
tionships domain from these journals for the
years 1994 (n = 157) and 2002 (n = 181).We
were specifically interested in two aspects
of the research: the unit from which the
data were collected and the data analytic
strategy applied.

For the purposes of our survey, we classi-
fied each study according to the type of data
that were gathered. Specifically, we deter-
mined whether each study collected data
from one individual in a given relationship,
both members of a dyadic relationship, or
from multiple family members or members
of other relationship groups (e.g., friend-
ship groups in which group size is greater
than two). This is admittedly a rather sim-
ple coding scheme. That is, our individual
data code includes studies in which an indi-
vidual provided data at one time point about
one relationship as well as studies in which
an individual provided data at many time
points about one or many relationships. The
key element of the individual code is only
that one individual’s perspective on the rela-
tionship(s) in question was obtained. Thus,
for the studies with individual data, there
is typically no violation of independence of
data from person to person, and a variety of
standard analytic methods are available for
such data.
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Table 5 .1. Frequency (and Percentage) of Studies Reporting Individual (Indiv), Dyadic, and Group and
Family Data Reported in Relationships Publications From Five Journals in 1994 and 2 002

1994 2 002

Journal Indiv Dyad Group Indiv Dyad Group

Pers Rel 22 (75 .9) 5 (17.2) 2 (6.9) 28 (73 .7) 10 (26.3) 0 (0.0)
J Soc Pers Rel 22 (62 .9) 13 (37.1) 0 (0.0) 19 (65 .5) 10 (34 .5) 0 (0.0)
J Marr Fam 59 (81.9) 10 (13 .9) 3 (4 .2) 53 (77.9) 11 (16.2) 4 (5 .9)
J Pers Soc Psych 8 (47.1) 7 (41.2) 2 (11.8) 19 (79.2) 5 (20.8) 0 (0.0)
Pers Soc Psych Bull 3 (75 .0) 1 (25 .0) 0 (0.0) 14 (63 .6) 8 (36.4) 0 (0.0)

Totals 114 (72 .6) 36 (22 .9) 7 (4 .5) 133 (73 .5) 44 (24 .3) 4 (2 .2)

Note: Of the 11 reported group studies, 9 involved families and two were nonfamily group studies. J Marr Fam =
Journal of Marriage and family; J Pers Soc Psych = Journal of Personality and Social Psychology; J Soc Pers Rel = Journal
of Social and Personal Relationships; J Soc Psych Bull = Journal of Social Psychology Bulletin; Pers Rel = Personal
Relationships.

The reader can perhaps anticipate that
our real interest was in the more complex
and challenging data structures that arise
when all members of dyads and groups pro-
vide data. These are the instances in which
the standard assumption of independence of
data is violated, and, more important, these
are the instances unique to the study of inter-
personal relationships. These are also the
data structures that have been extensively
addressed by research methodologists such
as Kenny (e.g., 1994 , 1995 , 1996; Kenny &
Cook, 1999; Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998)
and Griffin and Gonzalez (e.g., 1995 ; Gon-
zalez & Griffin, 1997, 1999, 2002). Table 5 .1
contains the results of our survey.

Two findings are readily apparent in
Table 5 .1. First (and in our view somewhat
surprisingly), the pattern of data type is
highly stable across the two time points
sampled. Second, individual-level data are
clearly the dominant data type reported
such that individual-level data account for
about 70% of data published in relation-
ships journals during the 2 years sampled.
Less than one quarter of the relationships-
oriented research published in the journals
sampled involved dyadic data in both 1994

and 2002 – despite the fact that a quintessen-
tial feature of relationships is that partners’
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are causally
connected (Kelley et al., 1983). Less than
5% of data are generated by families or other
small groups.

Although the proportion of dyadic and
family data collected does not appear to have
changed much over time, it may be that the
data analytic approaches taken with these
data structures have changed over time. That
is, researchers who collect dyadic, family, or
group data today may be using more sophis-
ticated and appropriate data analytic tech-
niques with dyadic, family, and group data
than researchers did a decade ago. Thus, the
next question we investigated in our survey
was the type of data analytic approach used
in each study that collected either dyadic,
family, or group data.

Table 5 .2 presents the frequencies of the
various data analytic approaches applied to
dyadic and group data during the 2 years
surveyed. The table is organized in order of
increasing appropriateness and complexity.
The first strategy in the table involves treat-
ing dyadic, family, or group data as if they
were simply data from individuals, ignor-
ing nonindependence and therefore violat-
ing the independence assumption. We were
pleased to see that only three published
studies used this approach, and they were
all published in 1994 . In the second strategy,
researchers computed a mean for each dyad
or group and then treat dyad or group as
the unit of analysis. Although this approach
does not violate statistical assumptions, it
is often wasteful because useful and inter-
esting information may be lost when the
data are averaged. In addition, statistical
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Table 5 .2 . Frequencies of Various Analytic Approaches Applied to Dyadic and Group Data
in 1994 and 2 002

Analysis Strategy 1994 2 002

Nonindependence ignored – independence assumption violated 3 0

Means for each dyad or group computed and analyzed with dyad or
group as unit of analysis

6 3

Separate analyses conducted for different dyad or group member types
(e.g., men and women)

9 8

Separate analyses conducted for dyad or group member types and
partner variables included as predictors as well

7 4

Standard analyses treating dyad or group as the unit of analysis 13 15

Social relations model 2 0

Structural equation modeling with dyad or group as the unit of analysis 2 4

Actor–partner interdependence model 0 6

Hierarchical linear modeling 1 8

relationships that emerge for mean values
may differ from those at the individual level.
For example, it may be that couples who
are higher in income on average are hap-
pier in their relationships on average, but
that within a couple, the higher earning per-
son may be less happy than the lower earn-
ing person. Like ignoring nonindependence,
analysis of group means is a relatively rare
data analytic approach.

The third analysis strategy is neither rare
nor is it showing any real decline over time.
In this approach, separate analyses are con-
ducted for each “type” or “class” of dyad
member. The prototypical example of this
would be a study of married couples in
which researchers conduct separate analy-
ses for husbands and wives. For example,
researchers examining issues of trust and
satisfaction might compute a regression for
the wives in which how much the women
trust their husbands is used to predict their
satisfaction. A similar regression would be
computed for husbands. Because the data
from dyad members are not pooled, there
is no violation of independence; however,
there are problems with this approach. One
of the most important is that researchers
tend to interpret differences between results
from the two analyses as indicative of sig-
nificant differences between the types of
dyad members (e.g., husbands and wives).
Thus, one might find that for men the rela-
tionship between trust and satisfaction is

characterized by b = 0.50, p < 0.05 but
that for women this relationship is character-
ized by b = 0.30, ns. Too often researchers
interpret such results as indicating that men
and women differ in the degree to which
trust is an important predictor of satisfac-
tion. Just because one coefficient is signif-
icantly different from zero and the other
is not does not imply that the two dif-
fer from each other. Researchers often fail
to conduct any direct tests to address this
problem and often make fundamental errors
in interpreting their results (e.g., Onishi &
Gjerde, 2002). In general, the separate anal-
ysis strategy places a great deal of empha-
sis on gender differences without ever test-
ing whether such differences exist. Another
problem with this data analytic approach is
that it promotes a view that a person’s rela-
tionship outcomes are solely determined by
characteristics of the person and does not
take partner effects into account.

As can be seen in the next row of
Table 5 .2 , some researchers do make the
improvement over the previously men-
tioned strategy by including partner vari-
ables as predictors. So extending our exam-
ple of trust, this approach involves comput-
ing a regression for the wives in which their
satisfaction is a function of both how much
they trust their husbands and how much
their husbands trust them. A similar regres-
sion is computed for the men. This is a step
up from the previous category in that there
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is some accommodation for mutual influ-
ence. Nonetheless, because separate analyses
are still being conducted for each “type” of
dyad member (i.e., one analysis for wives but
including some husband variables as predic-
tors of wives’ outcomes, and a parallel analy-
sis for husbands), this analysis promotes the
interpretation of differences between dyad
member types even if such differences do
not exist.

The next category in Table 5 .2 is a broad
aggregation of research that uses standard
data analytic techniques treating dyad or
group as the unit of analysis so that the
assumption of independence is not violated.
Notably this is the most frequent analysis
strategy in the table, and it appears to be
stable over time. Examples of such analyses
include related groups t tests for gender dif-
ferences in married couples or dating cou-
ples and mixed model analysis of variance
where the within-groups factor is sex. Sim-
ple correlational research in which partners’
scores are correlated with each other also
falls into this group.

In the bottom part of the table, we come
to the four most complex and sophisticated
data analytic tools applied in relationships
research, and we were pleased to see that
three of the four appear to be growing in
frequency of use. The social relations model
(SRM; Kenny, 1994) is a model of dyadic
and group behavior that suggests that dyadic
behavior can be partitioned into group-,
dyad-, and individual-level effects.

As an example, consider a study of self-
disclosure among friends. The SRM suggests
that how much one friend, Cheryl, discloses
to another, say Juli, is a function of four
effects. First there is the group mean, which
is the average level of self-disclosure that
occurs in a particular friendship group –
some groups are higher in disclosure on aver-
age than others. Next is the actor effect, which
is a person’s general tendency to disclose to
all partners. How much Cheryl discloses to
Juli in part reflects Cheryl’s tendency to self-
disclose a great deal to all of her friends.
Cheryl’s disclosure to Juli is also a func-
tion of Juli’s partner effect. The partner effect
is a person’s tendency to elicit a behavior

from all partners; in the example, everyone
in the friendship group may self-disclose to
Juli. Finally, there is a unique component to
Cheryl’s disclosure with Juli, which is known
as the relationship effect. Cheryl’s relation-
ship effect with Juli is Cheryl’s tendency to
self-disclose a unique amount to Juli after
controlling for Cheryl’s general tendency to
disclose to all partners and after controlling
for Juli’s tendency to elicit disclosure from
all partners.

One challenge in applying the SRM is
that each person must be paired with multi-
ple partners. Typically this occurs in small
groups in which each individual interacts
with or rates every other person in a group,
and so it cannot be applied to the stan-
dard couple’s research design in which each
person is a member of only one dyad.
Within the relationships domain, the SRM
has been used to study several aspects of
friendship (e.g., Kenny & Kashy, 1994 ; Simp-
kins & Parke, 2002) as well as communica-
tion within married couples (e.g., Fitzpatrick
& Dindia, 1986; Sabatelli, Buck, & Kenny,
1986). One area that has found the SRM to
be particularly useful is the study of fami-
lies (e.g., Cook, 2000, 2001; Delsing, Oud,
De-Bruyn, & van-Aken, 2003)

Structural equation modeling (SEM),
treating the dyad or group as the unit of
analysis, is a data analytic approach that is
growing somewhat over time. SEM tech-
niques offer researchers ways to estimate
and test theoretical models based on cor-
relational data. The SEM approach offers
several advantages that are generally not
available with more traditional data analytic
techniques (for a review, see MacCallum &
Austin, 2000). For instance, researchers can
generate latent factors using multiple mea-
sures of the same psychological construct
and thus generate error-free estimates of the
relationships between these constructs. In
particular, researchers increasingly seem to
be using latent growth curve analysis (e.g.,
Duncan, Duncan, Strycker, & Alpert, 1999).
Additionally, researchers can move beyond
testing the statistical significance of single
relationships between two or more variables
and can test the relative fit of models that
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contain a variety of direct and indirect rela-
tionships between the study variables. For
example, in a study of satisfaction in mar-
riage, a researcher can compare the relative
fit of models that specify no gender dif-
ferences with ones that do to determine
whether marital satisfaction is related in
a similar fashion to certain variables for
men and women (e.g., Murray, Holmes, &
Griffin, 1996a).

Perhaps most intriguing are the results
for hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; also
called multilevel modeling) and analyses in
which actor and partner effects are esti-
mated in analyses treating dyad as the unit of
analysis. These data analytic methods were
virtually unknown to the relationships com-
munity in 1994 but are being applied more
and more today. The actor–partner inter-
dependence model (APIM) is really more
of a conceptual model than a data analytic
method because its parameters can be esti-
mated using structural equation modeling,
hierarchical linear modeling or by pooling
regression analyses (see Campbell & Kashy,
2002 ; Kashy & Kenny, 2000). This model
treats dyad as the unit of analysis and sim-
ply proposes that a person’s outcomes are
a function of his or her own predictor vari-
ables as well as his or her partner’s predictor
variables. For example, if the effects of com-
mitment on marital satisfaction are of inter-
est, the actor effect from the APIM estimates
the degree to which a person’s own commit-
ment predicts that person’s satisfaction. The
partner effect estimates the degree to which
the partner’s commitment predicts the per-
son’s satisfaction. Clearly this is an appealing
model for relationships researchers.

Finally, of all these more complex data
analytic approaches, HLM is arguably the
most flexible in terms of its ability to accom-
modate a wide variety of data structures that
commonly occur in relationships research.
It is a technique that allows researchers
to examine simultaneously the effects of
individual-, dyad-, and even group-level
variables, and it can also be used to examine
longitudinal data both for individuals and for
dyads.

Because of the potential of HLM to
assist researchers in analyzing complex data

structures, we decided to focus the remain-
der of this chapter on some of the possible
uses that HLM has in relationships research.
We provide a brief overview of HLM and
cite examples of some excellent research
that is beginning to take advantage of this
powerful new analytic tool. Although the
possible uses we discuss are not exhaustive,
they focus on some of the more common
data structures that we observed from our
analysis of recently published relationships
research.

A Basic Introduction to HLM

As the name implies, a hierarchical data
structure contains multiple levels within the
data. The most elementary multilevel data
structures contain two levels, and there are
two classic cases that generate multilevel
data. In the first case, individuals are nested
within groups, such as students within a
classroom – here students are the lower-
level unit and classrooms the upper-level
unit. Dyadic data have this form because
the two partners are nested within couple.
In the second case, repeated measures are
obtained from each individual – here obser-
vation is the lower-level unit and person is
the upper-level unit. A common example
of this is diary research in which each indi-
vidual provides multiple data points over
time or events. In HLM analyses, the out-
come (dependent) variable is measured at
the lower level (e.g., for each student, part-
ner, or diary). Although within an upper-
level unit, observations at the lower level
are not assumed to be independent of one
another (i.e., within the same classroom, two
students’ scores on an English achievement
test are not assumed to be independent;
a husband’s satisfaction and his wife’s
satisfaction are not assumed to be indepen-
dent; a man’s reports of his extroversion-
related behaviors on Monday are not
independent of his reports on Tuesday),
independence is assumed to exist between
upper-level units (i.e., there is independence
from classroom to classroom, couple to
couple, and person to person in our
three examples).
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In introducing HLM, we begin with a dis-
cussion of how it is applied with data that
have been collected from independent indi-
viduals over time (i.e., repeated measure-
ments), as would be the case in a typical
diary study (e.g., DePaulo & Kashy, 1998;
Fournier, Moskowitz, & Zuroff, 2002). We
then turn to HLM models for dyadic data,
and we conclude by integrating both types
of data structures into a three-level HLM
design. We provide just a basic overview of
these topics and urge readers who are not
familiar with HLM to consult Kenny, Bol-
ger, and Kashy (2001) for a more extensive
introduction and Kreft and deLeeuw (1998),
or Raudenbush and Bryk (2002) for a thor-
ough discussion of the topic.

HLM With Data From Independent
Individuals Over Time

Consider first a hypothetical study exam-
ining factors that affect daily mood. In the
study, in addition to having participants
report on their daily mood, individuals com-
plete a measure of the level of conflict
in their interactions with close friends and
dating partners; these measures are com-
pleted at the end of each day for a period
of 14 consecutive days. One central ques-
tion addressed in the research could be
the degree to which perception of con-
flict with close partners affects mood. In
the standard notation of HLM, daily mood
(the outcome variable in this example) is
denoted as Y, and conflict is denoted as
X. Both X and Y are lower-level variables,
and every participant has 14 observations for
each. Say that an additional question for
the research is whether the conflict–mood
relationship varies as a function of a per-
son’s sensitivity to rejection. That is, indi-
viduals who are more sensitive to rejection
may be more reactive in terms of their mood
when there is conflict. Rejection sensitiv-
ity is an upper-level predictor variable (i.e.,
it is a person-level variable), denoted as Z,
and is assessed once for each participant. To
reiterate, the upper-level unit in this hypo-
thetical study is individual, and the lower-
level unit is day. The upper-level predictor
(Z) is rejection sensitivity, the lower-level

predictor (X) is level of conflict each day, and
the outcome (Y) is daily mood. In describ-
ing HLM, we first present an overview
of the fixed and random effects that are
estimated by this data analytic approach.
Then we introduce the more formal HLM
equations.

fixed and random effects

A number of questions can be addressed
with this data set using HLM. First, a re-
searcher can estimate the general effects of
X and Z, as well as their interaction (XZ), on
Y across the sample. These average effects
of the predictors on the outcome (averag-
ing over days and persons) are known as
fixed effects. For our example, one fixed
effect measures whether individuals who
are higher in rejection sensitivity have more
negative moods in general (Z predicting
Y). Another fixed effect measures whether
days during which there are higher levels of
conflict are associated with more negative
moods (X predicting Y). The effect of the
interaction assesses the degree to which rela-
tionship between perceived daily conflict
and mood differs depending on a person’s
level of rejection sensitivity (XZ predict-
ing Y).

In addition to estimating fixed or aver-
age effects, HLM allows researchers to esti-
mate the degree of variability in these effects,
known as random effects. For example, there
may be individual differences in average
mood after controlling for rejection sensi-
tivity (i.e., variance in average Y across the
upper-level units after controlling for vari-
ance in Z). It may also be the case that
there is variation from person to person in
the relationship between perceived conflict
and daily mood after controlling for rejec-
tion sensitivity (i.e., variance in the X–Y rela-
tionship across upper-level units after con-
trolling for Z). Note that in this discus-
sion, we have assumed that conflict (X) and
rejection sensitivity (Z) have each been cen-
tered around their respective grand means.
Centering is an important issue in HLM
because how the predictor variables are cen-
tered can have a major effect on the way
coefficients should be interpreted. Hofmann
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and Gavin (1998) and Kreft, DeLeeuw, and
Aiken (1995) provided very thorough discus-
sions of this important topic.

the hlm equations

In the simplest sense, estimation in HLM
can be seen as comprising two steps. In
the first step, the lower-level outcome vari-
able is regressed on the lower-level predictor
variable(s) separately for each upper-level
unit. In our example, daily mood would be
regressed on daily perceived conflict for each
upper-level unit (i.e., individual), generating
a slope and an intercept for each person. A
prototypical lower-level equation with one
predictor variable is as follows:

Yi j = b0i + b1i Xi j + ei j . (5 .1)

In this equation, Yi j is person i’s mood on
day j, and Xi j is person i’s conflict on day
j. This equation shows that a separate inter-
cept and slope are estimated for each per-
son (i.e., b0i and b1i ). Because daily conflict
(X ) is centered around the grand mean, b0i
estimates person i’s average mood (Y ), and
b1i estimates the relationship between daily
conflict and mood for person i.

In the second step, the regression coef-
ficients from the first step analyses are
aggregated across the upper-level units (the
individuals). It is during this stage of the
analysis that the effects of upper-level pre-
dictor variables (i.e., Z variables) are assessed
and significance tests are conducted. Because
our example generated two coefficients for
each upper-level unit, b0i and b1i , there are in
some sense two analyses in the second step.
In one analysis, the intercepts generated in
the first step would be regressed on rejec-
tion sensitivity:

b0i = a0 + a1 Zi + di . (5 .2)

In this equation, a0 represents the aver-
age intercept across the upper-level units.
Because X and Z are grand mean centered,
a0 equals the grand mean for daily mood.
Note that a0 is a fixed effect parameter. The
regression coefficient, a1 estimates the rela-
tionship between rejection sensitivity (Z )
and daily mood (Y ) across the sample. The

estimate and test of a1 answers one of the
fixed effect questions posed earlier: Do indi-
viduals who are higher in rejection sensitiv-
ity have more negative moods? The term
di represents the unexplained component
in the average daily mood from person to
person. The variance in di (with some addi-
tional computational work) forms the basis
of the random effect that estimates the
degree to which average mood varies from
person to person after controlling for reject-
ion sensitivity.

In the second analysis, the slopes gen-
erated in the first step (Equation 5 .1) are
regressed on rejection sensitivity:

b1i = c0 + c1 Zi + fi . (5 .3)

In this equation, c0 represents the average of
the first-step slopes across persons. Because
Z is grand mean centered, this equals the
average relationship between X and Y. In
the hypothetical example c0 estimates the
answer to the fixed effect question: On days
in which there are higher levels of con-
flict, do people generally have more nega-
tive moods? The last fixed effect question is
the interaction between X and Z and is esti-
mated by c1. In the example c0 estimates the
degree to which the relationship between
daily conflict and mood varies as a func-
tion of rejection sensitivity. For example, the
relationship between perceived daily con-
flict and mood may be particularly strong
for people who are highly rejection sensi-
tive. The term fi represents the component
in the slopes that is not explained by Z. The
variance of fi (again with some additional
computational work) forms the basis of the
random effect that estimates the degree to
which the conflict–mood relationship varies
from person to person after controlling for
rejection sensitivity. Thus, four fixed effects
and two random effects are estimated in this
HLM analysis.

An important aspect of HLM is how the
lower-level estimates are combined across
upper-level units. It may be the case that
some lower-level regression estimates are of
higher quality than others. This can occur if
there are unequal numbers of observations
within each upper-level unit. It can also
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occur if there is differential variation in the
lower-level predictor variables (X) for each
upper-level unit. Thus, the second step anal-
yses need to weight the first-step results by
indices of the first-step results’ quality. That
is, lower-level regression coefficients from
upper-level units with a great deal of data
and large variance in X should be treated as
more accurate than coefficients from upper-
level units with small amounts of data or
small variance in X.

Most data analytic programs use as
their default restricted maximum likelihood
(REML) estimation for multilevel analyses.
This estimation procedure actually does the
analysis in a single step rather than in the two
steps we have described. In REML the
weights are a function of the standard errors
of the lower-level regression coefficients and
the variance of the term being estimated. For
example, the weight given to a particular b0i
is a function of its standard error and the vari-
ance of di. Several specialized stand-alone
computer programs have been written that
use these methods to derive estimates for
multilevel data: HLM (Raudenbush, Bryk,
Cheong, & Congdon, 2001), and MLwiN
(Goldstein et al., 1998). Within major sta-
tistical packages, SAS’s PROC MIXED and
SPSS Mixed Model can be used to estimate
multilevel models.

an example: lying in close relationships

In research by DePaulo and Kashy (1998),
two diary studies were conducted, one
examining lying behavior in undergraduates
and the other examining lying in a commu-
nity sample. Participants were asked to com-
plete a brief questionnaire every time they
interacted with another person for 10 min-
utes or longer. They were also asked to com-
plete a deception questionnaire every time
they “intentionally tried to mislead some-
one.” This deception questionnaire asked a
series of questions concerning the content
of the lie and the reason for the lie, as well
as the liar’s level of distress when lying.
At the end of the study, participants iden-
tified how close they felt to each of the
partners with whom they had interacted,

how long they had known each partner, and
they identified whether each partner was a
best friend, friend, acquaintance, stranger,
parent, spouse, child, brother, sister, or other
relative.

To simplify our discussion, we consider
only one outcome variable from this re-
search: rate of lying to a partner. This vari-
able is the number of lies told to the partner
divided by the number of social interactions
with the partner. Clearly we have multilevel
data – each person interacted with a num-
ber of partners and so partner is the lower-
level unit and subject is the upper-level unit.
In one HLM analysis, the rate of lying to
the partner (Y) was predicted to be a func-
tion of the closeness to the partner (X). Par-
ticipant gender (effect coded so that men
were coded as −1 and women were 1) was
included as an upper-level predictor variable
(Z). Results indicated that for both the col-
lege and community samples, rates of lying
were lower when participants were interact-
ing with partners to whom they felt closer.
Notably, participant gender did not moder-
ate this finding in either sample. Results also
indicated that relative to other interaction
partners, participants were especially likely
to lie to their mothers and dating partners,
but participants who were married told few
lies to their spouses.

HLM With Dyadic Data

As mentioned, data collected from both
members of a dyad has a multilevel struc-
ture because the two individuals are nested
within a dyad. Therefore, with dyadic data,
individuals are the lower-level units and
the dyad is the upper-level unit. As before,
the outcome variable (Y) is measured once
for each lower-level unit, and so each per-
son within the dyad provides a score on Y.
Predictor variables that vary across the two
partners within a dyad represent lower-level
predictor variables (Xs), whereas predic-
tor variables that vary between dyads (so
that both members of any given dyad have
the same score but members of two differ-
ent dyads may differ) represent upper-level
variables (Zs).
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As an example, consider a study in which
researchers want to examine the effects of
relational self-construal (RSC; the degree
to which individuals incorporate important
others into the self-concept; Cross, Bacon,
& Morris, 2000) on intimacy in same-
sex friend dyads. Specifically, do people
report more intimacy in same-sex friend-
ships when they also incorporate others
into their self-concept (high RSC)? Say that
the researchers are also interested in testing
whether the relationship between RSC and
intimacy differs depending on the gender of
the two friends. In this example, intimacy is
the outcome (Y) and is measured for both
partners in every dyad. The lower-level pre-
dictor variable (X) is RSC, and it, too, is
measured for both partners. Gender of the
dyad is an upper-level predictor variable (Z)
because the dyads are either pairs of male
best friends or pairs of female best friends.
Note that gender should be effect coded
(1, −1) and that RSC scores should be cen-
tered around the grand mean so that interac-
tions among the predictors can be estimated.

Turning now to the specific HLM models,
we can apply Equations 5 .1, 5 .2 , and 5 .3 to
the dyadic case with some minor changes.
Consider Equation 5 .1 first. If we apply this
equation to the present example, Yi j is the
intimacy score for person j in dyad i, and
Xi j is the RSC score for person j in dyad i.
Because RSC (X) is centered around the
grand mean, b0i estimates the average inti-
macy for dyad i, and b1i estimates the rela-
tionship between RSC and intimacy mood
for dyad i.

Equation 5 .2 involves predicting the dyad
average on intimacy, b0i , using the gender of
the friends, Z, as the predictor (coded −1 for
pairs of male friends and 1 for pairs of female
friends). This results in two fixed effects: an
intercept, a0 , which is the grand mean for
intimacy, and a slope, a1, the effect of gender
on intimacy. The random component of the
model, di , specifies that the average level of
intimacy may vary from dyad to dyad.

With Equation 5 .3 comes an important
change from our earlier example. A restric-
tion must be placed on the random effects
component of this model (predicting the

dyad slopes) when there are only two obser-
vations within each upper-level unit, as is the
case with dyadic data. With only two repli-
cations within each upper-level unit, there
is not enough information in the data to
estimate a variance in the slopes. Thus, we
must assume that the relationship between
RSC and intimacy is the same from dyad
to dyad. More exactly, the random compo-
nent, fi , must be omitted from Equation
5 .3 in the dyadic case.2 Nevertheless, both
fixed effect components of Equation 5 .3 can
be estimated for the dyadic case. Thus, c0

estimates the average effect of RSC on inti-
macy across the dyads, and c1 estimates the
interaction effect between gender and RSC
on intimacy.

Although the method of using multilevel
models is particularly useful when mem-
bers of the dyads are indistinguishable (e.g.,
same-sex friends), it is not as useful when
dyad members are distinguishable (e.g., mar-
ried couples). There are several strategies for
handling dyadic data within multilevel mod-
eling when members are distinguishable. We
discuss two strategies, the first of which is
the simplest.

The first strategy follows directly from
our initial discussion, except that a sec-
ond lower-level predictor variable is added
to code for the distinguishing variable. If
our example had involved mother–daughter
dyads rather than same-sex friends, we
could have included family role as an effect
coded lower-level predictor variable (an X
variable) in the model. We can then test
whether the effects of our key lower-level
predictor variables differ across the distin-
guishing variable (family role) by includ-
ing interaction terms among these lower-
level variables (e.g., does the strength of the
link between RSC and intimacy differ for
mothers and daughters). Most HLM pro-
grams also allow for heterogeneous com-
pound symmetry, which results in estima-
tion of separate random effects across a
distinguishing variable. Thus, we need not
assume that the variance in average intimacy
for mothers is the same as that for daughters.

Another strategy for handing distinguish-
able dyad members was originally suggested
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by Raudenbush, Brennan, and Barnett
(1995). This model is sometimes referred to
as the two-intercept model (e.g., Kenny, Kashy,
& Cook, 2005). The following equation is
estimated for member j of dyad i:

Yi j = ai X1i + bi X2 i ,

where Yi j would be the individual’s intimacy
score, X1 is a dummy variable that is coded 1

for partner 1 and 0 for partner 2 whereas X2

is a dummy variable coded 0 for partner 1

and 1 for partner 2 . Within the model, the
effects of X1 and X2 are random variables
(both a and b have an i subscript). Note
also that there is no intercept in the model
and no error term and so this is an unusual
model. For this model, there is a variance–
covariance matrix of ai and biwith three
elements: the variance of ai or s2

a , the vari-
ance of bi or s2

b , and the covariance between
the two or sab. We can test whether the two
variances are equal and whether the covari-
ance is statistically different from zero.

The two-intercept model, as we have
described it, only estimates the effects of
the distinguishing variable on the outcome.
When there are additional X or Z variables
of interest, they can be added to the model.
Adding lower-level predictor variables to the
analysis requires that the additional X vari-
ables be multiplied by each of the two X
dummies. In that way, we can test whether
the effect of the X variable is the same for
the two types of members.

the actor–partner interdependence

model – an application of hlm to dyadic data

One application of multilevel modeling with
dyads is the APIM described by Kenny and
his colleagues (Kashy & Kenny, 2000; Kenny,
1988, 1990, 1996; Kenny & Cook, 1999).
The APIM suggests that a person’s inde-
pendent variable score affects both his or
her own outcome score (known as the actor
effect) and his or her partner’s outcome
score (known as the partner effect). The
partner effect from the APIM directly mod-
els the mutual influence that may occur
between individuals involved in a dyadic
relationship.

In the example discussed previously for
same-sex friends, in addition to the possi-
bility that a person’s own relational self-
construal affects his or her intimacy in a rela-
tionship, it is also possible that the person’s
friend’s relational self-construal affects his or
her intimacy. This is simply an extension of
the multilevel model for dyadic data. In this
new model, a person’s intimacy (Y) is pre-
dicted by two X variables: One X is his or her
own RSC score, and the other X is his or her
partner’s RSC score. Because in this example
gender is a Z variable, interactions between
gender and the actor effect would suggest
that the relationship between a person’s
RSC and that person’s intimacy differs for
male–male friend dyads and female–female
friend dyads. Interactions between gender
and the partner effect would suggest that
the relationship between a person’s intimacy
and his or her partner’s RSC differs for the
two dyad types. If, on the other hand, gender
were a within-dyads variable (e.g., if the cou-
ples were heterosexual dating couples) gen-
der could be entered as an X variable that
interacts with both the actor and partner
effects to determine whether the relation-
ship between X and Y differs for men and
women within dyads. Campbell and Kashy
(2002) provided a detailed discussion of how
to estimate the APIM using HLM. Encour-
agingly, some relationships research is begin-
ning to estimate these more complex models
(e.g., Campbell, Simpson, Kashy, & Fletcher,
2001; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a;
1996b; Robins, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2000).

an example: empathic accuracy

in marital interactions

In this research, Simpson, Orina, and Ickes
(2003) hypothesized that people would feel
closer to their partners when they more
accurately inferred their partner’s mundane
thoughts and feelings but feel less close
when they accurately inferred their part-
ner’s relationship threatening thoughts and
feelings. Ninety-five married couples were
asked to discuss a problem area in their rela-
tionship while being videotaped and were
then asked to view the interaction pri-
vately and list the thoughts and feelings they
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recalled having during the interaction. They
were also asked to list how threatening–
destabilizing they perceived each thought
and feeling was to the relationship. Partic-
ipants were then asked to view the interac-
tion a second time and to infer their part-
ner’s thoughts and feelings at the times their
partners reported having a specific thought
or feeling. An empathic accuracy (EA) score,
reflecting how accurately people’s infer-
ences reflected their partner’s thoughts and
feelings, was computed from ratings made
by independent raters.

The researchers employed HLM to assess
the degree to which people’s own empathic
accuracy as well as their partner’s empathic
accuracy predicted how close they felt to
the partner. An important predictor vari-
able these researchers examined was the
degree to which people’s thoughts and feel-
ings during the discussion were threaten-
ing. A negative actor effect for this variable
predicting closeness to the partner would
indicate that individuals whose thoughts
and feelings were more threatening felt less
close to their partner. A negative partner
effect would indicate that individuals whose
partner’s thoughts and feelings were more
threatening felt less close to their partner.
An effect-coded dummy variable represent-
ing gender was included in all analyses, as
was the interaction between gender and the
actor and partner effects in the model. No
interactions with gender emerged, and the
results were presented pooled across gender.
Consistent with the hypothesis, a key result
from this study indicated that when peo-
ple accurately inferred their partner’s more
threatening thoughts and feelings, they felt
less close to their partners; however, people
felt closer to their partners when they more
accurately inferred less threatening thoughts
and feelings.

Growth Curve Modeling

The growth curve model is a special case of
HLM in which time is the lower-level pre-
dictor variable. In many ways, our discussion
of HLM with individual diary data is directly
applicable to the growth curve model.
Because this model has been particularly

useful in relationships research, however,
we review it briefly here. A more exten-
sive discussion of issues involved in growth
curve modeling can be found in Karney and
Bradbury (1995).

In a growth curve model, the nature of
how people change is specified in the lower-
level model via the form in which the pre-
dictor variable, time, occurs. Time can be
included as a linear predictor (as is most
commonly the case), or it can be included
in other functional forms such as a polyno-
mial (i.e., including time-squared as a pre-
dictor along with a linear time component).
The complexity of the functional form for
time is to some degree limited by the num-
ber of time points collected for each individ-
ual so that with relatively small numbers of
observations for each person, the researcher
may be limited to a linear model of time.
An example of the lower-level model with
time as a linear predictor would be the
following:

Yi j = b0i + b1i (Time)i j + ei j . (5 .4)

In this equation, Yi j is person i’s outcome
score at time j. As before, this equation
shows that an intercept and a slope are
estimated for each person. The intercept,
b0i , estimates the person’s outcome when
time = 0, and the meaning of this depends
completely on how time is scaled. As Karney
and Bradbury (1995) suggested, it may be
useful to define the lower-level predictor
variable, X, as the amount of time elapsed
since initial measurement so that the inter-
cept becomes the outcome score at the
initial time of measurement. Other defini-
tions are also possible, however, and the
researcher needs to choose the one that best
suits his or her research goals. The slope, b1i ,
estimates the rate of linear change on Y for
person i.

As was the case in our previous discus-
sions of HLM, the lower-level intercepts
and slopes can be predicted by upper-level
predictor variables (Zs). Of key interest is
the analysis predicting slopes, which address
the question of whether different contexts
or personality types (whatever the Z vari-
able happens to be) show different rates of
change over time.
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an example: fluctuations in satisfaction

in newly dating couples

In Arriaga’s (2001) research two studies of
undergraduates were conducted to examine
the association between relationship satis-
faction and later breakup status. Individuals
(but not their partners) reported on their
relationship satisfaction once each week
for a period of 10 weeks. Approximately
4 months later, they were contacted and
asked to report whether the relationship
had ended.

A linear model of change in satisfaction
over time was applied to the data, result-
ing in a set of intercepts (the persons’ initial
level of satisfaction), slopes (linear change in
satisfaction over time), and indices of vari-
ability of scores around their regression line
(i.e., the error in prediction for each per-
son). These values were then used to pre-
dict breakup status. Consistent with expec-
tations, individuals with greater levels of
variability or fluctuation in satisfaction were
more likely to break up.

HLM With Dyads and Repeated
Measurements

Thus far we have limited our discussion
to two-level multilevel models. An addi-
tional layer of complexity is added when
repeated measures are assessed from both
members of a dyadic relationship. In such a
case, the repeated measurements are nest-
ed within individual and individuals are
nested within dyads, resulting in a three-
level model.

A recent example of this data structure
is provided by research of Murray, Bellavia,
Rose, and Griffin (2003). They recruited 152

married and 2 cohabitating couples to par-
ticipate in a daily diary study for a period
of 21 consecutive days. Guided by their
dependency-regulation model, Murray et al.
(2003) tested the notion that people who
chronically felt less valued by their partners
would read too much into negative relation-
ship events and subsequently feel less val-
ued, more hurt and rejected, and more anx-
ious about their partner’s acceptance than
people who chronically felt more valued by
their partners.

In one model, perceptions of felt-
rejection by a partner each day served as a
lower-level outcome variable, level of con-
flict on the prior day served as a lower-level
predictor variable, and chronic perceived
regard served as an upper-level predictor
variable. The interaction between chronic
perceived regard and daily perceptions of
conflict estimated the degree to which peo-
ple who chronically felt less valued felt more
rejected on days following relatively high
levels of conflict. In essence, the model esti-
mated in this research combines the “two
intercept model” for dyadic data with a stan-
dard HLM for individual data. Thus, in the
model, estimates were calculated simultane-
ously for men and women and compared to
test for gender differences, but no gender dif-
ferences were evident. The predicted inter-
action between chronic perceived regard and
perceptions of conflict emerged such that
on days following high levels of conflict,
people who chronically felt less valued felt
more rejected.

Another example of a three-level model
is Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, and Kashy
(2004). They recruited 103 dating couples
to participate in a diary study for a period
of 14 days. Both partners completed diaries
each day during the study. Guided by attach-
ment theory, one of the hypotheses tested
by Campbell et al. (2004) was that more
anxiously attached individuals would feel
less confident about the future of their rela-
tionship on days when they perceived more
conflict with their partners. In this model,
daily perceptions of the future of the rela-
tionship was a lower-level outcome variable,
daily perceptions of relationship conflict was
a lower-level predictor variable, and attach-
ment anxiety was an upper-level predic-
tor variable. An additional upper-level pre-
dictor variable was the partner’s score on
the anxious attachment dimension, and so
this research combines the APIM approach
with a standard HLM for individuals. As
predicted, a cross-level interaction emerged,
showing that more anxiously attached indi-
viduals reported less confidence about the
future of their relationships, more so on days
when they perceived more relationship-
based conflict.
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Finally, consider recent research con-
ducted by Karney and Frye (2002 ; Study 1),
in which both members of newly married
couples were asked to rate their satisfaction
with their relationship every 6 months for
4 years and were then asked to recall the
trajectory of their satisfaction over that time
period. From each participant, 8 data points
were collected prospectively, and an addi-
tional 8 data points were collected retro-
spectively. Both sets of repeated measures
of satisfaction represent lower-level vari-
ables that were nested within the upper-
level units (individuals). With these data,
Karney and Frye could assess actual trajec-
tories of marital satisfaction over time com-
pared with the trajectories people recalled
at the end of the 4-year period. This anal-
ysis was accomplished by combining the
“two-intercept model” with a growth curve
model that included a nonlinear component
for time (i.e., time-squared). Karney and
Frye used “prospective” and “retrospective”
as the two groupings of data in their two-
intercept model, and they computed sepa-
rate analyses for husbands and wives. As they
described in a footnote, this allowed them to
compare directly the prospective and retro-
spective results. Interestingly, whereas peo-
ple reported a steady decline in marital satis-
faction over time, their retrospective reports
showed that they believed their marriages
were improving across the last few measure-
ment sessions.

Conclusions

When we first considered what we wanted
to discuss in this chapter, we intended to
spend about half the chapter discussing data
analytic techniques appropriate for family
data. Our survey of the relationships liter-
ature suggested, though, that such a discus-
sion might have little utility for relationships
researchers. For instance, less than 5% of the
published relationships research in 1994 and
2002 (in the five journals we sampled) con-
tained data that were collected from multi-
ple group or family members. We were also
somewhat surprised that less than 25% of the
research in our survey collected data from

both members of the dyadic relationship
under investigation. It appears from our sur-
vey of the literature that researchers are well
aware of the biasing effects of nonindepen-
dence and are perhaps attempting to circum-
vent this problem by focusing on individuals’
perceptions of their relationships, a data
structure that does not violate the indepen-
dence assumption of traditional data ana-
lytic strategies. It is important to stress that
whereas individual level-hypotheses can be
tested with more complex data structures, it
is not possible to model directly the inter-
dependence that exists in relationships with
data collected from one member of the dyad.

A number of researchers, however, rec-
ognize the benefits of collecting data from
both members of a dyadic relationship and
make a concerted effort to do so. There
are challenges inherent in analyzing these
more complex data structures, and many
statistical methods have been introduced
to assist researchers. Nonetheless, our sur-
vey suggests that these statistical meth-
ods do not currently enjoy widespread use.
For instance, relationships researchers often
adopt the practice of analyzing the data
for men and women separately when they
have data from heterosexual dating or mar-
ried couples. We were heartened by the fact
that when dyadic data have been collected,
there appears to be a shift toward adopt-
ing more complex and appropriate statistical
data analytic strategies. For that reason, we
chose to focus on what we think is the most
powerful new data analytic tool available in
the study of close relationships: hierarchical
linear modeling.

A goal of this chapter was to demon-
strate that HLM is a flexible data ana-
lytic strategy that can handle a variety of
nested data structures relevant to relation-
ships researchers. Given that most theoret-
ical approaches to the study of interper-
sonal relationships stress the importance of
interdependence (e.g., Kelley et al., 1983)
and the influence of variables at the indi-
vidual and relationship level on a variety
of outcomes, HLM is well suited to assist
relationships researchers studying such pro-
cesses. Another goal of this chapter was
to show the ease with which HLM can
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be implemented. Conceptually, the effects
estimated by HLM are fairly straightfor-
ward; practically, a number of software pro-
grams that can estimate hierarchical linear
models are currently available to researchers.
For these reasons, we anticipate that HLM
will become a standard data analytic tool for
relationships researchers.

Our discussion of HLM is admittedly top-
ical, partly because we wanted to illustrate
how HLM can be, and has been, applied
with complex data sets and partly because
many of the technical issues associated with
HLM deserve a great deal more atten-
tion than we could spare in this chapter.
We hope this chapter inspires relationships
researchers to begin, or continue, to collect
complex data sets and to employ data ana-
lytic strategies such as HLM to model the
interdependence that exists in relationships,
but we strongly encourage researchers to
first educate themselves more thoroughly on
the many important issues associated with
this method.

Footnotes

1. In some instances, interdependence can actu-
ally be negative, implying that scores from
related individuals will be especially dissimi-
lar to one another (i.e., more dissimilar than
scores of two unrelated individuals).

2 . Newsom and Nishishiba (2002) discussed
problems in estimating HLM models with
dyadic data. The problems they described arise
when the random slope component is not
omitted from the model as we have suggested.
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C H A P T E R 6

Relationship Typologies

C. Arthur VanLear
Ascan Koerner

Donna M. Allen

If we are to build a coherent science of
human relationships, we must have a struc-
ture within which to organize our observa-
tions and knowledge claims. Robert Hinde
(1996) pointed out that the advance of biol-
ogy as a science and evolution as a theory was
facilitated by the development of the biolog-
ical taxonomy. One of the major lessons of
that history is the intimate linkage between
the development of a typology and our the-
oretical understanding of the phenomenon.
Biological organisms could have been orga-
nized by size, color, diet, or habitat. Whereas
some of these are useful, they are isolated
and do not facilitate an integration of knowl-
edge that is made possible by a typology that
is based on the theory of evolution and that
links the typology to a significant body of
knowledge. At present, the field of personal
relationships is a multiparadigmatic science,
and so we have a multitude of potential
typologies from which to choose. A typol-
ogy may prove to be a necessary foundation
on which to build a science of human rela-
tionships. The selection of typologies, how-
ever, may depend on the theoretical orienta-
tion of the researcher. This chapter reviews

the major issues and approaches to typing
personal relationships at both general and
specific levels.

Types Versus Dimensions

Some scholars have argued that using multi-
dimensional scales to describe relationships
is superior to a typological approach (Griffin
& Bartholomew, 1994). The argument is that
locating a relationship on a series of dimen-
sional scales provides a more precise descrip-
tion than a nominal categorization, which is
often a simplification of several scalar mea-
sures and therefore throws away informa-
tion. This argument ignores the basic point
of typologies.

Many typologies are a form of data reduc-
tion. Just as factor analysis reduces a num-
ber of scalar items to a smaller number
of more general dimensions, many typolo-
gies reduce scores on a set of dimensions to
a nominal categorization. A good typology
can improve our understanding of the phe-
nomenon as well as provide useful and inter-
pretable information about specific cases.

91
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Most of us find it difficult to form a clear con-
ception of a relationship by trying to identify
it as a point in multidimensional “hyper-
space.” When most people think about rela-
tionships, they identify them as types or
kinds of relationships, not as points along
a set of continuous dimensions (Haslam,
1994). Typologies are useful for building the-
ory; for teaching about relationships; and
for clinical therapy, counseling, or relational
enrichment training.

Typologies are not only convenient sim-
plifications. They are more appropriate
when cases are not evenly distributed in
the multidimensional space but form clus-
ters so that certain values on one dimen-
sion are associated with specific values on
other dimensions (Haslam, 1999). If cases
are evenly distributed across all levels of
all dimensions, however, then the variation
within categories of a typology may be as
important as the variation between or among
categories, and a dimensional approach
is appropriate.

Methods for Typing Relationships

The hallmark of science is that theory is
supported by empirical evidence and so a
typology of human relationships should be
supported empirically. A detailed discussion
of methods of typing is beyond the scope
of this chapter, but a brief review is in
order. Whereas some types are identified by
the participants’ reactions to experimental
conditions – Ainsworth’s strange situation
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978)
or Reiss’s (1981) card-sort problem-solving
procedure – or patterns of behavioral inter-
action (e.g., Gottman, 1993), most typolo-
gies rely on analyses of participants’ self-
reports. There are two general types of
methods – those that help to generate
types inductively and those that are used to
confirm hypothesized types.

Inductive Methods

One method used to generate categories
from scratch is a Q-sort method (Stephen-

son, 1953). “Judges” are given examples and
asked to sort them into groups of similar
types. Of course, different judges may use
different criteria for sorting.

The most popular inductive method
is to measure participants on self-reports
designed to tap several dimensions (often
generated by exploratory factor analysis
of the items) and apply cluster analy-
sis to the resulting factors to come up
with the categories of the typology. Haslam
(1999) pointed out several limitations to
this method. First, because there are many
clustering algorithms, different methods can
yield different results. All too often the
default or most popular method is used
without careful consideration of the appro-
priate choices. Second, cluster analyses have
been criticized for their inability to uncover
actual categories in the data (Meehl, 1995).
Third, cluster analyses will always gener-
ate categories even when the data are best
represented as continuous dimensions. Of
course, any typology generated by any induc-
tive technique should be supported by con-
firmatory analyses on additional data.

Confirmatory Methods

One can usually regenerate a previous typol-
ogy by using the estimates from the prior
analysis as a starting point to cluster new
data. This is not strong confirmation of a
typology because initializing to the previ-
ous results biases the results in favor of the
prior categories. This approach may, how-
ever, be acceptable to type cases from a
previously well-validated typology. A strong
confirmatory approach should demonstrate
that the proposed categories represent true
discontinuities in the underlying dimensions.
Although intuitively appealing, a simple test
of bimodality is not a reliable indicator of
the discreteness of a categorical distinction
(Haslam, 1999). Haslam proposed two types
of methods, taxometric procedures and an
admixture–commingling analysis as confir-
matory approaches to support the discrete-
ness of proposed typological distinctions. He
used these methods to demonstrate that
the Fiske (1991) typology is not based on
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continuous dimensions. Using a similar
approach, Fossati et al. (2003) used multi-
variate normal mixture analysis for testing a
single population versus a two-cluster solu-
tion on the Attachment Style Questionnaire
(ASQ). They failed to find that a categoriza-
tion of secure versus insecure attachment
provided a better representation of their data
than the continuous dimensions of the ASQ.
A disadvantage of taxometric and admixture
techniques is that they are somewhat com-
plex and not well known.

Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002b) argued
that if the dimensions of a proposed typol-
ogy consistently show interaction effects in
predicting important dependent variables,
then a typological approach in which the
dimensions are ordinalized is validated. They
argued that the conformity and conversation
orientation dimensions of family commu-
nication consistently show such interaction
effects on important dependent variables,
thus supporting the typological approach
to McLeod and Chaffee’s (1972) family
communication patterns.

Distinctions Among Relationship
Typologies

The classification of relationships is funda-
mental in building a science of relation-
ships (Hinde, 1996). Some typologies are
primarily deductively derived from theory,
whereas others are primarily inductively
derived through empirical study. Typologies
also differ in their use of common language
labels (e.g., family, marriage) or the extent to
which they apply to the way relational par-
ticipants understand their own relationships.
Some typologies treat relationships as static
categories, and others view them as passing
through different types over time.

The most fundamental differences be-
tween typologies are the bases of classi-
fication. One reason there are so many
typologies of marriage is that scholars focus
on different variables. A number of scholars
have attempted to identify the fundamen-
tal dimensions and topoi of relationships
(Burgoon & Hale, 1984 , 1987; Foa & Foa,

1974 ; Haslam, 1995 ; Schutz, 1958). The
dimensions that are central to one author
may not be to another, the key variables of
one theory may be ignored by another, and
even the pivotal concepts of one discipline
may be less important to another discipline
(Weiss, 1998). We believe that typologies
based on multiple dimensions that are cen-
tral to multiple disciplines will have the
greatest degree of general applicability.

Weiss (1998) argued that a typology of
relationships ought to be based on the
“determinants of relationships,” which from
his attachment perspective lies in under-
standings and emotions. Operating from
a social cognition perspective, Fitzpatrick
(1988) and Haslam (1994) argued that the
basis of relationship types are the dif-
ferences in cognitive “scripts” that peo-
ple learn, develop, and attempt to apply
in enacting their relationships. By men-
tally representing relationships as types,
people use those schemata as guides for act-
ing and responding to others (Fitzpatrick,
1988; Haslam, 1994 ; Koerner & Fitzpatrick,
2002a). Typologies may also be based on
the structural (e.g., sexual composition)
or functional (e.g., instrumental, romantic)
characteristics of relationships. Other schol-
ars operating from a relational pragmat-
ics perspective hold that relationships are
open systems that are always in the pro-
cess of becoming (Bateson, 1972 ; Fisher &
Adams, 1994 ; Lederer & Jackson, 1968;
Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967). If
a relationship type can be identified, it is
always emergent, based on the redundancies
in the patterns of interaction over time.

Typologies differ in the extent to which
they are based on the matched characteris-
tics of the individuals in or the nonsumma-
tive properties of the relationship. At one
extreme, we have relationships typed based
on matching individual characteristics that
predate the relationship (e.g., attachment
styles, interpersonal needs). The assump-
tion underlying such an approach is that
the characteristics of the individuals in the
system determine the nature of the system.
At the other extreme, we have relationships
typed at the relational level (e.g., symmetry,
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complementarity, stability) that are not
divisible into individual characteristics apart
from the relationship and only emerge over
time. The first approach has come under
fire for being too deterministic (Fisher &
Adams, 1994). The nonsummative approach
has been criticized for not allowing for indi-
vidual differences in shaping the nature of
the system (Hewes, 1979). A third approach
identifies individuals’ orientations to a par-
ticular relationship, types both the part-
ners, and matches them for similarity or
differences to arrive at couple types (e.g.,
Fitzpatrick, 1988). To the extent that a pre-
existing schema influences each person’s ori-
entation, it is captured in the typology, and
to the extent that a person’s orientation
emerges from his or her experience in that
relationship, that, too, is captured.

Beginning with Leary’s (1955) affect–
control circumplex, a long line of circum-
plex models has been used to type rela-
tionships, including Foa and Foa (1974),
Kiesler (1983), Olson (1981, 1993), and oth-
ers. Haslam (1995) has shown that Fiske’s
(1991) typology, although not formulated as
such, can also be fit to a circumplex pattern.

Typologies are often hierarchically orga-
nized, but the basis of that organization may
differ. Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002a) sug-
gested a hierarchical organization of schema
beginning with general social schema,
relationship type schemas (e.g., family,
friends, colleagues), and relationship-spe-
cific schemas. A systems approach would
consider individuals nested within dyadic
relationships (e.g., marriages, siblings,
mother–child), nested within larger social
organizations (e.g., families, social net-
works), and so on. Some typologies consider
certain distinctions as more fundamental
than others, such that the most fundamen-
tal forms the first division and then that
is further subdivided on the basis of other
distinctions. Other typologies treat each
category as having equal status.

Our review of relationship typologies
has raised the following questions. First,
does the typology represent fundamental
psychological processes underlying human
relationships? These may be motivations

and emotions or the cognitive struc-
tures and understandings of participants
within relationships (or a combination of
these). Second, does the typology rep-
resent social–cultural structures organiz-
ing relationships? The typology may rep-
resent cross-cultural variations in relation-
ship forms or cross-cultural universals (i.e.,
archetypes or deep structures). Third, does
the typology discriminate between varia-
tions in the behaviors and interaction pat-
terns across relationships?

General Typologies

General typologies are those classification
schemes that attempt to identify the fun-
damental features of the whole length and
breadth of human relationships. Of course,
any dimension can be dissected to form a
typology, and any set of dimensions can be
combined to increase the complexity. Our
review is limited to those typologies that
have had or promise to have a major impact
on our understanding of human relation-
ships. In our view, a general typology of
human relationships should make distinc-
tions that are fundamental or basic to human
relationships. Distinctions are fundamental
or basic if they apply across disciplinary
boundaries. They should serve to organize
relationships at a societal level, at an indi-
vidual psychological level (e.g., cognitively
and emotionally), and in terms of patterns of
behavioral interaction. Fundamental distinc-
tions are likely to provide a bridge between
the sociological and psychological realities of
human relationships as well as the biologi-
cal imperatives responsible for their ancient
evolution into a primal characteristic of our
species. They should apply cross-culturally –
they may either be found in all cultures or
they may explain cross-cultural variation.

We begin by identifying some of the sim-
ple divisions that have traditionally been
made between human relationships. The
title of this book, the titles of our jour-
nals, and the organization of our schol-
arly societies imply either implicitly or
explicitly a division of relationships into
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Personal Relations   Social Relations 

Marriage Acquaintances  

Voluntary Best Friends Casual Friends 

Cohabiting Couple Relational Marketing

Adoptive/Foster Family

Exogenously Parent–Child Distant Relatives  

Established Siblings Work Relationships  

Grandparent–Child Monopoly Provider–Client

Figure 6.1. Types of relationships based on volition and intimacy.

personal and social. The most obvious
dimensions on which this distinction is
based are intimacy, closeness, or interde-
pendence, with personal relationships being
closer, more intimate, and interdependent
and social relationships being more super-
ficial and impersonal. Argyle and Hender-
son (1985) found that intimacy discrimi-
nated between differences in relationships
based on relational rules in four coun-
tries. Marwell and Hage (1970) found inti-
macy accounted for 50% of the variance
across 100 role relationships. Many typolo-
gies identify a “disengaged,” “detached,”
“independent,” or “separate” relationship
type and “interdependent,” “companion-
ate,” “attached,” or “enmeshed” relation-
ships. Intimacy and interdependence are
highly correlated and may belong to a sin-
gle more abstract second-order factor such
as “solidarity” or “closeness.”

Another common distinction is between
voluntary (i.e., open field) relationships and
those that exist because of exogenous factors
(e.g., born into them, employment). Some
think that there is a qualitative difference
between relationships that people choose
for themselves and those that are chosen
for them or controlled by exogenous factors
(e.g., by law, biology, or external necessity).
Figure 6.1 shows how these two distinctions
can serve to identify certain types of rela-
tionships in their prototypical form.

Similarly, Toennies (1957) made a distinc-
tion between Gemeinschaft (community)
and Gesellschaft (society) relationships.

Gemeinschaft relationships are based on
kinship, loyalty, friendship, and tradition.
Gesellschaft relationships are based on legal
contract, public opinion, rationality, and
exchange. Using this distinction, Marwell
and Hage (1970) proposed an inductively
derived empirically based typology of “role-
relationships,” based on three dimensions:
(a) intimacy, (b) visibility, and (c) regulation
(by society). They then posited four levels
of both Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft rela-
tionships (i.e., Uncontrolled, Regulated, Vis-
ible, and Mixed ). This typology, however,
has not produced a large body of system-
atic empirical study and does not necessar-
ily apply across most cultures; further, it is
unclear whether it has any “psychological
reality” for everyday social actors in organiz-
ing their own behavior.

Bateson (1972) and others (Lederer &
Jackson, 1968; Watzlawick et al., 1967)
have observed two types of mutually causal
interaction sequences, which have often
been suggested as the basis of a typol-
ogy of relationships. Reciprocity, in which
behaviors of similar function are redun-
dantly exchanged, leads to enactment of
a symmetrical relationship (e.g., reciproca-
tion of affection leading to mutual attrac-
tion). Redundant compensation, in which
behaviors of maximally different functions
are exchanged, leads to enactment of a
complementary relationship (e.g., leadership–
subordination, teacher–student). A paral-
lel relationship is characterized by flexible
interaction such that (a) the participants
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engage in both reciprocity and compensa-
tion (Fisher & Adams, 1994), or (b) when
compensatory patterns are enacted, partici-
pants do not always perform the same behav-
ioral function (VanLear, 1985). Hinde (1996)
suggested that relationships are more than
the patterns of behavioral exchange. They
include memories, perceptions, emotions,
and judgments about each other. These pat-
terns of interaction have been, and will
continue to be, useful in discriminating
among different kinds of relationships (e.g.,
Williamson & Fitzpatrick, 1985), but a rela-
tional typology should probably also include
the psychological bases of relationships.

Alan Fiske (1991) proposed what has
become one of the most widely researched
and often used general typologies of human
relationships. Fiske (1991, 1992) made the
claim that people in all cultures use just four
basic “models” to organize their thinking
and behavior regarding most aspects of their
associations with other people. The four
models are communal sharing (CS), author-
ity ranking (AR), equality matching (EM ),
and market pricing (MP). In a CS relation-
ship, people have a feeling of equivalence
and are oriented to their commonality and
the common good, not their differences or
individuality. Participants in a CS relation-
ship constitute the “in-group” and are seen
as belonging together and acting as one social
actor. AR relationships are organized in a
linear status hierarchy like a “chain of com-
mand” in which privileges and responsibili-
ties are based on relative rank. In EM relation-
ships, reciprocal exchange is used to ensure
equity and balance. Participants in EM rela-
tionships perceive themselves as individuals
who are relating with one another as equals.
Finally, MP relationships are concerned with
socially meaningful ratios such as costs to
rewards according to a distributive justice of
entitlements in proportion to one’s invest-
ments. Participants in MP relationships per-
ceive themselves as individuals with poten-
tially dissimilar valuations.

Fiske and his colleagues have explored
the cross-cultural application of these four
models and their role in social cognition.
When people make errors in remembering

people or interactions, the four relational
models better predict the erroneous sub-
stitution of other people than do personal
characteristics in samples across five cultures
(Fiske, 1993 , 1995 ; Fiske, Haslam, & Fiske,
1991). When people intentionally substitute
a new person to do something with over an
original choice, the four models best pre-
dict the person substituted (Fiske & Haslam,
1997). When people are asked to categorize
their own relationships, or rate their simi-
larity, the clusters that are obtained corre-
spond to the four relational models (Haslam
& Fiske, 1992). Fiske and Haslam (Fiske &
Haslam, 1996; Haslam, 1994) provided evi-
dence that the four models more closely
resemble how people think about their rela-
tionships than the affiliation–control cir-
cumplex (Kiesler, 1983), Parsons’s pattern
variables (Parsons & Shils, 1951), Foa and
Foa’s (1974) resource exchange, or Clark and
Mills’s (1979) communal versus exchange
distinction. Other species display evidence
of CS and AR relationships, but MP and pos-
sibly EM are patterns unique to human rela-
tionships (Haslam, 1997) because people can
calculate value.

According to Fiske (2000), people can use
different models simultaneously in dealing
with different aspects of the same relation-
ship or even the same interaction. Whereas
this flexibility provides added complexity to
the fabric of human relationships, it makes
specifying the parameters of the theory dif-
ficult and indicates that the four models
may not be as mutually exclusive as they
first appear.

Robert Weiss (1998) argued that Fiske’s
typology is not based on the essential deter-
minants of relationship because its main dis-
tinction is based on the distribution and allo-
cation of resources between relationship par-
ticipants – the system does not explain why
people maintain communal sharing, author-
ity ranking, market pricing, or equity match-
ing in their relationships.1

This brings us to the theoretical tax-
onomy of relationships proposed by Weiss
(1974 , 1998). Weiss’s system is based on
his view of the “essential determinants” of
relationships – emotion (e.g., security) and
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cognition (e.g., expectations, understand-
ings). In contrast to Bateson (1972) and
Hinde (1996), Weiss (1998) viewed the “rela-
tionship” as an aspect of the individual’s ori-
entation toward the other.

The fundamental distinction that Weiss’s
(1998) typology makes is between attach-
ments and affiliations. Drawing from attach-
ment theory (Ainsworth, 1969; Bowlby,
1969), Weiss (1998) argued that one of
the principle bases for human relation-
ships is security. Because human beings
are born developmentally immature, there
must be an instinctual biological attach-
ment between a child and its caregiver
(Buck, 1989). The attachment goes both
ways: The child is dependent on the care-
giver for security, and the caregiver is instinc-
tually motivated to protect the child. If
a secure attachment relationship is estab-
lished, the child has a secure psychologi-
cal base from which to explore the world,
and this eventually fosters a healthy inde-
pendence in later life. If a secure attachment
relationship is not established, then this can
have severe consequences for cognitive and
emotional development as well as the abil-
ity to establish healthy relationships later in
life (Ainsworth, 1969). Later in life, adults
develop emotional attachments to specific
others based on similar neurochemical brain
systems (Buck, 1989). Further, the attach-
ment styles that children display in rela-
tion to their parents (e.g., secure, anxious, or
avoidant) seem to be reflected, with mod-
ification, in adult relationships later in life
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987).

It is not the attachment styles of either
children or adults that form the basis for
Weiss’s (1998) distinctions between the
types of attachment relationships, however.
In addition to the child’s attachment to the
parents, adult attachment relationships take
three forms according to Weiss: (a) pair-bond
relationships, (b) parental relationships, and
(c) guidance-obtaining relationships, which
link feelings of security and accessibility
with the presence of a specific other. Pair-
bonds are persistent and marked by the same
separation anxiety displayed by children in
the absence of the parent. The “cognitive

modules” of the pair-bond are, however,
quite different from children’s relationships:
The roles of provider and beneficiary are
fulfilled by both parties. Weiss referred to
the parental relationship from the perspec-
tive of the parents’ bonds of attachment to
their children noting the distress that comes
with separation or loss of custody and the
parents’ feelings of protection toward their
child. Adult guidance-obtaining relationships
are relationships in which the adult attaches
to another who is seen as stronger or wiser
(e.g., a client–therapist relationship).

Affiliations, on the other hand, are not
based on feelings of security or separation
anxiety attached to a specific other but
alliances based on “common interests” and
“mutual advantage.” Whereas the mutual
benefits of some affiliations (e.g., friend-
ship) may be based on sheer pleasure of
companionship with a specific other, sep-
aration will, by definition, not evoke feel-
ings of insecurity for an affiliation. Like-
wise, whereas some affiliations are entered
into for the purposes of mutual security, the
need is not inherently tied to the specific
individual but comes from “augmentation
of resources.” Weiss (1998) included friend-
ships, work relationships, and kinship ties as
categories of affiliations based on the nature
of the “common interests” and the cognitive
models they require. Of course, an attach-
ment bond could potentially be found in
any of these relationships (e.g., best friends
who feel inseparable or siblings who become
dependent on each other as either a pair-
bond or a guidance-obtaining relationship).

One of the virtues of this typology is
that it is based on what many believe to
be a fundamental distinction with roots in
biological evolution. Both attachments and
affiliations can also be observed as the basis
of relationships between other mammals.
Mammals are born immature and therefore
possess the capacity for instinctual bonds
of attachment (Buck, 1989). Reptiles appar-
ently do not (Buck, 1989). Anyone who has
dogs knows that adult mammals can transfer
their attachment to another. Likewise, herd
animals appear to form associations where
they may work together to hunt or protect
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the herd but do not suffer great anxiety or
grief when a member of the herd is lost.

Weiss’s (1998) typology has its limita-
tions. Many scholars believe that a relation-
ship is something that exists between people,
not in the needs, motivations, or under-
standings of one of the participants (Fisher
& Adams, 1994). A useful distinction is
whether both parties have an attachment
motivation (parent–child and pair-bonds) or
only one of the parties (the beneficiary)
holds a true attachment (e.g., guidance-
obtaining relationship).

Weiss’s taxonomy has not yet generated
much research. Our view is that the distinc-
tion between attachments and affiliations is
fundamental and useful, but other subdivi-
sions (maybe Fiske’s four models) may prove
more useful for organizing research.

Specific Relationship Types and
Typologies of Specific Relationships

The headings of the sections to follow were
selected because they are the most common
groupings in the literature, and they are the
types for which specific typologies are most
frequently proposed. They are also types of
relationships recognized and understood by
laypersons outside the scholarly community.
For this book, we have chosen to focus on
types of “personal relationships” instead of
“social relationships.”

Family Typologies

Often family typologies are based on deter-
minations made by the researchers reflecting
structural properties of families, such as par-
ents’ marital or work status (e.g., Crouter
& Manke, 1997). Other externally deter-
mined typologies compare normative or
well-functioning families to nonnormative
or dysfunctional families. Typologies of alco-
holic versus nonalcoholic dysfunctional and
functional families (Harrington & Metzler,
1997) or of families headed by heterosex-
ual versus homosexual parents (Allen &
Burrell, 1996) are examples. Although types
in these typologies are often labeled based

on specific characteristics or outcomes, the
behavioral patterns associated with that
characteristic or outcome often become part
of the definition of the type. For exam-
ple, in the Vuchinich and Angelelli (1995)
family typology, low problem-solving fami-
lies are not only poor at solving problems,
they are also characterized by strong father–
mother alliances.

Not all family typologies, however, are
based mainly on structural properties. Fre-
quently, typologies base their categoriza-
tions on communication behaviors and pat-
terns of family members. Typically, observed
behaviors or outcomes associated with the
behaviors are judged against some exter-
nally established standard that makes some
types of families more desirable. Examples
include Kantor and Lehr’s (1976) typol-
ogy of closed, open, and random fami-
lies, where open families are seen as most
functional, or Reiss’s (1981) typology of
consensus–sensitive, interpersonal distance-
sensitive, and environment-sensitive fami-
lies, in which environment-sensitive families
are best for the mental health of children.
Other examples of such typologies include
Baumrind’s (1967, 1971) typology of author-
itative, authoritarian, and permissive families
based on parenting style and its extensions
by Maccoby and Martin (1983), who further
divided the permissive type into neglectful
and indulgent, and Slicker (1998), who pro-
posed a five-category typology with the addi-
tion of midrange parenting styles.

Olson’s (1981, 1993) typology based on
his circumplex model of marital and fam-
ily communication is also in this class. Here,
16 family types are identified based on
the two orthogonal dimensions of cohe-
sion (enmeshed, connected, separated, dis-
engaged) and flexibility (chaotic, flexible,
structured, rigid). Families moderate on
both dimensions (connected or separated
and flexible or structured, respectively) are
labeled balanced and are seen as most func-
tional, families extreme on both dimen-
sions (enmeshed or disengaged and chaotic
or rigid) are labeled unbalanced and least
functional, and families extreme on one
dimension but moderate on the other are of
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intermediate functioning. Communication
is viewed as a third, facilitating dimension
that allows families to move along the cohe-
sion and flexibility dimensions and is, there-
fore, particularly relevant for family therapy
designed to enhance family functioning.
Olson used the same dimensions to type
marriages (Lavee & Olson, 1993 ; Olson &
Fowers, 1993).

There are also family typologies that are
based on perceptions or judgments family
members make about their own families
rather than on perceptions and judgments
made by external observers. Some focus
on psychosocial outcomes, such as typolo-
gies of satisfied versus dissatisfied families.
Others focus on the behavior that families
perceive themselves (Moos & Moos, 1976).
One example is the typology based on fam-
ily communication patterns first described
by McLeod and Chaffee (1972) and further
developed by Fitzpatrick and her associates
(Fitzpatrick & Ritchie, 1994 ; Koerner & Fitz-
patrick 2002b, 2004 ; Ritchie & Fitzpatrick,
1990). These researchers have argued that
family communication patterns are created
by different strategies that families use to
establish shared social realities and that
are part of more complex family commu-
nication schemata. Communication behav-
iors and family communication schemata,
in turn, have been linked to various out-
comes of family communication, including
conflict style and resolution (Koerner & Fitz-
patrick, 1997, 2002c), resiliency (Fitzpatrick
& Koerner, in press), and other-orientation
(Koerner & Cvancara, 2002).

According to the typology, families that
focus on concepts when creating social real-
ity are conversation-oriented in their fam-
ily communication, and families that focus
on relationships when creating social real-
ity are conformity-oriented in the family
communication. Thus, the typology is based
on two dimensions (conversation orientation
and conformity orientation) that evoke the
two dimensions of affiliation and power that
are central to most if not all interpersonal
relationships (Haslam, 1994). Families mak-
ing frequent use of both strategies have a
consensual family communication schema.

Their interactions are characterized by a ten-
sion between conforming to one another
on one hand, and open communication and
exploring new ideas on the other. Fami-
lies oriented more toward conversation than
toward conformity have a pluralistic family
communication schema. Their interactions
are characterized by open, unconstrained
discussions that are open to and involve
all family members. Families oriented more
toward conformity than conversation have
a protective family communication schema.
Their communication is characterized by an
emphasis on obedience to parental author-
ity and by little concern for conceptual mat-
ters or for open communication within the
family. Finally, families not oriented toward
either strategy have a laissez-faire family
communication schema. Their communica-
tion is characterized by fewer, and often
uninvolving interactions about only a limited
number of topics.

Although distinct, family communication
in these four types is generally functional
with each type having particular strengths
and weaknesses. For example, whereas con-
flict in consensual families is usually less fre-
quent and less stressful for family members
than conflict in pluralistic families, children
of consensual families have more problems
with conflict in subsequent romantic rela-
tionships than children of pluralistic fami-
lies (Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 2002c). In other
words, in this typology, functionality is rel-
ative, meaning that families achieve accept-
able outcomes in different ways, based on
how they perceive their social environments.

Marital Typologies

Like family typologies, some marriage typo-
logies focus on structure and are more mean-
ingful to the researcher than to the par-
ticipants. Most marital typologies, however,
focus not as much in structural differences
as on differences in behaviors. For example,
Rosenfeld, Bowen, and Richman’s (1995)
typology of dual-career families classified
marriages as collapsing, work-directed, and
traditional role marriages based on spouses’
participation in family- and work-related
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activities. Similarly, Gottman’s (1993 , 1994)
marital typology is based on conflict behav-
iors and identifies three functional (i.e.,
validating, volatile, and avoidant) and two
dysfunctional types (i.e., hostile and hostile-
detached). The main payoff of these typolo-
gies is that they have increased, in some cases
substantially, our understanding of impor-
tant relational processes and the relational
and social consequences of certain types of
behaviors and patterns.

Of the typologies that are based not only
on behavioral differences but also on how
relationships are represented cognitively by
participants, one of the first and proba-
bly still the most influential is Fitzpatrick’s
(1988) marital typology (Fincham, 2004).
Based on spouses’ reports of their ideol-
ogy, interdependence, and conflict avoid-
ance, marriages are categorized into one of
the three types: traditionals (conventional
ideology, high interdependence, low con-
flict avoidance), independents (unconven-
tional ideology, high interdependence and
sharing, low conflict avoidance), or sepa-
rates (conventional ideology, low interde-
pendence, high conflict avoidance). In about
two thirds of marriages, both spouses have
the same marital type; the remaining mar-
riages fall into a mixed type (most fre-
quently a traditional wife and a separate hus-
band). Noller and Hiscock (1989) replicated
Fitzpatrick’s typology on Australian couples,
relabeling traditionals as “connecteds.”

The strength of this typology is that it is
based on both theory (the dimensions were
identified based on prevailing marital the-
ories) and empirical validation (the three
types represent naturally occurring clusters
in the conceptual space of eight possible
types defined by the three dimensions). In
addition, it also recognizes that different
marriages achieve similarly satisfactory or
functional outcomes in different ways that
produce a different set of advantages and
challenges for each type. For example, inde-
pendent and separate spouses cultivate close
relationships outside of marriage that are
sources of emotional support from them,
whereas traditional spouses focus almost
exclusively on the marital relationship as

a source of emotional support and often
neglect external friendships. Thus, spouses
in all marriage types are generally able to
receive emotional support in times of need,
although death of a spouse or divorce are
more challenging in traditional marriages,
whereas the stresses of moving to a differ-
ent location and a new social network are
more challenging in independent and sepa-
rate marriages. Probably the greatest weak-
ness of the typology is that about a third of
all couples fall into the mixed category (i.e.,
spouses disagree about their marriage type).
Although there are six types of mixed cou-
ples that should be expected to vary greatly
in their communication, they are usually
treated as similar, which is not only an over-
simplification, but also a lost opportunity to
study the consequences of divergent percep-
tions of relationship among married couples.

Fitzpatrick’s marital typology is closely
related to McLeod and Chaffee’s (1972) fam-
ily typology. Fitzpatrick and Ritchie (1994)
have shown that families headed by tradi-
tional couples are usually consensual, those
headed by independents are pluralistic, fam-
ilies headed by separates are protective, and
those headed by mixed couples are laissez-
faire. These associations are expected given
the parents’ influence on family communi-
cation, and they do make a strong case for
the validity of the respective typologies.

Divorce Typologies

Because the communication of divorcing
couples is focused on renegotiating the rela-
tionship and accomplishing tasks such as
child care and household dissolutions, a
logical focus for typologies of divorcing
couples is on the conflict communication
of couples. An early example is Kressel,
Jaffee, Tuchman, Watson, and Deutsch’s
(1980) typology, which used the dimen-
sions of ambivalence about the divorce,
frequency and openness of communica-
tion, and level of conflict to distinguish
between enmeshed (high ambivalence,
high communication, high conflict), autis-
tic (high ambivalence, low communica-
tion, low conflict), direct-conflict (moderate
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ambivalence, high communication, high
conflict), and disengaged couples (low
ambivalence, low communication, low con-
flict). Couples that were in direct conflict
or disengaged had more amiable separa-
tions than enmeshed and autistic couples.
Similarly based on different conflict styles
are typologies by Parkinson (1987), who
distinguished between semidetached cou-
ples, avoidant couples, couples battling for
power, push–pull couples, confronting cou-
ples, enmeshed couples, and violent cou-
ples, and by Weingarten and Leas (1987),
whose five couple types are determined by
the intensity of conflict and range from cou-
ples with specific problems to solve to cou-
ples at war. To predict the success of media-
tion was the purpose of Cohen, Luxenburg,
Dattner, and Matz’s (1999) typology, who
identified seven couple types based on com-
mitment to divorce, prior litigation, relation-
ship quality, ability to communicate, and
commitment to children. Their couple types
include semiseparated couples, emotionally
withdrawn and noncommunicative couples,
couples in a power struggle, leaver–left cou-
ples, battling couples, enmeshed couples,
and violent couples.

Unlike these typologies describing cou-
ples during separation and divorce, Ahrons’s
(1994) typology describes postdivorce rela-
tionships. Based mainly on their commu-
nication behaviors, Ahrons identified cou-
ples who maintain positive relationships as
cooperative colleagues or perfect pals, whereas
couples that interact with one another but
do so in poor relationships are angry asso-
ciates or fiery foes. Couples who do not main-
tain a relationship after divorce are called
dissolved duos.

Parent–Child Typologies

Because family typologies are frequently
based on parent–child relationships, there
is much overlap between family typolo-
gies and parent–child typologies that need
not be repeated here. Some classification
schemes, however, have been more specif-
ically defined for parent–child dyads with-
out concern for the family context, most

notably attachment styles. Based on attach-
ment theory (Bowlby, 1969), Ainsworth,
Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978) classified
children as secure, anxious–ambivalent, or
avoidant. Similarly, Furman, Simon, Shaffer,
and Bouchey (2002) identified categories of
secure, dismissing, and preoccupied based on
both attachment styles and working models.
Also based on internal working models of
self and other, Bartholomew (1990) devel-
oped a system of four attachment styles:
secure, dismissive, preoccupied, and fearful
avoidant. Expanding attachment theory to
include labels for parents as well as children,
Zeanah et al. (1993) used a three-category
model for both parents and children with
infants classified as secure, avoidant, or resis-
tant and parents classified as autonomous, dis-
missing, or preoccupied.

Later research expanded attachment
types to include secondary caregivers as well
(Bretherton, 1985). Dufour and Bouchard’s
(2003) typology of fathers classifies them
as either proactive (modern) or reactive
(traditional). Proactive fathers were fur-
ther defined as accommodating, guiding, or
pragmatic; reactive fathers were further clas-
sified as family men or worried.

In regard to the correlation between
attachment style and family types, we would
expect that based on the warmth of the
parent–child interaction and the concern
that parents show for their children, it is
most likely that children of consensual and
pluralistic families are securely attached,
children of protective families are preoccu-
pied, and children of laissez-faire families are
avoidant. The way in which parents handle
authority and responsiveness and the attach-
ment style of the child seem to be the two
major issues in parent–child typologies.

Sibling Typologies

Sibling relationships often last a lifetime
and go through significant changes over
time (Mares, 1995), suggesting different
typologies for different life stages. Examples
include Stewart, Verbrugge, and Beilfuss’s
(1998) typology of adult siblings and Gold’s
(1989) typology of siblings in old age.
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Stewart’s typology classified siblings as care-
takers, buddies, or casual, but added another
category (loyal–unresolved ) for the older
siblings. As with family typologies, there
are sibling typologies based on structural
properties and others based on interper-
sonal processes such as affect, conflict, con-
trol, support, and involvement. Typologies
based on structure include Gibbs, Teti, and
Bond’s (1987) widely spaced and closely
spaced dyads, Dunn and Kendrick’s (1981)
same-sex and different-sex dyads, and those
based on birth order (Stocker & McHale,
1992). Typologies based on psychological
and behavioral variables include Stewart
et al.’s (2001) classification of adult sibling
relationships as supportive, longing, competi-
tive, apathetic, and hostile, and Gold’s (1989)
typology of older siblings as intimate, conge-
nial, loyal, apathetic, and hostile.

Given the similarities in underlying
dimensions, it is reasonable to presume asso-
ciations between sibling and general family
types. For example, Stormshak, Bellanti, and
Bierman’s (1996) typology of siblings as con-
flictual, supportive, or involved is based on
combinations of conflict and warmth, which
relate to Fitzpatrick and Ritchie’s (1994)
conformity orientation and conversation ori-
entation. Thus, we would expect siblings
from consensual families to be involved dur-
ing conflict, siblings from pluralistic families
to be supportive, and siblings from protec-
tive families to be conflictual.

Romantic and Premarital Relationships

There is a great deal of variance in
romantic and premarital relationships. Nei-
ther romance nor marriage necessarily
implies equality so that we may find
romantic authority-ranking relationships or
communal-sharing relationships. We can
distinguish between flirtations, casual dat-
ing, serious or exclusive dating (“going
steady”), and committed relationships (e.g.,
cohabitation or engagement). Even among
cohabiting couples we can distinguish
between those who are premarriage (i.e.,
who are engaged, intend to be married, or
are using cohabitation as a “trial” for mar-
riage), those who view cohabitation as an

alternative to marriage (i.e., common law
marriages), and those who cohabit without
any agreed-on long-term plans (i.e., who are
living together for the sake of convenience).
We can also distinguish between heterosex-
ual and homosexual relationships.

In some ways romantic relationships can
be conceptualized as occupying a middle
ground between friendship and marriage. A
romantic relationship, at least in its own
paradigm case, may potentially contain all of
the elements of a friendship, plus a mutually
acknowledged sexual attraction. A marriage,
at least in its paradigm case, may contain
all the elements of a romantic relationship,
plus a legally recognized commitment. If
this is true, then we might expect to find
parallels between types of friendships and
types of romantic relationships (Shulman &
Knafo, 1997) on one hand, and among types
of romantic relationships and types of mar-
riages on the other.

Shulman and Knafo (1997) considered
studies in which adolescent romantic rela-
tionships were typed using the same meth-
ods as they used to type and evaluate ado-
lescent friendships. The same two principle
types emerged: interdependent romances and
disengaged romances (also similar to some
marital types). Whereas the two friendship
types did not yield differences in the inti-
macy dimensions, interdependent roman-
tic relationships did have greater emotional
closeness than disengaged romances.

The opposite sex composition of het-
erosexual romantic or premarital relation-
ships invites distinctions based on gender-
role and gender-trait orientations. Gaines
(1995), for example, used such variables to
create a three category typology: respect-
giving reversed (men viewed themselves as
respectful of women), affectionate (women
and men view themselves as affectionate
and reject gender roles, men low in respect
giving), and traditional (both sexes accept
gender roles, women expressive, and men
instrumental). Similar distinctions are made
in some marriage typologies.

Fowers and Olson (1992) used a pre-
marital couples inventory to create a four-
category typology. Visualized couples have
high levels of satisfaction, affection and sex,
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and openness in communicating about feel-
ings and problems. They spend time together
and prefer egalitarian roles, but may have
unrealistic expectations. Harmonious couples
have moderate levels of relational quality
but are satisfied with each other’s personal-
ity, amount of time together, amount of sex,
and the other’s friends and family. They are
also somewhat unrealistic about marriage
and have not decided how many children
to have. Traditional couples are moderately
dissatisfied with their interaction (uncom-
fortable with discussing feelings or conflict)
but are strong in decision making and plan-
ning, have consensus about children, and
tend to be realistic about marriage. Olson
and colleagues found a similar marital typol-
ogy (Lavee & Olson, 1993 ; Olson & Fowers,
1993).

Friendship Typologies

Friendship is usually distinguished from
friendly relations (Kurth, 1970) or acquain-
tances. There seems to be a consensus that
a “true friendship” involves some degree of
intimacy and is voluntary, and this appears to
be true across cultures (Argyle & Henderson,
1985 ; Davis & Todd, 1985). Likewise, friend-
ship is usually distinguished from “romantic
relationships” even though a romantic rela-
tionship may possess all of the characteris-
tics of a true friendship (Shulman & Knafo,
1997) plus a mutually acknowledged sexual
attraction. This is evidenced in statements
such as “my wife/husband is my best friend.”
Davis and Todd specified the “prototypical”
characteristics of friendship. Friends (a) are
equals, (b) enjoy each other, (c) have mutual
trust, (d) provide mutual support, (e) have
mutual acceptance, (f ) have mutual respect,
(g) are themselves, (h) posses mutual under-
standing, and (i) display mutual intimacy or
sharing. This model emphasizes the “mutu-
ality” of friendship.

Based on this discussion, one might
expect prototypical friendships to be com-
munal sharing relationships, and casual
friendships might be equity-matching or
even market-pricing relationships. Whereas
some very close relationships may obtain
the status of “attachments,” most friendships

are associations. Likewise, although friends
often reciprocate intimacy and affection,
control patterns are characteristic of a par-
allel relationship (VanLear, 1985).

Therefore, one way to approach a typol-
ogy of friendship would be to examine
various ways in which a “friendship” can
deviate from the “paradigm” case. Recipro-
cal friendships, in Reisman’s (1981) typol-
ogy of adult friendships, are very similar to
the paradigm case of friendship. These are
intimate, peer relationships between equals,
characterized by loyalty and commitment.
Associative friendships are relationships that,
although often referred to as “friendship”
are more like “friendly relations.” They are
pleasurable but lack loyalty or commitment
and do not endure far beyond the exter-
nal circumstances or instrumental goals that
brought the parties together. A receptive
friendship is not a true peer relationship but
is characterized by a status difference that is
recognized by both parties (Reisman, 1981),
similar to an authority-ranking relationship.

The literature on adult friendships tends
to display a positivity bias. Close relation-
ships like friendships provide ample oppor-
tunity for conflict (Altman & Taylor, 1973),
however. Further, people often choose to
stay in difficult relationships because of fear
of loneliness, perceived lack of better alter-
natives, or simply because some people have
a tolerance for conflict. Therefore, the kind
of volatile relationships observed between
some marital couples might be added to a
typology of adult friends. There is also con-
siderable variability in the extent of inter-
dependence within friendships (Shulman
& Knafo, 1997). We might expect some
friendships to be highly interdependent and
others to be more disengaged (Shulman &
Knafo, 1997).

People must learn to be friends. There is
a growing body of intriguing literature on
childhood friendships and how they develop
with age. Kerns (2000) identified distinc-
tions between types of preschool friend-
ships. The three-cluster solution included
(a) a harmonious/interactive group, which
was affectively positive group with a high
level of interactive play; (b) a disjointed
group, which displayed low harmony, high



104 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

control, and low levels of coordinating in
their play; and (c) a harmonious and inde-
pendent group, which was positive in the
orientations but engaged in less interac-
tive play. The five-cluster solution added
conflictual/interactive and highly conflictual
types. There was some evidence that these
clusters also discriminated among various
attachment combinations and future stabil-
ity. Most intriguing is the proposition that
children learn to enact “true” friendship. The
most frequent category for preschoolers in
both three- and five-cluster solutions is the
harmonious/interactive, which is the closest
in description to the paradigm case of friend-
ship for adult dyads.

Shulman (1995 ; Shulman & Knafo, 1997)
argued that as children grow up, they
develop their methods of coping with
the dialectic of closeness and individual-
ity through their friendships. Shulman and
colleagues examined the close friendships
of early and middle adolescents to iden-
tify two major friendship types. Interdepen-
dent friends cooperate by freely accepting
one another’s solutions and respecting the
needs of both individuals and report enjoy-
ing working with the other in a cooperative
interaction. Disengaged friends, on the other
hand, tend to work independently, are com-
petitive, and only cooperate if they need to.

It is noteworthy that most early-adole-
scent friends fit the criteria for disengaged
(69%), whereas most of the friendships
in middle adolescence were interdependent
(61%). Shulman and Knafo (1997) saw the
increase in interdependent friendships in
middle adolescence as an indication of a
maturing in the ability to handle the indi-
viduality closeness dialectic. It also appears
that as adolescents mature, they are more
likely to enact friendships closer to the ideal
of the “paradigm case.”

Conclusions

Basic Distinctions

The distinction between social and personal
relationships based either on intimacy or

interdependence will probably continue to
have utility for typing human relationships.
This distinction may be important for social
cognitive theorists because the scripts and
schemas for social and personal relationships
are likely to differ. We believe, however,
that the distinction between attachments
and affiliations also has a strong theoretical
and ontological basis. Although all attach-
ments probably qualify as personal relation-
ships and all social relationships are clearly
affiliations, there may be cases in which
relationships normally thought of as “per-
sonal” (on the basis of intimacy or interde-
pendence) would not meet the criteria for
an attachment.

In addition to a solidarity or closeness (or
attachment) dimension,2 analyses of rela-
tionships consistently identify a control–
power dimension (Burgoon & Hale, 1984 ;
Foa & Foa, 1974 ; Haslam, 1995 ; Leary, 1955 ;
Schutz, 1958). This could be displayed as
dominance versus deference on the indi-
vidual level, but at the relational level, it
is displayed as symmetry (equity) versus
asymmetry (inequity–complementarity) of
control. Authority-ranking and probably
market-pricing relationships, conformity-
protection-oriented families, authoritarian
parenting, caretaker siblings, traditional mar-
riages, and receptive friendships usually
display asymmetry of control, whereas
equity-matching relationships, consensual
pluralistic families, reciprocal, or paradigm
case friendships display equity of power
and control. We suspect that communal
sharing relationships display a parallel pat-
tern of exchange. Figure 6.2 locates the
general typology categories on the basis
of these distinctions. Although we do not
suggest that Figure 6.2 offers a perfect
fit to all of these typologies, it does pro-
vide a good picture of the major overlap-
ping distinctions.

Closeness and equity of control dimen-
sions capture distinctions among most of the
relationship types reviewed. The addition
of a conflict dimension is likely to capture
most of the remaining types. Some families,
marriages, siblings, or friends readily engage
in conflict, and some avoid it; many of the
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 Reciprocity/ 

Symmetry EM  

MP 

CS

AR High Power 
Distance/Inequity 

High Intimacy/
Closeness 

Low Power 
Distance/Equity 

Low Intimacy/ 
Detached 

Parallel or Compensatory 
Gesellschaft/Affiliation 

Social Relationships

Gemeinschaft/Attachment 
Personal Relationships 

Parallel or Symmetrical

  Compensatory/  
  Complementarity 

Figure 6.2 . Conceptual space defined by dimensions of intimacy/ and closeness
and power distance of general typologies of Toennies, Bateson, Fiske, and Weiss.
Note: AR = authority ranking; CS = communal sharing; EM = equality matching;
MP = market pricing.

typologies reviewed have categories that dis-
criminate among degree of conflict or the
expression of negative affect.

Variations in cognitive schema used to
guide behavior in and make sense out
of social relationships appear to distin-
guish between relationship types. People
learn these schemas from observing and
participating in relationships within their
culture and then reproduce the cultural pat-
terns. Koerner and Fitzpatrick (2002a) sug-
gested that such scripts and schema are
hierarchically organized from general social
schemata, to relationship-specific schemata,
with relationship type schemas occupying
the middle of the hierarchy. Fiske’s (1991)
four models represent knowledge structures
that can operate at any level of this hierar-
chy, from general social schema that moti-
vate reciprocity or compensation, to rela-
tionship types that identify cultural–societal
prototypes, to redundant patterns within a
specific relationship that provide the gestalt
for the character of that relationship or
for specific aspects of that relationship.

Weiss’s (1998) basic distinction between
attachment and affiliation is probably at the
top of the hierarchy. His subdivisions are
various cognitive models that occupy the
middle level.

We now have many typologies to classify
relationships from general to very specific.
At this point it is probably more productive
to study the relationships between them and
to research their respective merits, than to
continue to proliferate typologies.

Uses of Typologies

Typologies can be used as either indepen-
dent variables, dependent variables, and, by
implication, intervening variables, as well
as moderating or contingency variables. If
one takes the position that relationships are
always emergent, then the question becomes
which exogenous variables and which pro-
cesses lead to the emergence of a relation-
ship as a particular type? Children may learn
certain schema for marriage from watching
their parents and reproduce those forms in
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their own marriage (VanLear, 1992). Thus,
parents’ behavior may be the independent
variable and children’s marital type the
dependent variable.

Typologies can also be viewed as inde-
pendent variables. For example, the type
of marriage may predict marital behav-
iors and interaction patterns (Williamson
& Fitzpatrick, 1985), marital satisfaction
(Fitzpatrick & Best, 1979), or marital stabil-
ity (Gottman, 1994). The type of parent–
child relationship may predict aspects of
the child’s future relationships later in life
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987), or the type of mar-
riage a child’s parents have may affect how
the child enacts his or her own marriage
(VanLear, 1992).

Finally, relationship typologies can be
used as moderator variables. For example,
VanLear and Zietlow (1990) proposed a con-
tingency model of marital interaction and
provided evidence that the behaviors and
interaction patterns that are satisfying in
one type of marriage are dissatisfying when
enacted in a different type of marriage.

Typologies act as tools for organizing
our knowledge and understanding about
human relationships. They act as theo-
retically important variables in their own
right. Finally, they provide parameters and
limits for generalizations about human
relationships.

Footnotes

1. Not all of us agree with Weiss’s critique.
Fiske considers the four types intrinsically
rewarding.

2 . The use of the term dimension to refer to
these distinctions does not imply a continuous
dimension.

References

Ahrons, C. (1994). The good divorce. New York:
HarperCollins.

Ainsworth, M. D. S. (1969). Object relations,
dependency, and attachment: A theoretical
review of the infant–mother relationship. Child
Development, 40, 969–1025 .

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., &
Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A psycho-
logical study of the strange situation. Hillsdale,
NJ: Erlbaum.

Allen, M., & Burrell, N. (1996). Comparing the
impact of homosexual and heterosexual par-
ents on children: Meta-analysis of existing
research. Journal of Homosexuality, 32 , 19–35 .

Altman, I., & Taylor, D. A. (1973). Social
penetration: The development of interpersonal
relationships. New York: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston.

Argyle, M., & Henderson, M. (1985). The rules
of relationships. In S. Duck & D. Perlman
(Eds.), Understanding personal relationships: An
interdisciplinary approach (pp. 63–84). Beverly
Hills, CA: Sage.

Bartholomew, K. (1990). Avoidance of intimacy:
An attachment perspective. Journal of Social
and Personal Relationships, 7, 147–178.

Bateson, G. (1972). Steps to an ecology of mind.
New York: Ballantine.

Baumrind, D. (1967). Child care practices ante-
ceding three patterns of preschool behavior.
Genetic Psychology Monographs, 75 , 43–88.

Baumrind, D. (1971). Current patterns of parental
authority. Developmental Psychology Mono-
graphs, 4 (Part 2), 99–102 .

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Vol. 1.
Attachment. New York: Basic Books.

Bretherton, I. (1985). Attachment theory: Retro-
spect and prospect. Monographs of the Society
for Research in Child Development, 50, 3–35 .

Buck, R. (1989). Emotional communication
in personal relationships: A developmental–
interactionist view. In C. Hendrick (Ed.),
Close relationships (pp. 44–76). Beverly Hills,
CA: Sage.

Burgoon, J. K., & Hale, J. L. (1984). The fun-
damental topoi of relational communication.
Communication Monographs, 51, 173–214 .

Clark, M. S., & Mills, J. (1979). Interper-
sonal attraction in exchange and communal
relationships. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 37, 12–23 .

Cohen, O., Luxenburg, A., Dattner, N., & Matz,
D. E. (1999). Suitability of divorcing cou-
ples for mediation: A suggested typology.
American Journal of Family Therapy, 2 7, 329–
344 .

Crouter, A. C., & Manke, B. (1997). Develop-
ment of a typology of dual-earner families: A



relationship typologies 107

window into differences between and within
families in relationships, roles, and activities.
Journal of Family Psychology, 11, 62–75 .

Davis, K. E., & Todd, M. J. (1985). Assess-
ing friendship: Prototypes, paradigm cases
and relationship description. In S. Duck &
D. Perlman (Eds.), Understanding personal
relationships: An interdisciplinary approach
(pp. 17–38). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Dufour, S., & Bouchard, C. (2003). Promot-
ing children’s mental health in disadvantaged
areas: Profiles of fathers [electronic version].
Fathering, 1, 263 (20).

Dunn, J., & Kendrick, C. (1981). Social behavior
of young siblings in the family context: Dif-
ferences between same-sex and different-sex
dyads. Child Development, 52 , 1265–1273 .

Fincham, F. D. (2004). Communication in mar-
riage. In A. L. Vangelisti (Ed.), Handbook of
family communication (pp. 83–103). Mahwah,
NJ: Erlbaum.

Fisher, B. A., & Adams, K. (1994). Interpersonal
communication: A pragmatic perspective. New
York: McGraw-Hill.

Fiske, A. P. (1991). Structures of social life: The four
elementary forms of human relations. New York:
Free Press.

Fiske, A. P. (1992). The four elementary forms
of sociality: Framework for a unified theory of
social relations. Psychological Review, 99, 689–
723 .

Fiske, A. P. (1993). Social errors in four cultures:
Evidence about universal forms of social rela-
tions. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 2 4 ,
463–494 .

Fiske, A. P. (1995). Social schemata for remem-
bering people: Relationships and person
attributes that affect clustering in free recall of
acquaintances. Journal of Quantitative Anthro-
pology, 5 , 305–324 .

Fiske, A. P. (2000). Relational models theory
overview: Human sociality. Retrieved Novem-
ber 7, 2003 , from http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/
anthro/faculty/fiske/relmodov.htm

Fiske, A. P., & Haslam, N. (1996). Social cognition
is thinking about relationships. Current Direc-
tions in Psychological Science, 5 , 13 1–148.

Fiske, A. P., & Haslam, N. (1997). The structure of
social substitutions: A test of relational models
theory. European Journal of Social Psychology,
2 7, 725–729.

Fiske, A. P., Haslam, N., & Fiske, S. (1991). Con-
fusing one person with another: What errors

reveal about the elementary forms of social
relations. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 60, 656–674 .

Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1988). Between husbands
and wives: Communication in marriage. Beverly
Hills, CA: Sage.

Fitzpatrick, M. A., & Best, P. (1979). Dyadic
adjustment in traditional, independent, and
separate relationships. Communication Mono-
graphs, 46, 167–178.

Fitzpatrick, M. A., & Koerner, A. F. (2005). Fam-
ily communication schemata: Effects in chil-
dren’s resiliency. In S. Dunwoody, L. B. Becker,
D. McLeod, & G. Kosicki (Eds.), The evolution
of key mass communication concepts: Honoring
Jack M. McLeod (pp. 115–139). Cresskill, NJ:
Hampton Press.

Fitzpatrick, M. A., & Richie, L. D. (1994). Com-
munication schemata within the family: Multi-
ple perspectives on family interaction. Human
Communication Research, 2 0, 275–301.

Foa, U. G., & Foa, E. B. (1974). Societal structures
of the mind. Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas.

Fossati, A., Feeney, J. A., Donati, D., Donini, M.,
Novella, L., Bagnato, M., et al. (2003). On the
dimensionality of the attachment style ques-
tionnaire in Italian clinical and nonclinical par-
ticipants. Journal of Social and Personal Rela-
tionships, 2 0, 55–79.

Fowers, B. J., & Olson, D. H. (1992). Four types
of premarital couples: An empirical typology
based on PREPARE. Journal of Family Psychol-
ogy, 6, 10–21.

Furman, W., Simon, V. A., Shaffer, L., &
Bouchey, H. A. (2002). Adolescents’ work-
ing models and styles for relationships with
parents, friends, and romantic partners. Child
Development, 73 , 241–255 .

Gaines, S. O. (1995). Classifying dating couples:
Gender as reflected in traits, roles, and resulting
behavior. Basic and Applied Social Psychology,
16, 75–94 .

Gibbs, E. D., Teti, D. M., & Bond, L. A. (1987).
Infant–sibling communication: Relationships
to birth-spacing and cognitive and linguis-
tic development. Infant Behavior and Develop-
ment, 10, 307–323 .

Gold, D. T. (1989). Sibling relationships in old
age: A typology. International Journal of Aging
and Human Development, 2 8, 34–54 .

Gottman, J. M. (1993). The roles of conflict
engagement, escalation, and avoidance in mari-
tal interaction: A longitudinal view of five types



108 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

of couples. Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, 61, 6–15 .

Gottman, J. M. (1994). What predicts divorce: The
relationship between marital process and marital
outcomes. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Griffin, D. W., & Bartholomew, K. (1994). The
metaphysics of measurement; the case of adult
attachment. In K. Bartholomew & D. Perl-
man (Eds.), Attachment processes in adult-
hood. Advances in personal relationships (Vol.
5 , pp. 17–52). Philadelphia: Kingsley.

Harrington, C., & Metzler, A. (1997). Are ACOAs
different from adult children of dysfunctional
families without alcoholism: A look at commit-
ted intimate relationships. Journal of Counseling
Psychology, 44 , 102–107.

Haslam, N. (1994). Mental representation of
social relationships: Dimensions, laws, or
categories? Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 67, 575–584 .

Haslam, N. (1995). Factor structure of social
relationships: An examination of relational
models and resource exchange theories. Jour-
nal of Social and Personal Relationships, 12 , 217–
227.

Haslam, N. (1997). Four grammars for primate
social relations. In J. Simpson & D. Kenrick
(Eds.), Evolutionary social psychology (pp. 297–
316). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Haslam, N. (1999). Taxometric and related meth-
ods in relationships research. Personal Relation-
ships, 6, 519–534 .

Haslam, N., & Fiske, A. P. (1992). Implicit rela-
tionship prototypes: Investigating five theories
of the cognitive organization of social relation-
ships. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
2 8, 441–474 .

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. R. (1987). Romantic love
conceptualized as an attachment process. Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52 , 511–
524 .

Hewes, D. E. (1979). The sequential analysis of
social interaction. Quarterly Journal of Speech,
65 , 56–73 .

Hinde, R. A. (1996). Describing relationships.
In A. E. Aughagen & M. von Salisch (Eds.),
The diversity of human relationships (pp. 7–
35). Cambridge, England: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Kantor, D., & Lehr, W. (1976). Inside the family.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kerns, K. A. (2000). Types of preschool friend-
ships. Personal Relationships, 7, 311–324 .

Kiesler, D. J. (1983). The 1982 interpersonal
circle: A taxonomy for complementarity in
human transactions. Psychological Review, 90,
185–214 .

Koerner, A. F., & Cvancara, K. E. (2002). The
influence of conformity orientation on commu-
nication patterns in family conversations. Jour-
nal of Family Communication, 2 , 132–152 .

Koerner, A. F., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1997). Fam-
ily type and conflict: The impact of conversa-
tion orientation and conformity orientation on
conflict in the family. Communication Studies,
48, 59–75 .

Koerner, A. F., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (2002a).
Toward a theory of family communication.
Communication Theory, 12 , 70–91.

Koerner, A. F., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (2002b).
Understanding family communication patterns
and family functioning: The roles of conver-
sation orientation and conformity orientation.
Communication Yearbook, 2 6, 37–69.

Koerner, A. F., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (2002c). You
never leave your family in a fight: The impact
of families of origins on conflict-behavior in
romantic relationships. Communication Stud-
ies, 53 , 234–251.

Koerner, A. F., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (2004).
Communication in intact families. In A. L.
Vangelisti (Ed.), Handbook of family communi-
cation (pp. 177–195). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Kressel, K., Jaffee, N., Tuchman, B., Watson, C.,
& Deutsch, M. (1980). A typology of divorc-
ing couples: Implications for mediation and
the divorce process. Family Process, 19, 101–
116.

Kurth, S. (1970). Friendships and friendly rela-
tions. In G. J. McCall (Ed.), Social relationships.
Chicago: Aldine.

Lavee, Y. & Olson, D. H. (1993). Seven types
of marriage: Empirical typology based on
ENRICH. Journal of Marital and Family Ther-
apy, 19, 325–340.

Leary, T. (1955). The theory and measurement
methodology of interpersonal communication.
Psychiatry, 18, 147–161.

Lederer, W. J., & Jackson, D. D. (1968). The
mirages of marriage. New York: Norton.

Maccoby, E. E., & Martin, J. A. (1983). Socializa-
tion in the context of the family: Parent–child
interaction. In E. Hetherington (Vol. Ed.),
P. H. Mussen (Series Ed.), Handbook of child
psychology (Vol. 4 , pp. 1–101). New York:
Wiley.



relationship typologies 109

Mares, M. L. (1995). The aging family. In M. A.
Fitzpatrick & A. L. Vangelisti (Eds.), Explain-
ing family interaction (pp. 344–374). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Marwell, G., & Hage, J. (1970). The organization
of role-relationships: A systematic description.
American Sociological Review, 35 , 884–900.

McLeod, J. M. & Chaffee, S. H. (1972). The
construction of social reality. In J. Tedeschi
(Ed.), The social influence process (pp. 50–59).
Chicago: Aldine-Atherton.

Meehl, P. E. (1995). Bootstraps taxometrics: Solv-
ing the classification problem in psychopathol-
ogy. American Psychologist, 50, 266–275 .

Moos, R. H., & Moos, B. S. (1976). A typology of
family environments. Family Process, 15 , 357–
371.

Noller, P., & Hiscock, H. (1989). Fitzpatrick’s
typology: An Australian replication. Journal of
Social and Personal Relationships, 6, 87–91.

Olson, D. H. (1981). Family typologies: Bridg-
ing family research and family therapy. In
E. E. Filsinger & R. A. Lewis (Eds.), Assessing
marriage: New behavioral approaches (pp. 74–
89), Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Olson, D. H. (1993). Circumplex model of mari-
tal and family systems. In F. Wals (Ed.), Normal
family processes (2nd ed.). New York: Guilford
Press.

Olson, D. H. & Fowers, B. J. (1993). Five types
of marriage: An empirical typology based on
ENRICH. Family Journal, 3 , 196–207.

Parkinson, L. (1987). Separation, divorce, and fam-
ilies. London: Macmillan Education.

Parsons, T., & Shils, E. A. (Eds.). (1951). Toward
a general theory of action. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Reisman, J. M. (1981). Adult friendships. In
S. Duck & R. Gilmour (Eds.), Personal rela-
tionships 2 : Developing personal relationships
(pp. 205–230) London: Academic Press.

Reiss, D. (1981). The family’s construction of reality.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Ritchie, L. D., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1990).
Family communication patterns: Measuring
interpersonal perceptions of interpersonal rela-
tionships. Communication Research, 17, 523–
544 .

Rosenfeld, L. B., Bowen, G. L., & Richman, J. M.
(1995). Communication in three types of dual-
career marriages. In M. A. Fitzpatrick & A. L.
Vangelisti (Eds.), Explaining family interaction
(pp. 257–289). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Schutz, W. C. (1958). The interpersonal under-
world. Palo Alto, CA: Science and Behavior
Books.

Shulman, S. (1995). Typology of close friendships,
relationship models and friendship reasoning
in early adolescence. In S. Shulman (Ed.),
Close relationships and socioemotional develop-
ment (pp. 109–127). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Shulman, S., & Knafo, D. (1997). Balancing close-
ness and individuality in adolescent close rela-
tionships. International Journal of Behavioral
Development, 2 1, 687–702 .

Slicker, E. K. (1998). Relationship of parenting
style to behavioral adjustment in graduating
high school seniors [electronic version]. Jour-
nal of Youth and Adolescence, 2 7, 345 .

Stephenson, W. (1953). The study of behavior.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Stewart, R. B., Kozak, A. L., Tingley, L. M., God-
dard, J. M., Blake, E. M., & Cassel, W. A.
(2001). Adult sibling relationships: Validation
of a typology. Personal Relationships, 8, 299–
324 .

Stewart, R. B., Verbrugge, K. M., & Beilfuss,
M. C. (1998). Sibling relationships in early
adulthood: A typology. Personal Relationships,
5 , 59–74 .

Stocker, C. M., & McHale, S. M. (1992). The
nature and family correlates of preadolescents’
perceptions of their sibling relationships. Jour-
nal of Social and Personal Relationships, 9, 179–
195 .

Stormshak, E. A., Bellanti, C. J., & Bierman,
K. L. (1996). The quality of sibling relation-
ships and the development of social com-
petence and behavioral control in aggressive
children. Developmental Psychology, 32 , 79–
89.

Toennies, F. (1957). Community and society (C. P.
Loomis, Trans.). New York: Harper and Row.

VanLear, C. A. (1985). The formation of social
relationships: A longitudinal comparison of lin-
ear and nonlinear models. Unpublished doc-
toral dissertation, University of Utah, Salt Lake
City.

VanLear, C. A. (1992). Marital communication
across the generations: Learning and rebellion,
continuity and change. Journal of Social and Per-
sonal Relationships, 9, 103–124 .

VanLear, C. A., & Zietlow, P. H. (1990). Toward
a contingency approach to marital interaction:
An empirical integration of three approaches.
Communication Monographs, 57, 202–218.



110 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

Vuchinich, S., & Angelelli, J. (1995). Family
interaction during problem solving. In M. A.
Fitzpatrick & A. L. Vangelisti (Eds.), Explain-
ing family interaction (pp. 177–205). Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Watzlawick, P., Beavin, J., & Jackson, D. D.
(1967). Pragmatics of human communication.
New York: Norton.

Weingarten, H., & Leas, S. (1987). Levels of mar-
ital conflict model: A guide to assessment and
intervention. American Journal of Orthopsychi-
atry, 58, 407–417.

Weiss, R. S. (1974). The provisions of social rela-
tionships. In R. Zick (Ed.), Doing unto others:
Joining, molding, conforming, helping, loving

(pp. 17–26). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice
Hall.

Weiss, R. S. (1998). A taxonomy of relationships.
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 15 ,
671–683 .

Williamson, R. N., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1985).
Two approaches to marital interaction: Rela-
tional control patterns in marital types. Com-
munication Monographs, 52 , 236–252 .

Zeanah, C. H., Benoit, D., Barton, M., Regan,
C., Hirshberg, L. M., & Lipsitt, L. P. (1993).
Representations of attachment in mothers and
their one-year-old infants [electronic version].
Journal of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, 32 .



Par t I I I

DEVELOPMENT OF
RELATIONSHIPS

�





C H A P T E R 7

From Courtship to Universal Properties:
Research on Dating and Mate Selection,

1950 to 2003

Catherine A. Surra
Christine R. Gray

Tyfany M. J. Boettcher
Nathan R. Cottle

Adam R. West

For several decades, dating and mate selec-
tion have been cornerstones of research on
the sociology of the family, social psychol-
ogy, interpersonal communication, and the
hybrid of all of these fields, family stud-
ies. Traditionally, researchers have focused
on the formation of marital unions, although
the focus has broadened to include nonmar-
ital romantic relationships more generally, as
the institution of mate selection has become
less orderly and predictable in its movement
toward marriage. The goal of contemporary
scholarship is to understand the forces that
draw heterosexual and homosexual partners
to one another in the first place and, ulti-
mately, to understand the mechanisms by
which partners form long-term stable and
satisfying romantic unions of any type. In this
chapter, we formally investigate changes in
research over the last fifty years, with spe-
cial attention to a recent decade. Then we
review key areas of research to elucidate the
implications of the trends identified.

We investigated trends in the study of dat-
ing and mate selection in two ways. First,

we obtained a historical view by research-
ing major outlets for reviews in the fields of
study just described. Our assumption here
was that major reviews are repositories of,
and therefore reflect, the dominant theo-
retical and empirical trends that take hold
within disciplines. The outlets we examined
included the Annual Review of Psychology
from 1950 to 2003 and the Annual Review
of Sociology from when it was first published
in 1975 to 2003 . We also researched the
decade reviews of the Journal of Marriage
and Family from when they were first pub-
lished in 1970 to the most recent issue, 2000.
We looked for information pertaining to het-
erosexual or homosexual relationships, close
or interpersonal relationships, dating, attrac-
tion, homosexuality or gay relationships, and
mate selection by examining titles of articles,
abstracts when available, and the index of
each volume. Second, we researched eight
major journals that publish papers on dating
and mate selection for a recent decade, 1991

to 2000, to investigate contemporary trends
in topics researched.
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A Brief History of the Study of Dating
and Mate Selection, 1950 to 2 003

Our investigation of the major published
reviews of research on dating and mate
selection uncovered eight papers that dealt
exclusively with mate choice, premarital
relationships, or personal relationships with
a strong focus on romantic relationships.
These articles are the source of the conclu-
sions reached in this section. In addition to
these, we uncovered 20 articles, not included
here, in which nonmarital romantic rela-
tionships were addressed as part of a larger
review on broader topics, such as personal-
ity, group dynamics, adolescence, or social
networks.

A Major Change in Research on Dating
and Mate Selection

Our review revealed a major shift in
emphasis: The topic of relationship develop-
ment with an emphasis on progress toward
marriage, a leading focus of research for
several decades, has rather suddenly van-
ished from reviews published in major
outlets. This theme concerns research on
how and why relationships progress toward
deeper involvement or marriage. It also con-
cerns the opposing question: Why do rela-
tionships deteriorate in involvement, and,
in some cases, break up? Five of the six
major reviews published from 1970 to 1990

were entirely or mostly devoted to the
topic. In their review of research con-
ducted during the 1960s, Moss, Apolonio,
and Jensen (1971) focused on studies of
the courtship continuum, or how relation-
ships progress toward marriage. Burchinal
(1964) first discussed the idea of a courtship
continuum, explaining that research of his
era made a sharp distinction between dat-
ing and courtship based on their unique
roles and functions. Up to and includ-
ing 1990, all reviews since this early
treatment incorporated relationship devel-
opment, although the emphasis shifted
for some from courtship that results in
marriage to a more general understand-
ing of how relationships are formed and

change (Blumstein & Kollock, 1988; Hus-
ton & Levinger, 1978; Murstein, 1980; Surra,
1990). Although some scholars may assume
that the push for cross-cultural studies is
new, sections on cultural variation were
included in two of the earliest reviews
(Moss et al., 1971; Murstein, 1980), but not
later ones.

In reviews published so far during the
decade of 2000, the theme of courtship
development has faded away. More recent
reviews instead have been devoted entirely
to cohabitation (Smock, 2000) or to sum-
maries of theories that apply across dif-
ferent types of relationships, including,
but not limited to, nonmarital roman-
tic relationships (e.g., Rusbult & Van
Lange, 2003). The strongest evidence that
these themes are no longer a major force in
research on nonmarital relationships comes
from tracking the decade reviews in Jour-
nal of Marriage and Family. Every 10 years
since 1970, this journal has published an
issue or issues devoted to major research
topics of the decade. The decade review
issues included an article on mate selection
and premarital relationships in 1970, 1980,
and 1990 (Moss et al., 1971; Murstein, 1980;
Surra, 1990). In addition, the decade reviews
of 1970 and 1980 each had a separate review
of research on premarital sex (Cannon &
Long, 1971; Clayton & Bokemeier, 1980).
Thus, premarital topics of some sort were
a vibrant research focus for three decades;
5 of the 33 reviews published during that
time were devoted exclusively to premari-
tal topics. The decade review issue of 2000,
however, had no article on dating topics,
and the only discussion of dating or pre-
marital topics is found within more gen-
eral reviews on sexuality (Christopher &
Sprecher, 2000) and violence (Johnson &
Ferraro, 2000).

It may appear that research devoted to
the courtship continuum and relationship
development in nonmarital romantic rela-
tionships is declining. As we show later, how-
ever, the decline has more to do with a shift
in emphasis than it does the number of stud-
ies conducted that are relevant to dating and
mate selection.
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The Study of Universal Processes:
Predominant Topics Across Disciplines

Our investigation of major reviews also
showed a good deal of commonality and
consistency in topics relevant to dating and
mate section. Research on the topics of sim-
ilarity, homogamy, and assortative mating
has been conducted for more than 50 years,
and it continues to be a subject of interest.
The hypothesis that similarity breeds attrac-
tion, progress toward deeper involvement,
and the decision to wed is pervasive in all of
the disciplines that we investigated and has
received considerable support. Researchers
have also examined the conditions respon-
sible for this association, most notably the
structure of the social environment (e.g.,
the availability of individuals similar to
oneself within the population), residential
propinquity, and the factors that moderate
or modify the association (e.g., the length of
the relationship, the sex of the target). The
counterpoint to homogamy, the hypothesis
that opposites or complementary partners
attract, received a great deal of attention
early on but has declined in significance
in recent decades. Nevertheless, studies in
support of the complementarity hypothesis
still appear in the literature (see, for exam-
ple, Dryer & Horowitz, 1997; Pilkington,
Tesser, & Stephens, 1991).

Love, commitment, and intimacy have
been topics of interest to researchers from
different disciplines for several decades.
Even the earliest reviews of research con-
ducted during the 1960s (Moss et al., 1971)
identified love and empathy as two of the
major forces in the development of relation-
ships to marriage. In their review of research
around the 1960s and 1970s, Huston and
Levinger (1978) discussed the role of love in
building commitment to marriage and the
correlates of commitment. Similarly, Clark
and Reis (1988) reviewed research on the
definition and implications of intimacy for
the well-being of individuals and relation-
ships. Nearly all major reviews of premarital
relationships and personal relationships have
identified love, commitment, intimacy, or all
of these as major constructs.

Topics related to social exchange the-
ory, or derivative from it, also are consis-
tently studied in research on dating and
mate selection, although the emphasis has
shifted from norms that govern tit-for-tat
exchanges to those that motivate a more
cooperative stance. From the earliest to the
most recent reviews in psychology and soci-
ology, questions about how justice norms
apply in dating and romantic relationships
have carried weight in the literature (Blum-
stein & Kollock, 1988; Clark & Reis, 1988;
Murstein, 1980; Surra, 1990). Equity, fair-
ness, and the magnitude and equality of
rewards and costs have been examined as
they pertain to both the functioning and out-
comes of nonmarital romantic relationships.
More recently, research has focused on how
partners respond to one another’s needs, par-
ticularly when the needs of coupled partners
do not correspond, the welfare of the rela-
tionship is at stake, or each partner has a con-
cern for the welfare of the other. Research on
these topics has been the subject of reviews
on interdependence theory and communal
versus exchange relations (Clark & Reis,
1988; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003).

Our review of reviews published in the
last 50 years showed sustained interest in
topics specific to dating, such as assorta-
tive mating, as well as topics that explain
a variety of relationships, such as love, inti-
macy, and social exchange. Recently, major
theorists in psychology and sociology have
exhorted researchers to shift their empha-
sis even further, away from the study of
specific types of relationships and toward
dimensions of relationships that apply to
close relationships generally (e.g., Berscheid,
1995 ; Blumstein & Kollock, 1988; Hinde,
1987, 1996). Such a shift is seen as a means
of bringing greater understanding of all types
of close, personal relationships, rather than
a piecemeal emphasis on a particular type
of relationship. Similarly, Ross (1995) argued
that the study of marital status may be
outdated, and relationships might be more
profitably studied as a continuum of social
attachment that includes marriage itself,
living together with a partner, not living
together and having a partner, and not
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having a partner. A more universal approach
also has the advantage of drawing together
research from different disciplines so that
psychology would benefit from a stronger
sociocultural perspective (Berscheid, 1995 ;
Blumstein & Kollock, 1988), and sociology
would benefit from a greater understand-
ing of relationships not defined by formal
roles, such as cohabitation instead of mar-
riage (Blumstein & Kollock, 1988).

The apparent decline in research on the
courtship continuum, combined with the
call for an emphasis on more universal
approaches, led us to wonder about how
research on dating and mate selection is
changing. We especially wanted to know
whether the amount of research has been
declining overall. In addition, we asked: Is
the emphasis of studies truly shifting from
those specific to mate selection to more uni-
versal topics and, if the emphasis is shifting,
is it doing so across disciplines?

Changes in Research on Dating and
Mate Selection, 1991–2 000

To understand better the changes in research
on dating and mate selection, we systemat-
ically examined articles published over the
last 10 years. We report on topics studied in
eight major journals and how the amount
and nature of attention to research on dat-
ing and mate selection has changed over
the years.

Method

To identify studies done on dating and mate
selection from 1991 to 2000, we read the
title and abstract of papers published in
eight major journals: American Sociological
Review, American Journal of Sociology, Com-
munication Monographs, Human Communi-
cation Research, Journal of Marriage and Fam-
ily, the sections on Interpersonal Relation-
ships and Group Processes and on Person-
ality Processes and Individual Differences
in the Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, Journal of Social and Personal Rela-
tionships, and Personal Relationships. Because

Personal Relationships was first published in
1994 , we examined articles published since
that time. Of course, these journals do not
include all journals that publish articles on
dating and mate selection, nor do they nec-
essarily include the journals that publish the
most articles. However, as the major jour-
nals in sociology, psychology, communica-
tion, and interdisciplinary fields that publish
articles on dating and mate selection, they
should represent well the changes we wished
to examine. Despite the publication of a
number of important books related to dating
and mate selection during the decade (e.g.,
Buss, 1994 ; Cate & Lloyd, 1992 ; Holman,
2001; Lloyd & Emery, 2000), we included
only journal articles in our sample to limit
the scope of our research.

From the outset, an important task was to
determine the boundaries of the domain of
research on dating and mate selection. We
wanted to be sure to include two groups
of studies: those that investigated roman-
tic relationships specifically and those that
examined more general properties that oper-
ate in dating relationships as well as other
types of relationships. We wanted to include,
for example, a paper on intimacy in personal
relationships, even if it did not specifically
focus on intimacy in romantic relationships.
To define clearly the boundaries of what to
include, we devised two definitions to guide
our investigations, one for mate selection
and one for dating properties. Articles were
included if they fit either definition.

We defined the study of mate selection
as research into the processes by which
individuals choose their heterosexual or
homosexual romantic partners or of the
factors that predict whether romantic
relationships progress, maintain, or dissolve
over time. Study of mate selection includes
traditional topics, such as courtship, as
well as cohabitation, union formation, and
other statuses and forms relevant to non-
marital romantic relationships. To tap into
more general relational phenomena, we
defined the study of dating relationships as
investigation of the properties that pertain
to the nature of romantic heterosexual or
homosexual relationships and the factors
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that affect relational properties, including
their cognitive, affective, or behavioral char-
acteristics. This definition includes the study
of relational phenomena, such as conflict,
communication, or interpersonal attitudes
(e.g., trust). The definition made it possible
for us to include articles on universal prop-
erties of relationships that apply to dating.
Both definitions include individual, social,
and structural influences. Whenever ques-
tions arose as to whether a particular article
should be included, we referred to these
definitions. We included articles on dating
or mate selection at all stages of the life span
(e.g., adolescent dating), although we did
not systematically code this information.

Although our definitions were well cir-
cumscribed, they did present certain limita-
tions. If the abstract, for example, described
a study about self-disclosure in friendship,
we excluded it. If, on the other had, it was
described more generally as a study of self-
disclosure, it was included because it would
apply to dating. In the latter case, however,
we might have discovered later in our coding
that self-disclosure was indeed studied using
a sample of friends. Thus, we were guided
primarily by authors’ own descriptions of
the emphasis the study as presented in the
abstract. This procedure probably means
that we included in our sample some studies
on topics that were applicable to dating, but
were, in fact, investigated in nondating rela-
tionships. Studies of marriage were included
only if authors made reference in the abstract
to mate selection or dating; for example, a
study of marriage was included because it
concluded that spouses must select on the
basis of homogamy during mate selection,
rather than increase their similarity to one
another after marriage (Tambs & Moum,
1992). Studies of individual attitudes were
excluded if they pertained to attitudes that
lie outside of a specific relationship (e.g.,
changes over time in attitudes toward pre-
marital sex).

This procedure yielded a sample of 531

articles, 47 of which were nonempirical
essays or reviews. We then met in groups of
three or four to code the topic of each article
into 1 of 36 categories (see Table 7.1). If the

Table 7.1. Distribution of Articles by Topic, 1991
to 2 000

Topic % n

Attachment 10.0 53

Violence 7.2 38

Marriage markets and
union formation

7.2 38

Cohabitation 6.0 32

Communication 5 .8 31

Relationship
development and
outcomes

5 .6 30

Love 5 .5 29

Cognitions and
perceptions

5 .5 29

Homogamy and
matching

3 .8 20

Self and identities 3 .4 18

Gay relationships 3 .2 17

Jealousy and
extradyadic
relationships

2 .4 13

Conflict 2 .3 12

Family of origin 2 .3 12

Sex 2 .3 12

Social networks and
other contexts

2 .3 12

Attraction and liking 2 .1 11

Evolutionary and
biological processes

2 .1 11

Other 2 .1 11

Individual
characteristics

1.9 10

Intimacy 1.7 9

Maintenance 1.7 9

Grand theories 1.7 9

Breakups 1.5 8

Commitment 1.5 8

Gender and sex
differences

1.3 7

Power 1.1 6

Trust 1.1 6

Depression 0.9 5

Emotion 0.9 5

Narratives and archival
data

0.9 5

Partner preferences 0.8 4

Activity participation 0.6 3

Accommodation 0.6 3

Illusions 0.6 3

Forgiveness 0.4 2

Total 100.0 531
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Table 7.2 . Distribution of Articles by Journal, 1991 to 2 000

Journal
% on dating and
mate selectiona na

% on dating and mate
selection out of total

published in journalb nb

Sociology
American Journal of Sociology 2 .1 11 2 .9 378

American Sociological Review 3 .4 18 3 .2 554

Psychology
Journal of Personality and Social
Psychologyc

20.7 110 8.3 1330

Communication
Communication Monographs 2 .3 12 5 .3 227

Human Communication Research 3 .2 17 7.6 224

Interdisciplinary
Journal of Marriage and Family 22 .6 120 14 .8 809

Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships 27.9 148 36.5 406

Personal Relationships 17.9 95 56.2 169

Total 100.0 531

a Based on total number of articles published on dating and mate selection in journals reviewed (N = 531).
b Based on total number of articles published in the journal, excluding book reviews and commentaries.
c Sections on Interpersonal Relationships and Group Processes and on Personality Processes and Individual

Differences.

article was a multivariate study, we coded it
according to the phenomenon the authors
were trying to explain.

Results

The distribution of articles showed that
the five most prevalent topics were attach-
ment in adult relationships, violence, mar-
riage markets and union formation, cohabi-
tation, and communication (see Table 7.1).
Most of the articles had to do with hetero-
sexual relationships, and 3 .2% addressed gay
relationships in some manner.

Of all articles published on dating and
mate selection included in our sample, most
are found in one of the three interdis-
ciplinary journals (Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships, Journal of Marriage
and Family, and Personal Relationships, even
though the latter began publishing in 1994),
or in the Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology (see Table 7.2). The major jour-
nals in sociology and communication were
the least likely to publish articles on dating
and mate selection, publishing 2% to 3% of

the articles in our sample and 3% to 8% of
all articles published in the journal. These
findings are not surprising, given that these
journals typically publish papers in their
respective root disciplines. Out of all arti-
cles published in the journal, the highest per-
centage of articles on dating and mate selec-
tion (56%) is found in Personal Relationships.
What is surprising perhaps is that one of
the major outlets for published work in the
root discipline of social psychology, the Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, was
among the most active in terms of publishing
papers on dating and mate selection (21% of
our sample), but, in the two sections of the
journal that we studied, only about 8% of
the articles published addressed dating and
mate selection.

The number of articles on dating and
mate selection published over the years
was stable. We found no significant trends
over time. On average, about 53 articles
were published each year. The years 1995

and 1998 were particularly productive, as
63 articles were published in 1995 and 70

in 1998.
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Table 7.3 . Major Topics of Research on Dating
and Mate Selection

Major topic Subtopic

Mate choice Relationship development and
outcomes

Maintenance
Marriage markets and union

formation
Homogamy and matching
Cohabitation
Partner preferences
Breakups

Relationship Love
processes Accommodations

Trust
Commitment
Illusions
Power
Violence
Emotion
Cognitions and perceptions
Narratives and archival data
Attraction and liking
Intimacy
Communication
Conflict
Jealousy and extradyadic

relationships
Forgiveness
Activity participation

Causal Attachment
conditions Family of origin

Gender and sex differences
Depression
Self and identities
Individual characteristics
Evolutionary and biological

processes
Social networks and other

contexts

Note: Gay relationships, grand theories, sex, and other
were excluded from the major topics.

To examine the extent to which empha-
sis has shifted from mate choice to uni-
versal relationship processes, we examined
how the distribution of topics has changed
over the years. We first collapsed topics
into three major themes: mate choice, rela-
tionship processes, and causal conditions
(see Table 7.3). Mate choice includes top-
ics that focus on nonmarital romantic rela-
tionships, such as the courtship continuum,

changes in relationship status, cohabitation,
and homogamy. Relationship processes are
topics that reflect more universal process
because they apply to a variety of close
relationships, such as attraction, communi-
cation, power, and emotion. Causal condi-
tions include topics that lie outside of the
dyad, such as individual differences, family
of origin effects, and contextual influences.
We dropped articles on three topics because
their breadth of coverage made it impossi-
ble to categorize them into one of the three
themes: gay relationships, grand theory, and
sex. We excluded articles that fit the miscel-
laneous “other” category because they were
too narrow.

This analysis revealed a significant trend
over time toward a steadily decreasing
emphasis on mate choice and a fairly steady
increase in research on relationship pro-
cesses (see Table 7.4). The percentage of
articles published on mate choice, out of the
total published each year, declined from 1991

to 2000, from a high of 44% to a low of 16%.
This change was accompanied by a fairly
steady increase in the percentage of articles
published on relationship processes over the
same period, from lows of about 37% early
in the decade to a high of more than 50%
of the articles published in the last 2 years
we investigated. The percentage of articles
devoted to causal conditions also increased,
particularly when the last 8 years are com-
pared with the earliest 2 years.

The association between topics investi-
gated and journal of publication was also sig-
nificant (see Table 7.5). Sociology journals
published the highest percentage of articles
on mate choice (70%), compared with the
remaining two topics, with interdisciplinary
journals publishing about 33% of their arti-
cles on mate choice, nearly 40% less than
those published in sociology. Sociologists
tend to preserve distinctions among relation-
ships of different social statuses, which may
account, in part, for these findings. Com-
munication journals, in contrast, published
the vast majority of their papers (80%) on
universal relationship processes, with psy-
chology and interdisciplinary journals doing
so about 43% of the time. Perhaps because
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Table 7.4. Percentage of Articles by Topic and Year of Publication

Year of Publication

Topic 1991–1992 1993–1994 1995–1996 1997–1998 1999–2 000

Mate choice 44 .3 34 .9 27.5 26.1 16.3
Relationship processes 38.6 37.3 48.0 43 .2 52 .0
Causal conditions 17.0 27.7 24 .5 30.6 31.6

Total 99.9 99.9 100.0 99.9 99.9

Note: χ 2 (8, N = 482) = 21.90, p < 0.01.

of their emphasis on individual differences
and characteristics, psychology journals also
published a higher percentage of papers on
causal conditions (about 40%) than did any
of the remaining journals.

Summary of Changes in Research on
Dating and Mate Selection

Our coding of studies on dating and
mate selection published in eight journals
revealed consistent trends. The amount of
attention to research has remained steady
from 1991 to 2000. Both our study of major
reviews and our coding of journals, however,
showed a dramatic shift in focus away from
the study of mate choice to the study of
universal relationship processes, even when
mate choice is broadly defined to include
cohabitation, dating statuses, and courtship
processes. Our investigation of major review
outlets also showed that the study of uni-
versal processes has been a focus for sev-
eral decades but that it now dominates
the empirical literature. The once domi-
nant topic of mate selection, particularly

Table 7.5 . Percentage of Articles by Topic and Discipline

Journal

Sociology Psychology Communication Interdisciplinary

Mate choice 70.4 15 .2 0.0 32 .6
Relationship processes 22 .2 43 .8 80.0 43 .4
Causal conditions 7.4 41.0 20.0 24 .0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: χ 2 (6, N = 482) = 54 .60, p < 0.001.

the focus on courtship leading to marriage,
declined in importance, with the possi-
ble exception of the focus on cohabitation
in sociology.

Implications of Changes in Research
for Specific Topics

To elucidate the impact of these changes,
we review research on four topics relevant
to mate selection (marriage markets and
union formation, cohabitation, evolutionary
approaches, and social exchange and related
theories) and one causal condition (romantic
attachment). The goal is to review literature
to highlight how the trends uncovered in the
chapter affect the research enterprise and
findings. As a result, the reviews are selec-
tive and illustrative, rather than exhaustive
(for a more thorough review, see Surra, Gray,
Cottle, & Boettcher, 2004).

Marriage Markets and Union Formation

The topic of marriage markets and union for-
mation contributed to the overall decline in



from courtship to universal properties 12 1

research on mate selection. Although this
topic had the most articles of any other topic
within the theme of mate choice, the num-
ber decreased over time, from 12 in 1991 to
1992 , to 4 in 1999 to 2000.

Part of the decrease in research on this
topic may be attributable to demographic
changes in marriage behavior that may lead
to the conclusion that marriage is much
less of an option in mate choice now
than previously (see Surra, Boettcher, Gray,
West, & Cottle, 2004). Although the rate
of marriage has declined slightly for some
racial and educational groups (Goldstein
& Kenney, 2001; Teachman, Tedrow, &
Crowder, 2000), the increase in the age at
marriage sometimes leads to the miscon-
ception that the marriage rate has dropped
dramatically. The median age of first mar-
riage has increased from 1970 to 2000 for
men and women, 3 .6 years for men from
23 .2 to 26.8 years, and 4 .3 years for women
from 20.8 to 25 .1 years (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2001). Nevertheless, by age 65 , 95%
of men and women are married (Fields &
Casper, 2001). Forecasts of eventual mar-
riage for women born in the 1950s and 1960s
are that almost 90% will eventually wed, a
figure that is comparable to figures from the
early years of the 20th century (Goldstein
& Kenney, 2001). In addition, individuals
increasingly have formed cohabitating rela-
tionships, which, for some, replace marriage
entirely (Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 2001;
Sassler & Schoen, 1999). Accompanying the
increases in cohabitation is the formation
of families through nonmarital childbirth,
which have increased such that one in three
births are to unmarried women (South &
Lloyd, 1992 ; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2003). These trends may have diverted
attention from choice of a spouse to the
study of universal processes and other rela-
tionship statuses, such as cohabitation.

During the decade we investigated, how-
ever, research on marriage markets and the
factors that affect marital timing remained
an important topic within sociology. Mar-
riage markets are local, community areas
in which individuals are likely to make the

transition to first marriage (Lichter, LeClere,
& McLaughlin, 1991). Because these mar-
riage markets are relatively small geographic
areas, they operate on the principles of
propinquity, defined as proximity in loca-
tion and time, and mate availability (Fos-
sett & Kiecolt, 1991). When a large number
of attractive potential mates is available in
a given market, more individuals are likely
to marry. Conversely, a shortage of attrac-
tive mates of either sex will produce a mar-
riage squeeze for the opposite sex. Women,
especially African American women, are
much more likely to experience this squeeze
due to a scarcity of eligible men (South &
Lloyd, 1992).

The effects of the marriage squeeze have
been measured using the sex ratio, calcu-
lated as the number of men divided by the
number of women in a marriage market.
This measure can be refined using factors
such as race, age, employment, marital sta-
tus, or institutionalization to limit the count
of men and women to include only those
who are potential mates (Fossett & Kiecolt,
1991). Using the sex ratio, researchers have
predicted a number of outcomes, including
marriage rates, nonmarital fertility, and sex-
ual behavior (Fossett & Kiecolt, 1991). In
support of the principle of endogamy, or
the tendency of individuals to marry within
their social group, research has shown that
marriage rates are affected when imbalances
in the sex ratio exist within racial groups
(Fossett & Kiecolt, 1993 ; South & Lloyd,
1992). For example, although African Amer-
ican women desire and expect to marry
(Bulcroft & Bulcroft, 1993), they have been
found to have a smaller pool of available
mates from which to choose (South & Lloyd,
1992). Research also has shown that the
shortage of favorable mates results partly
from a greater number of interracial relation-
ships involving African American men than
African American women, especially men
of higher socioeconomic status (Crowder &
Tolnay, 2000).

The economic opportunities of both men
and women, such as employment, income,
and socioeconomic status, have been shown
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to have effects on marriage rates and mar-
ital timing for first marriages (Fossett &
Kiecolt, 1991; Lichter et al., 1991; Sassler
& Schoen, 1999; South & Lloyd, 1992).
Although some researchers have found that
marriage rates have decreased over time
(Schoen & Weinick, 1993b), marriage rates
for women who obtain a college education
have increased, even though the timing of
their marriages may be later than the timing
for those who do not attend college (Gold-
stein & Kenney, 2001; Qian & Preston, 1993).

The study of universal properties has not
yet permeated research on marriage markets
or timing. Only 2 of the 38 articles addressed
the effects of universal properties on union
formation (e.g., Mastekaasa, 1992). As inves-
tigators broaden their definitions of mate
choice to include statuses other than mar-
riage, we expect studies of universal proper-
ties, such as love, commitment, and trust,
and their impact on union formation and
marriage to become much more prevalent.
When combined with studies of market fac-
tors, the study of universal properties will
provide a more complete picture of how
macro and micro factors combine to affect
the varieties of mate choice.

Cohabitation

It used to be that choosing a mate meant
choosing a marriage partner. Patterns of
contemporary mate selection are broader
than just marriage, however. No pattern
has changed contemporary mate selection
more than cohabitation. The number of
cohabiting couples has increased dramati-
cally, from around 500,000 in 1960, to 4 .2
million in 1998 (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1999). Nearly half of all first marriages
are preceded by some cohabitation experi-
ence (Bumpass, 1990). The magnitude of the
phenomenon has challenged researchers to
figure out where cohabitation fits into the
courtship continuum and into dating and
mate selection more generally.

Investigators frequently have met the
challenge by comparing cohabitation to
other statuses or states, notably, cohab-
itation as marriagelike, as a transitional

stage on the path to marriage, and as sin-
glehood and, therefore, more like dating
(Manning, 1993 ; also see Casper & Sayer,
2000). Cohabitation as an alternative form
of marriage is supported by research demon-
strating that individuals cohabit at nearly
the same age as earlier generations married
(Bumpass, Sweet, & Cherlin, 1991). Find-
ings also show, however, that cohabitors
differ from those married with respect to
greater heterogamy on religion and age and
greater homogamy on education (Schoen &
Weinick, 1993a). If cohabitation is a transi-
tion or stage on the path to marriage, preg-
nant cohabiting women would be expected
to be more likely to marry their partners than
pregnant single women (Manning, 1993).
This hypothesis was supported for white
women in their 20s. The premise that cohab-
itation is similar to singlehood was sup-
ported by studies showing that cohabitors
are similar to single persons in plans for fer-
tility, employment, likelihood of being a stu-
dent, home ownership (Rindfuss & Vanden-
Heuval, 1990), and employment (Landale &
Fennelly, 1992).

As the research suggests, cohabitation
takes on a variety of forms and individu-
als who cohabit do so for a variety of rea-
sons. Two variables are particularly pow-
erful in differentiating types of cohabitors:
plans to marry the cohabiting partner and
individuals’ union history. Casper and Sayer
(2000) examined patterns of cohabitation
and found that individuals who regard
cohabitation as an alternative form of mar-
riage were the most likely to remain cohabit-
ing over a roughly 5 - to 7-year period. Those
who identified their cohabitation as a stage
toward marriage were the most likely to shift
to a legally recognized marriage. Cohabitors
classified as a trial for evaluating a relation-
ship with no plans to marry and those clas-
sified as a serious dating relationship were
the most apt to end their cohabiting rela-
tionships. Although cohabitors, in general,
have lower relationship quality than mar-
rieds on several indicators, cohabitors with
plans to marry have relationship quality sim-
ilar to marrieds (Brown & Booth, 1996).
Studies have shown that some ill effects of
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cohabitation, such as greater perceived rela-
tionship instability (DeMaris & MacDonald,
1993) and likelihood of marital separa-
tion (DeMaris & Rao, 1992 ; Teachman,
2003), were tempered or fully negated when
one accounted for serial cohabitation, in
which respondents’ cohabitation experience
included others in addition to the existing
partner.

Future research should take into account
such variables as marriage plans, commit-
ment, and union history to understand
cohabitation. The study of universal prop-
erties will also be useful for differentiating
types of cohabiting relationships from one
another and for comparing cohabitation to
other statuses.

Evolutionary and Biological Processes

Evolutionary approaches to dating and mate
selection have captured increasing atten-
tion during the decade of research that
we reviewed, although the percentage of
articles devoted to this topic is still rel-
atively small (2%, see Table 7.1). Some
articles that employ an evolutionary per-
spective were sometimes coded as another
topic (e.g., jealousy and extradyadic relation-
ships), depending on their emphasis.

Evolutionary approaches posit that mate
choices are directed by innate mechanisms
based on Darwin’s theory of natural selec-
tion (Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993 ;
Simpson & Gangestad, 2001). As a result,
evolutionary approaches have focused on
gender differences in mate preferences and
have tried to explain them in terms of the
respective reproductive concerns of men and
women. Individuals are thought to select
mates on the basis of their potential to pro-
vide reproductive success and to rear healthy
offspring. Men are thought to be more con-
cerned about their ability to reproduce to
ensure that their genetic heritage is passed
on, whereas women, because of their greater
physical investment in childbearing (e.g.,
gestation) and child rearing (e.g., nursing),
are thought to be more concerned about
the long-term survival of their offspring.
Thus, men have been shown to have stronger

preferences than women for partners who
are youthful, attractive, and thinner (Ben
Hamida, Mineka, & Bailey, 1998). Addition-
ally, men have been found to exhibit more
jealousy (Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, & Gladue,
1994) and to be more permissive in their sex-
ual behavior and willingness to participate
in short-term sexual relationships (Schmitt
& Buss, 1996; Simpson & Gangestad, 1991).
Women have been found to prefer partners
who are healthy, strong, and possess wealth
(Ben Hamida et al., 1998; Buss, Shackelford,
Kirkpatrick, & Larsen, 2001). Women are
thought to be more selective in choosing a
mate (Booth, Carver, & Granger, 2000; Ken-
rick et al., 1993), and have been found to
be less permissive in their sexual behavior
(Schmitt & Buss, 1996; Simpson & Ganges-
tad, 1991). These hypothesized, innate pref-
erences and sexual behaviors, however, have
been found to change over time as a result
of economic, demographic, and social trends
(Buss et al., 2001).

Consistent with the movement toward
the study of universal properties, research
employing an evolutionary approach typi-
cally addresses a variety of romantic relation-
ships, ranging from initial encounters to mar-
ital relationships. Evolutionary researchers
often assume that mate preferences are uni-
versal and operate similarly in all types of
romantic relationships. In a comparison of
mate preferences of heterosexual and homo-
sexual men and women, for example, many
mate preferences were more closely tied to
an individual’s sex than they were to their
sexual orientation, suggesting that evolu-
tionary approaches may also apply to homo-
sexual relationships (Bailey et al., 1994).
Little mention, however, is made about
how preferences may influence nonroman-
tic relationships, including cross- and same-
sex friendships. Additionally, more research
is needed to test the universality of mate
preferences and to explore possible differ-
ences in mate preferences according to the
status or depth of the relationship. Some
research, for example, has found that men
show increasing levels of discrimination in
their mate preferences when they consider
partners for more long-term, committed
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relationships (Kenrick et al., 1993 ; Kenrick,
Sundie, Nicastle, & Stone, 2001).

Social Exchange, the Investment Model,
and Interdependence

A key focus of research on mate selection
is to understand why partners in nonmari-
tal romantic relationships become more or
less involved, satisfied, or committed over
time. Related to this issue are the predictors
of why couples break up versus stay together.
As shown in Table 7.1, research on this topic,
which we coded as relationship develop-
ment and outcomes, was among the most
investigated topics of the decade, constitut-
ing 5 .6% of the articles published. Research
on this topic falls squarely into the larger
purview of mate choice (see Table 7.3),
because the goal of this work is to explain
factors that contribute to deeper or weaker
involvement between nonmarital roman-
tic partners.

Theories used to examine these ques-
tions have been primarily derived from
social exchange theory, Rusbult’s invest-
ment model (1980, 1983 ; Rusbult, Martz,
& Agnew, 1998), and interdependence the-
ory. According to these theories, nonmarital
romantic relationships should be more sat-
isfying, committed, and stable to the extent
that the rewards partners derive from inter-
action are high; costs are low; alternatives
to the relationship are perceived as provid-
ing fewer rewards and greater costs, com-
pared with those derived from the relation-
ship itself; partners’ investment of resources
(e.g., time and effort) in the relationship
is great; and the contribution of partners’
resources is perceived as equitable or fair.
Although these properties have broad appli-
cability to a variety of voluntary relation-
ships, most of the research examines het-
erosexual, nonmarital romantic unions. Just
like other research, however, studies of these
properties seem to be moving toward volun-
tary relationships generally.

Research on what makes for satisfying
and committed relationships has shown
that rewards partners derived from inter-
action are arguably the strongest predictor.

Rewards predicted satisfaction regardless of
whether they were measured in terms of
specific rewards that partners glean from
interactions (e.g., the other’s intelligence),
rewards obtained from the exchange of spe-
cific resources, measures of attractions to
the relationship, or more general assessments
of how rewarding the relationship is (Rus-
bult, 1983 ; Sprecher, 2001). In addition,
the reward value of resources exchanged in
interaction predicted increases in satisfac-
tion over a 6-month (Sprecher, 2001) and a
9-month period (Rusbult, 1983). Some find-
ings show that rewards predict commitment
better for men than women (Rusbult, 1983 ;
Sprecher, 2001).

The perceived quality of alternatives
to and investments in the relationship
are strong predictors of both satisfaction
and commitment. In cross-sectional analy-
ses, alternatives and investments predicted
commitment for both men and women
(Rusbult et al., 1998; Sprecher, 2001),
and higher levels of investments predicted
increases in commitment over time for
women (Sprecher, 2001). Although alterna-
tives were uniquely related to satisfaction at
one point in time, neither alternatives nor
investments predicted changes in satisfac-
tion over time (Sprecher, 2001). Of all of
the variables in the investment model, initial
high levels of investment predicted increases
in commitment over time for women only.
For men, the best predictor of satisfaction
was less underbenefiting inequity, or individ-
uals’ perception that the partner is getting
a better deal in the exchange of resources.
Greater initial equity predicted increases in
satisfaction and commitment over consec-
utive 1-year waves (Sprecher, 2001). Com-
posite measures of dependence, consisting
of satisfaction, alternatives, and investments,
predicted commitment in cross-sectional
analyses, but prediction of changes in com-
mitment was weak (Weiselquist, Rusbult,
Agnew, & Foster, 1999).

With respect to relationship dissolution,
studies have shown that commitment itself
predicts whether relationships break up
after 2 to 5 months as well as or better
than the individual predictors of satisfaction,
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alternatives, and investments and that com-
mitment mediates the association between
the investment model variables and break
up (Rusbult, 1983 ; Rusbult et al., 1998).
Likewise, Sprecher (2001) showed that the
best predictor of breakups over 5 years was
women’s commitment.

Consistent with our finding that research
on dating and mate selection is moving
toward the study of universal properties,
recent studies, in particular, have empha-
sized how the properties just described oper-
ate in relationships other than heterosex-
ual nonmarital unions. An illustration of
this approach is found in a series of stud-
ies by Kurdek (1991, 1992 , 1998) in which
he examined how properties derived from
the investment model and interdependence
theory explain outcomes in gay relation-
ships. He showed that among gay and lesbian
couples rewards predicted satisfaction in
cross-sectional analyses (Kurdek, 1991), but
changes in rewards did not predict changes
in satisfaction over time (Kurdek, 1992). For
gay partners, changes in relationship satisfac-
tion were predicted by changes in the quality
of alternatives and in investments over a 4-
year period (Kurdek, 1992). The findings for
costs suggest that they may predict satisfac-
tion somewhat better in the relationships of
gay and lesbian partners than in heterosex-
ual relationships. Over a 4-year period, the
best predictor of breakups was lower initial
investments (Kurdek, 1998).

Other evidence that variables derived
from social exchange theory and related
models are increasingly viewed as univer-
sal properties is found in the samples used
to investigate these variables. The samples
used to investigate universal properties fre-
quently are unspecified with respect to dat-
ing status, the assumption apparently being
that status is irrelevant to the property under
investigation (Surra, Boetcher, et al., 2005 ;
Surra, Gray, et al. 2004). Our review of
the empirical articles on the universal prop-
erty of love, for example, showed that in
the overwhelming majority of studies, the
researchers either did not report relation-
ship status at all or described it partially,
for example, as heterosexual romantic rela-

tionships, with no distinction between dat-
ing or married. A similar trend is true for
research on social exchange and the invest-
ment model, where, in early work, (e.g.,
Rusbult, 1983), samples were almost always
composed entirely of partners in dating rela-
tionships, but in recent investigations dating
and married couples are treated as the same
and combined into one sample (e.g., Rusbult
et al., 1998; Weiselquist et al., 1999). The use
of unspecified and mixed samples is consis-
tent with the idea that variables derived from
interdependence theory and social exchange
theory have the potential to explain a variety
of types of voluntary relationships.

Attachment As a Causal Condition

From 1991 to 2000, research on dating
and mate selection witnessed an increase
in attention paid to causal conditions (see
Table 7.4). Of the topics classified as causal
conditions, adult romantic attachment style
received, by far, the most attention, consti-
tuting 10% of the entire sample of articles.

Researchers have tested three rival
hypotheses pertaining to attachment and
mate choice. They are that individu-
als will be most attracted to and select
romantic partners who (a) provide an
opportunity to form a secure attachment
bond (attachment-security hypothesis), (b)
endorse models of self and others simi-
lar to their own (similarity hypothesis), or
(c) endorse models of self and others that
complement their own (complementarity
hypothesis). The data provide mixed sup-
port for the hypotheses.

The attachment-security hypothesis is
supported by data showing that established
couples, either seriously dating or married,
report a higher proportion of secure individ-
uals than studies that do not use relationship
involvement as a criterion for inclusion in
the study (Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994 ; Kobak
& Hazan, 1991). These data suggest that pro-
viding security may be linked to sustaining a
committed romantic relationship. Individu-
als, regardless of their own attachment style,
rated hypothetical secure partners as the
most ideal partner, followed by preoccupied
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partners and then avoidant partners (Latty-
Mann & Davis, 1996). Experimental stud-
ies have shown that individuals who imag-
ined a secure partner, compared with an
insecure partner, reported more positive and
less negative feelings about the hypothet-
ical relationship, a greater likelihood that
the relationship would result in marriage,
more liking for the partner and enjoyment of
the relationship (Pietromonaco & Carnelley,
1994), and fewer negative and more positive
emotions (Chappell & Davis, 1998).

In contrast to data showing preference for
secure partners, other data support the idea
that individuals prefer a similar or a com-
plementary partner with respect to attach-
ment style. Both secure individuals and anx-
ious individuals were more likely to be
dating partners and more satisfied with part-
ners who had attachment styles similar to
their own (Frazier, Byer, Fischer, Wright, &
DeBord, 1996). Findings from experimen-
tal studies of hypothetical partners also indi-
cate that anxious and avoidant subjects were
more likely to choose partners with simi-
lar styles (Frazier et al., 1996). In support
of the complementarity hypothesis are data
showing that over a 4-year period couples
with avoidant men and anxious–ambivalent
women were as stable as, although less
satisfied than, couples with partners who
were both secure (Kirkpatrick & Davis,
1994). Contrary to the similarity hypothe-
sis, two pairings did not exist in this sam-
ple of established couples, anxious pairs and
avoidant pairs.

In addition to mate choice, researchers
have investigated how attachment style
affects universal properties. For example,
of the 53 attachment articles we coded,
15 explored communication and conflict.
In their study on attachment style and
patterns of self-disclosure, for instance,
Mikulincer and Nachshon (1991) found
that securely attached individuals, com-
pared with ambivalent and avoidant indi-
viduals, reported more disclosure flexibility
and topical reciprocity with romantic part-
ners, friends, and family members. Such find-
ings suggest that the effects of attachment
style are congruent across different types

of relationships. Other research has indi-
cated, however, that anxiously attached mar-
ried men have less positive perceptions of
their partners than do men who are dating
(Young & Acitelli, 1998). Thus, researchers
still need to pay careful attention to rela-
tionship status in studies of the effects of
romantic attachment on universal properties
of relationships.

Conclusions

Research on dating and mate selection has
shifted its emphasis away from traditional
mate choice and the courtship continuum
and toward properties that apply universally
across close relationships. The shift may be
a response, in part, to a three-pronged chal-
lenge posed by theorists from different dis-
ciplines to (Berscheid, 1995 ; Blumstein &
Kollock, 1988; Hinde, 1987, 1996) (a) forego
an approach to the study of relationships
that is narrowly aimed at understanding a
particular type of relationship, (b) replace
this approach with one aimed at identi-
fying the universal qualities that explain
behavior in a variety of close relationships,
and (c) identify the varied ways that uni-
versal properties operate in different rela-
tionships. Clearly, research on dating and
mate selection is responding to the first two
prongs of the challenge, but results from
other studies we have conducted indicate
that research often ignores the third (Surra,
Boettcher, et al., 2005 ; Surra, Gray et al.,
2004). We have found, for example, that in
a large percentage of studies relevant to dat-
ing and mate selection, researchers ignore
relationship type and status in several fea-
tures of research design, including sampling,
procedure, and analysis. It is fairly com-
mon practice to collapse different relation-
ship statuses (e.g., daters, married, cohab-
itors, friends) into one sample, to gather
data by asking questions that ignore or com-
bine different relationship statuses or types,
or to fail to report the relationship status
or type of study participants. Such prac-
tices may be due in part to the sheer prac-
tical difficulties associated with recruiting
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large samples of individuals in nonmarital or
other relationships and maintaining distinc-
tions among different statuses in research
designs and analyses. The practical and mon-
etary expense of doing research on contem-
porary mate selection alone may explain the
increasing preference for study of universal
properties in mate choice.

Research undoubtedly is responding to
the context in which it occurs. It used to
be that individuals took one route to mar-
riage, and that was from casual to more
serious involvement to formal engagement.
Not only have the pathways toward mar-
riage multiplied, but also their fluid end
points, which now must include same- and
opposite-sex marriages; short-term, long-
term, and serial cohabitations; and civil
unions. The study of universal properties
is an increasingly attractive scholarly tool
for dealing with the variety. The danger of
such an approach is that if it is not care-
fully executed we will know nothing about
particular types or pathways of relationships,
and most certainly, nothing about dating and
mate selection in the postmodern age.
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C H A P T E R 8

The Affective Structure of Marriage

John P. Caughlin
Ted L. Huston

Scholarly research on marital well-being has
a long and rich history (e.g., Burgess &
Wallin, 1953 ; Terman, Buttenwieser, Fergu-
son, Johnson, & Wilson, 1938; Waller, 1938).
From its inception, writings on the topic
have been diverse, with early scholars focus-
ing on a range of factors affecting marital
success, including couples’ courtship experi-
ences (Burgess & Wallin, 1953), spouses’ per-
sonality traits (e.g., Terman et al., 1938), and
cognitive processes such as selective atten-
tion to partners’ good qualities (e.g., Waller,
1938). As the divorce rate increased and
plateaued at a historically high level (Teach-
man, Tedrow, & Crowder, 2000), scholarly
and popular interest in marital satisfaction,
distress, and divorce intensified (Bradbury,
Fincham, & Beach, 2000). The resulting lit-
erature on marriage is colossal and multi-
farious with literally hundreds of variables
examined (Karney & Bradbury, 1995).

Obviously, no single chapter can give a
thorough review of research on marriage,
and that is not our goal here. For instance,
space does not allow us to discuss the exten-
sive work connecting demographic char-
acteristics such as young age at marriage,

premarital births, and low socioeconomic
status to marital instability (for a review,
see Faust & McKibben, 1999). Instead, our
discussion focuses primarily on the dynam-
ics within marriage and contextual factors
that influence such dynamics. As such, this
chapter draws on what Fincham and Brad-
bury (1990) referred to as the “behavioral”
and “mediational” traditions of research; that
is, our focus is both on observable behav-
iors and subjective factors (e.g., affect) in
marriage.

In particular, our aims are to provide a
conceptual overview of the literature and to
suggest directions that may lead to a bet-
ter understanding of how and why marriages
change. This focus on change in marriage
reflects the fact that it has become the cen-
tral focus of research on marriage over the
past quarter of a century (see Rogge & Brad-
bury, 2002 , p. 228). In the first main section
of the chapter, we describe the emotional
climate of marriage, arguing that it is crucial
to make a distinction between positive and
negative affect in marriage. Next, we discuss
the importance of taking a developmental
perspective for understanding marriage, and
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then we review and critique various theoreti-
cal models of how marriages change. We also
discuss several factors that influence why
marriages change in particular ways. Finally,
we draw a number of conclusions and make
recommendations based on current findings,
including the emerging evidence that there
are multiple distinct trajectories that lead to
marital distress and divorce.

Emotional Climate of Marriage

Examining change in marriages requires
specifying what changes (Rogge & Bradbury,
2002). One construct that is useful in sum-
marizing much of what changes is the “emo-
tional climate,” a phrase we use to capture
the mix of positive and negative affect that
characterizes particular marriages and dif-
ferentiates them from one another. Emo-
tional climate is a broad umbrella term that
covers spouses’ affective experiences (e.g.,
love, hostility) and the overt expression of
affect in a couples’ day-to-day life together
(e.g., interest, warmth, support, antagonism,
anger).

The overall emotional tenor of a mar-
riage is, of course, unlikely to be evident
in any single encounter, and the affect cou-
ples experience and express fluctuates some
on a day-to-day basis, making it difficult to
assess it accurately without “sampling” the
marriage across time and place. Spouses who
might ordinarily be poor listeners are some-
times uncharacteristically attentive; a par-
ticular kind of situation might bring out a
couple’s propensity toward antagonism but
afford little opportunity for them to show
affection.

As noted in Figure 8.1, the emotional
climate of a marriage can be summarized
in the context of two core constructs,
affection and antagonism. Although a cou-
ple can be located anywhere in the two-
dimensional space created by the affec-
tion and antagonism dimensions, the four
corners represent archetypical emotional
climates: warm (i.e., high affection and
low antagonism), tempestuous or stormy
(i.e., high affection and high antagonism),
hostile (i.e., low affection and high antag-

-

Figure 8.1. A two-dimensional space for
describing the emotional climate of marriages.

onism), and bland (i.e., low affection and
low antagonism).1 Figure 8.1 also depicts a
diagonal corridor that ranges from bland,
or “empty shell,” to tempestuous mar-
riages. This corridor represents marriages
that are mixed blessings in terms of emo-
tional climate; that is, they have a fairly equal
ratio of positive and negative elements.

Our focus on two separate dimensions
of emotional climate represents a departure
from most research on marital change. The
majority of longitudinal research on mar-
riages has assessed changes in one construct,
marital satisfaction (Noller & Feeney, 2002 ;
Rogge & Bradbury, 2002), and much of this
research has assumed that conflict and antag-
onism are the key predictors of marital sat-
isfaction (e.g., Christensen & Walczynski,
1997; Notarius, Lashley, & Sullivan, 1997).
There is growing recognition, however, that
enduringly happy relationships involve more
than just the absence of antagonism and
strife – affectionate and supportive behav-
iors are also important (Bradbury, Cohan, &
Karney, 1998; Gottman & Levenson, 2000;
Huston & Houts, 1998; Huston & Vangelisti,
1991; Reis & Gable, 2003 ; Vangelisti, 2002).

Indeed, the distinction between positive
and negative affect is crucial. Treating affec-
tion and antagonism as if they could be
described along one continuum would imply
that dyads who are high in affection are low
in antagonism, and vice versa, but affection
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coexists in varying degrees with antagonism
(Gottman, 1994 ; Huston & Houts, 1998;
Huston & Melz, 2004). Indeed, the correla-
tions between affectionate and antagonistic
marital behaviors are often quite low, and
factor analyses have supported the empiri-
cal distinction between positive and nega-
tive aspects of marriage (Huston & Vange-
listi, 1991; Smith, Vivian, & O’Leary, 1990).
Similarly, Gable, Reis, and Elliot (2003)
have argued that positive and negative emo-
tions comprise two distinct systems, and Fin-
cham and Beach (this volume; Fincham,
Beach, & Kemp-Fincham, 1997) have argued
that global measures of marital quality are
actually composed of empirically separable
positive and negative elements. Moreover,
the effects of affectionate and antagonistic
dimensions on marital satisfaction are not
additive: Aversive behaviors and affectionate
behaviors often interact so that the unsatis-
fying impact of antagonistic interactions is
heightened when it occurs in a context of
low affection and alleviated when it appears
in an otherwise affectionate relationship
(Caughlin & Huston, 2002 ; Gottman, 1994 ;
Huston & Chorost, 1994).

As suggested by the evidence that the
impact of antagonism on satisfaction is
buffered by high affection, spouses do not
merely experience the emotional climate of
marriage, they also interpret and evaluate it.
Antagonistic behaviors are taken to mean
something different to spouses when they
are embedded in an affectionate relation-
ship than when they take place in a mar-
riage largely devoid of affection (Caughlin
& Vangelisti, in press). Thus, although our
focus in this chapter is on the connections
between the emotional climate and marital
satisfaction and stability, it is worth keeping
in mind that these connections are mediated
or moderated (or both) by various cognitive
processes (see Fletcher, Overall, & Friesen,
this volume, for a review).

Indeed, the overall emotional climate of a
marriage (e.g., affectional expression, antag-
onism) is associated with spouses’ percep-
tions of their partner’s responsiveness and
contrariness (Huston & Houts, 1998), and
perceived partner responsiveness, in turn, is
linked to relational outcomes (Reis, Clark, &

Holmes, 2004). Not surprisingly, the asso-
ciation between affectionate marital behav-
ior and marital satisfaction is at least partly
mediated by perceptions of partners’ respon-
siveness (Miller, Caughlin, & Huston, 2003).
Given the connection between warm and
responsive behaviors and secure attachment
styles (Reis et al., 2004), it is likely that
the emotional climate would influence (and
be influenced by) spouses’ working models
of attachment, as well as by their working
model of their spouses’ dispositions toward
them (Feeney, Noller, & Roberts, 2000).

Importance of a Developmental
Perspective

Assessing affection and antagonism at any
given point in time provides a snapshot view
of the emotional tenor of marriage, but such
snapshots also can be mapped over time to
provide a more developmental perspective.
Given the widespread interest in changes
in marital satisfaction, it might seem like
developmental issues would be central to
the marital literature. However, limitations
in much of the marital research may obscure
our understanding of how marriages change
over time. To explain why this is so, it is use-
ful to consider five couples shown in Fig-
ure 8.2 . Each couple is represented by a par-
ticular type of shape (e.g., heart, octagon).

Figure 8.2 . The early marital trajectories of
emotional climate for five couples.
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The placement of each shape represents the
couples’ levels of affection and antagonism
at a particular point in time. Most of the
shapes appear in a sequence representing the
time dimension. The five smallest (and dark-
est) shapes represent the newlywed period
for the five couples. Each lighter (and larger)
shape signifies a later assessment at annual
intervals. The series of octagons, for exam-
ple, shows a couple who began marriage
with a high level of affection that declined
sharply over the first few years of marriage.
The single pentagon stands alone in the
figure (rather than in a sequence like the
others), indicating that the couple divorced
before the emotional climate of their mar-
riage could be assessed a second time.

Although the five couples depicted in
Figure 8.2 are hypothetical, the trajecto-
ries are based loosely on different outcomes
observed in the Process of Adaptation in
Intimate Relationships (PAIR) Project, a 13 -
year longitudinal study of marriages (Hus-
ton, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George,
2001).2 The placements of the couples in the
figure approximate the mix of affectionate
and antagonistic elements of couples who
experienced different relational outcomes:
The hearts are similar to the Married–
Happy couples (who were still married and
reported being satisfied after 13 years), the
diamonds are comparable to the Married–
Not Happy couples (who were still married
after 13 years but did not report being satis-
fied), the pentagon is like the group of cou-
ples who quickly divorced (before their sec-
ond anniversary), the triangles are akin to
the Divorced–Early couples (who divorced
between 2 and 7 years), and the octagons
correspond to the Divorced–Later couples
(who stayed married at least 7 years but
divorced before 13 years).

The main differences among these out-
come groups are illustrated by the represen-
tative shapes. Those who quickly divorced,
like the pentagon, were distinguished as
newlyweds by high levels of antagonism
and low levels of affection; that is, their
emotional climate was quite hostile com-
pared with other couples. The Married–
Happy and Divorced–Later couples, like

the darkest (smallest) heart and darkest
(smallest) octagon, began marriage with a
great deal of affection and moderate lev-
els of antagonism. That is, these groups
were similar to each other as newlyweds,
although the Divorced–Later couples were
even higher than the Married–Happy cou-
ples in terms of affectionate interaction.
Over the first few years of marriage, how-
ever, the Divorced–Later group dropped
precipitously in levels of affection, whereas
the Married–Happy groups remained nearly
stable in terms of affection and antagonism.
The Divorced–Early group and the Married–
Not Happy group (like the darkest triangle
and darkest diamond) had very similar emo-
tional climates as newlyweds. These couples’
marriages started off with more of a “mixed-
blessing” marriage than did the other groups;
they generally were less affectionate than the
Married–Happy and Divorced–Later cou-
ples, but more affectionate than the cou-
ples who quickly divorced. The Married–
Not Happy and Divorced–Early couples
also were less antagonistic than those who
quickly divorced. The Married–Not Happy
group was slightly, but significantly, more
antagonistic than the Married–Happy cou-
ples were as newlyweds. In short, the
Married–Not Happy and Divorced–Early
groups began marriage with comparable cli-
mates. They were distinguished over the first
few years of marriage, however, by a steep
drop in affection for the Divorced–Early
couples, whereas the Married–Not Happy
group retained a fairly stable emotional
climate.

Some of the details from the PAIR Project
findings are discussed in more detail later in
this chapter, but the overview of the results
just summarized (and roughly illustrated in
Figure 8.2) is sufficient to underline the
importance of a developmental perspective.
First, consideration of developmental issues
highlights the need to assess the emotional
climate periodically. Most longitudinal stud-
ies of marriage do not do so; for instance,
studies assessing marital interaction usually
look in on marriage at a single time point
to predict subsequent changes in satisfac-
tion (Noller & Feeney, 2002). Studies of
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this general design have produced unques-
tionably important results, but they pro-
vide an incomplete, sometimes mislead-
ing, basis for understanding how and why
marriages change. Consider, for example, a
hypothetical study of the couples summa-
rized in Figure 8.2 . For the sake of argument,
assume that each shape in the figure repre-
sents enough couples that group differences
would be statistically and substantively sig-
nificant. Imagine that this hypothetical study
assessed the emotional climate only when
the couples were newlyweds and then fol-
lowed up with the couples after the pen-
tagons, diamonds, and octagons divorced.
Such a study, which would have data only
on the darkest shapes depicted in Figure 8.2 ,
probably would suggest that high antago-
nism predicts divorce, and this would be
an accurate conclusion because high antago-
nism was characteristic of the pentagon cou-
ples. This conclusion would also be some-
what misleading, however, because neither
of the other two divorced groups – the
octagons and the triangles – were particu-
larly antagonistic as newlyweds.

Moreover, this hypothetical study prob-
ably would fail to reveal much of a con-
nection between newlywed affection and
divorce, as the couples highest and low-
est in affection both ended up divorcing.
Only a study that samples the emotional
climate over time can reveal the impor-
tance of declining affection as a precursor of
divorce. Such changes in the emotional tenor
of marriages are important because individu-
als’ judgments of marriage are not based only
on a single point in time. Spouses’ percep-
tions of how their marriage has changed give
them information about the likely future
of the marriage, and this projection, cou-
pled with the sense of what the marriage
once was like, can shape their evaluations of
the current state of the relationship (Hus-
ton & Burgess, 1979; Karney & Frye, 2002).
Compare, for instance, the clear (largest)
octagon to the clear (largest) diamond in
Figure 8.2 . With a snapshot assessment at
that time, both would be characterized as
having somewhat of a mixed-blessing mar-
riage, with the octagon’s marriage being

slightly warmer than that of the diamond
couple. A single assessment might suggest
that these couples would likely have similar
outcomes or that the octagons were headed
for a more successful relationship, but a
more complete developmental view suggests
that the octagon actually represents a cou-
ple headed toward divorce (Huston et al.,
2001), possibly because the perceived (and
actual) loss of affection influences the way
the octagon couples might view their current
marriage.

Notice also that if one examines the emo-
tional climate only one time, the particu-
lar time selected can greatly influence the
findings. If a different hypothetical investiga-
tion examined the third point for each shape
instead of the first, for instance, the results
would be very different. The pentagon cou-
ples would not be assessed at all because they
would have divorced before the sampling
period; consequently, the study would reveal
little association between antagonism and
divorce. However, by the third time period,
the octagons and triangles would have begun
their steep drops in affection, meaning that
the study might conclude that the absence
of affection was associated with divorce. In
other words, the results would be essentially
contradictory to those obtained with a single
assessment of the same couples a few years
earlier.

This problem with the timing of a sin-
gle assessment is compounded in studies
in which the assessments of affection and
antagonism are made at various develop-
mental stages for couples within a sample
(Huston et al., 2001). In such cases, the con-
clusions about the significance of affection
and antagonism in accounting for distress
or divorce may reflect the composition of
the sample in terms how long the typical
couple has been married when the study
began. When many of the couples studied
have been married for a number of years,
for example, a large portion of the couples
who are headed for divorce may have already
experienced changes in the emotional cli-
mate and declines in satisfaction. In such
cases, it is impossible to determine whether
some aspect of the emotional climate of the
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marriage caused the distress or divorce or
whether an unaffectionate and antagonistic
climate is a symptom of rising dissatisfaction
(Bradbury et al., 1998; Huston et al., 2001;
Noller & Feeney, 2002).

Finally, little of the research on predictors
of marital stability has considered life-stage
issues. This is somewhat surprising given the
copious research on the transition to par-
enthood on marriage (for review, see Hus-
ton & Holmes, 2004) and the work docu-
menting overall declines in satisfaction over
the course of marriage (Johnson, Amoloza,
& Booth, 1992 ; Vaillant & Vaillant, 1993 ;
VanLaningham, Johnson, & Amato, 2001).
The few studies that have investigated emo-
tional climate at various life stages suggest
that the connections between emotional cli-
mate and marital outcomes probably depend
on how long couples have been married.
Zietlow and Sillars (1988), for example,
compared long-term marriages to those of
shorter duration and found that couples who
had been married at least 30 years engaged
in more frequent reciprocal confrontation
(e.g., personal criticisms, hostile questions)
when discussing salient conflict issues. That
is, couples who had been married for a long
period exhibited high levels of negative reci-
procity, which often is implicated as one
of the best predictors of dissatisfaction and
divorce (e.g., Gottman, 1998). Given that
most couples already married 30 years will
stay married (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002),
Zietlow and Sillars’s work suggests that neg-
ative reciprocity probably does not predict
divorce among long-term couples. Along
similar lines, Pasupathi, Carstensen, Leven-
son, and Gottman’s (1999) research com-
paring older couples with younger cou-
ples suggests that responsive listening is
connected to marital satisfaction among
younger couples but not among long-term
couples.

Although the existing research from
across the life course highlights the poten-
tial importance of developmental issues,
there are some challenges in interpreting
such work. Because few investigations have
lasted for much more than a decade (cf.
Kelly & Conley, 1987), it is difficult to
separate cohort effects from developmen-

tal changes (Zietlow & Sillars, 1988). Also,
different associations between measures of
emotional climate and marital satisfaction
among marriages of different length could
reflect the fact that groups of long-term cou-
ples, by definition, do not include couples
who divorced in the early or middle years
of marriage. Caughlin (2002), for example,
suggested that there are probably different
styles of enacting particular patterns of inter-
action and that only some of these styles are
related to divorce. Gottman, Coan, Carrere,
and Swanson (1998) found that some forms
of negativity (e.g., expressions of belliger-
ence, contempt, and defensiveness) forecast
divorce, but other forms of negativity were
not significantly associated with marital sta-
bility. It is possible that couples who exhibit
the more pernicious forms of negative reci-
procity would have divorced before they
could participate in a study of long-term
couples such as that by Zietlow and Sillars.
Thus, the lack of connection between neg-
ative reciprocity and dissatisfaction among
older couples might be due to these couples,
engaging primarily in a fairly harmless form
of the pattern.

Clearly, more research is needed to under-
stand whether (and why) the connection
between emotional climate and marital out-
comes depends on the life stage of the
marriage. Nevertheless, this possibility fur-
ther highlights the importance of consider-
ing developmental issues in marriage, even
when the available data are not perfect (e.g.,
when developmental and cohort effects can-
not be separated). Of course, considering
developmental issues requires an under-
standing of what changes over the course
of marriage and when. Our review thus far
implies that it is important to examine the
emotional climate of marriage over time, but
the literature suggests at least four ways that
the climate may change.3

Models of Marital Change

Emergent Distress Model

The most prevalent account of why mar-
riages change is rooted in social learning,
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or behavioral models, which focus on how
positive and negative behavior shapes how
spouses come to feel about one another
(Bradbury et al., 1998; Fincham & Beach,
1999; Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Although
scholars sometimes discuss the role of pos-
itive behaviors, numerous studies in this
tradition have found that the levels of nega-
tive behaviors are correlated with satisfac-
tion more strongly than are the levels of
positive behaviors (Gottman, 1994 ; Huston
& Vangelisti, 1991; Kurdek, 1995 ; Wills,
Weiss, & Patterson, 1974). Consequently,
research taking a behavioral perspective has
tended to focus on negative behaviors, usu-
ally as they occur within the context of rela-
tional conflict (Bradbury et al., 1998).

This view of marital relationships implies
a model of change that has been summa-
rized most explicitly as the erosion model
(Clements, Cordova, Markman, & Lau-
renceau, 1997; Clements, Stanley, & Mark-
man, 2004 ; Markman, 1979). This model
presumes that marriages begin with “high
degrees of positive factors, such as attraction,
love, commitment, trust, friendship, and
intimacy” (Clements et al., 1997, p. 342).
This affection, however, is not seen as pre-
dictive of ultimate relational outcomes; as
Notarius and his colleagues (1997) argued,
“it is not how loving the partners are to each
other in good times that make or breaks a
marriage; it is how the partners deal with
conflict” (p. 219). The emergent distress
model suggests that antagonistic behaviors –
particularly during conflict – erode the posi-
tive aspects of marriage over time (Clements
et al., 2004).

Probably the best known variant of
an emergent distress model is Gottman’s
(1993 , 1994) cascade model of divorce. In
this model, Gottman (1994) suggested that
divorce typically results from a sequential
process, beginning with a decline in marital
satisfaction, “which leads to consideration of
separation or divorce, which leads to sep-
aration, which leads to divorce” (p. 88).
Gottman proposed that this process is
impelled by marital interaction that is more
negative than positive. Although the cascade
model implies a role for affectionate behav-
iors, Gottman identified four antagonistic

and uncooperative behaviors (criticizing,
showing contempt, expressing defensive-
ness, and stonewalling) as “integral in pow-
ering the cascade” (p. 110).

Implicit in much of the research taking an
emergent distress perspective is the assump-
tion that the negative behaviors that erode
affection result from poor conflict manage-
ment skills (Clements et al., 2004 ; Kline,
Pleasant, Whitton, & Markman, this vol-
ume). The assumption that a lack of skills is
at the root of negative behaviors is so perva-
sive that authors frequently use the phrases
communication skills and conflict behaviors
synonymously (e.g., Cohan & Kleinbaum,
2002 ; McNulty & Karney, 2004). Conse-
quently, marital interventions based on the
emergent distress model focus largely on
building skills to manage conflicts (for a
review of divorce prevention programs, see
Monarch, Hartman, Whitton, & Markman,
2002).

analysis and critique

In many ways, research based on the emer-
gent distress model has been successful.
Scholars have identified antagonistic behav-
iors in couples that foretell diminished sat-
isfaction and divorce at rates statistically
greater than chance (e.g., Clements et al.,
2004 ; Gottman, 1994). Also, divorce preven-
tion programs based on the emergent distress
model, such as the Prevention and Relation-
ship Enhancement Program, provide ben-
efits such as reducing antagonistic conflict
behaviors and diminishing the divorce rate
(Hahlweg, Markman, Thurmaier, Engl, &
Eckert, 1998; Kline et al., this volume; Mark-
man, Renick, Floyd, Stanley, & Clements,
1993).

There is also evidence that the emer-
gent distress model is far from complete,
however. Although the antagonistic behav-
iors highlighted by the emergent distress
model are associated with declining satisfac-
tion, they account for only a relatively small
percentage of variation in marital satisfac-
tion (Bradbury, Rogge, & Lawrence, 2001).
This is partly because few studies have
simultaneously taken into account both of
the two broad affective dimensions of the
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emotional climate of marriage. Unless high
levels of antagonism are accompanied by
low levels of affection, marital satisfaction
does not decline much, if at all (Huston &
Chorost, 1994).

Moreover, studies that have used antag-
onistic behaviors to classify couples as
divorced or still married often have implied
that this would allow the scholars to pre-
dict divorce in other couples at very high
rates, often exceeding 90% (e.g., Gottman,
1994 ; Gottman et al., 1998). However, cor-
rect classification rates (whatever data they
may be based on) in a particular sample
do not indicate prediction rates for cou-
ples outside that sample (Clements et al.,
2004); indeed, Heyman and Smith Slep
(2001) found that variables that were able
to predict divorce in one group 69% of the
time were only accurate 29% of the time
in a second cross-validated sample. Further-
more, the overall prediction of marital stabil-
ity combines the success of predicting who
will remain married with the success of pre-
dicting who will divorce. When they exam-
ined each of these components separately,
Heyman and Smith Slep were considerably
more successful at identifying those who
remained married than those who divorced.
Thus, although the antagonistic behaviors
are related to divorce more than would be
expected by chance, their predictive utility
is more limited than is often portrayed in the
literature.

Additionally, some of the tenets of the
emergent distress model are untenable. The
assumption that all marriages begin with
high levels of positive affect, for example,
is inconsistent with studies of premarital
and newlywed couples, which show that
a meaningful minority of couples come to
marriage without being particularly satisfied
(Clements et al., 2004) and without high
levels of love and affectionate interaction
(Huston, 1994 , Huston et al., 2001; Surra &
Hughes, 1997).

Also, although the utility of skills-based
interventions suggests that a lack of skills is
at least a partial explanation for any emerg-
ing distress, antagonistic behaviors in mar-
riage frequently result from factors other

than a lack of skills (Canary, 2003 ; Sillars
& Weisberg, 1987). Sometimes antagonis-
tic behaviors reflect existing dissatisfaction.
The few studies that have included assess-
ments of marital interaction at multiple
points in a marriage suggest that dissat-
isfaction foreshadows increasing levels of
antagonistic elements like criticisms and
the demand–withdraw pattern of commu-
nication (Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Noller
& Feeney, 1998). Additionally, dissatisfied
spouses evince communication skills with
strangers that they do not with their part-
ner (Birchler, Weiss, & Vincent, 1975 ; Noller,
1984), and Burleson and Denton’s (1997)
research demonstrated that the link between
antagonistic behaviors and marital dissat-
isfaction is not mirrored by a similar one
between communication skills and satisfac-
tion. Such findings led Burleson and Den-
ton to conclude that antagonism in marriage
“may result more from ill will than poor skill”
(p. 897).

Disillusionment Model

Like the emergent distress model, the disil-
lusionment model presumes that couples are
highly affectionate as newlyweds. Indeed,
this assumption is so widespread in West-
ern culture that the authors of a prominent
textbook on intimate relationships suggest
that “the prototypical North American mar-
riage occurs when people. . . who are flushed
with romantic passion pledge to spend the
rest of their lives together” (Brehm, Miller,
Perlman, & Campbell, 2002 , p. 241). Individ-
uals in such blissful relationships are moti-
vated to sustain the romance by idealizing
their partner (Miller et al., 2003 ; Murray &
Holmes, 1993 ; Waller, 1938) and by “mini-
mizing or ignoring information that should
give them pause” (Brehm et al., p. 242).
Moreover, individuals during courtship and
the early part of marriage may engage in
impression management behaviors (Huston,
1994 ; Waller, 1938). Partners may, for exam-
ple, conceal potential difficulties or uncer-
tainties by dodging certain issues or by
engaging in exaggerated displays of affection
(Huston, 1994 ; Miller et al., 2003).
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According to the disillusionment model,
idealized views of one’s partner become
more difficult to sustain as spouses’ wed-
ding day recedes into the past. Increased
interdependence makes it more difficult to
conceal problems or maintain exaggerated
affection (Huston et al., 2001). Spouses also
may become disillusioned if they find that
marriage alone does not solve the problems
that could be dismissed as “prewedding jit-
ters” during courtship. Additionally, part-
ners’ self-verification motives (i.e., the desire
to let their spouse see their “authentic” self)
may increase after marriage, even if self-
verification means that the spouse discovers
unflattering qualities (Swann, De La Ronde,
& Hixon, 1994). Such factors are viewed as
priming couples for declines in affection.

Disenchantment can occur because the
loss of affection itself is disillusioning
(Kayser, 1993). People marry for love and
the hope that they and their mate will retain
their ardor over time. When love (Hus-
ton et al., 2001; Sprecher & Regan, 1998)
and satisfaction (Johnson et al., 1992 ; Vail-
lant & Vaillant, 1993 ; VanLaningham et al.,
2001) decline over time, as they usually do,
the spouses are disappointed. Some suggest,
thus, that when newlywed partners entertain
unrealistic fantasies about marriage, they
are set up for disappointment. Alternatively,
Huston et al. (2001) suggested that some
couples who end up divorcing may not so
much idealize their partner as fail to see their
partner’s serious shortcomings. With time
such people may find it increasingly difficult
to set aside their doubts about their partner,
losing hope, for instance, that their inexpres-
sive partner will warm up or that their diffi-
cult partner will settle down.

Other scholarship suggests that there
is great variation in the extent to which
spouses experience disillusionment or dis-
affection. Neff and Karney (2002) argued,
for example, that some marital partners
may be able to sustain general illusions
that enhance affect, even if they uncover
some specific undesirable qualities about
each other. Similarly, Murray and her col-
leagues’ (Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin,
2003 ; Murray, Rose, Bellavia, Holmes, &

Kusche, 2002) research suggests that individ-
uals’ self-esteem and beliefs about whether
their partner regards them positively influ-
ence how they react to problems or stressors
in their relationship: People with high self-
esteem who believe their partner regards
them highly are less likely than others to see
specific problems as a sign of overall rela-
tional rejection and are less likely to respond
in negative ways to specific stressors. That is,
self-esteem and perceptions of the partner’s
positive regard may protect individuals from
general disillusionment, even when specific
problems are noticed.

analysis and critique

Despite the fact that the popular Western
view of marriage is consistent with the disil-
lusionment model, the possibility of disillu-
sionment being the root of marital distress
and divorce is understudied in the schol-
arly literature. Considering the importance
placed on love by American couples (Brehm
et al., 2002), there are shockingly few studies
that have assessed constructs such as affec-
tionate behavior and love over time in mar-
riage (Huston, 2000; Noller & Feeney, 2002 ;
also see Aron, Fisher, & Strong, this volume).
This makes it difficult to assess the disillu-
sionment model thoroughly.

Nevertheless, the extant research sup-
ports two general conclusions about the
disillusionment model. First, as noted ear-
lier, studies of premarital and newlywed
couples indicate that there is considerable
variation early in relationships in terms of
affection and satisfaction (Clements et al.,
2004 ; Huston et al., 2001). That is, the dis-
illusionment model assumption that cou-
ples typically begin their marriage in a state
of bliss is not supported by the existing
research.

Second, even though the “blissful begin-
ning” portion of the disillusionment model
appears to be, at best, an overstatement, dis-
illusionment does appear to occur in some
couples, and the extent of disillusionment
is associated with increasing dissatisfaction
and with divorce. Much of the research per-
taining to this model is based on accounts
from formerly married individuals, who
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frequently identify the loss of affectionate
elements as the most salient precursors of
divorce (Kayser, 1993 ; Kitson, 1992). Also,
declines in marital satisfaction in the early
years of marriage are associated with overly
romantic accounts of courtship, like the
experience of love at first sight and avid pur-
suit (Holmberg, Orbuch, & Veroff, 2004).
Such studies suggest that the loss of idealiza-
tion and affection are precursors of declining
satisfaction and divorce.

One study that examined love and affec-
tionate behaviors over time was the afore-
mentioned study by Huston and his col-
leagues (2001). As summarized earlier (and
depicted loosely by the pentagon in Fig-
ure 8.2), one group of couples began mar-
riage with high antagonism and low affec-
tion, then divorced. Clearly, these couples
did not idealize their partners as newlyweds,
and a hostile marital climate (not disillu-
sionment) foreshadowed divorce for them.
However, among the couples who remained
married for at least 2 years, a decline in
affection over the first 2 years of marriage
was the most salient predictor of their even-
tual divorce (see the octagons and triangles
in Figure 8.2 for an illustration). The tim-
ing of divorce was predicted by where they
began, with couples who divorced early (i.e.,
between 2 and 7 years) starting marriage
with lower levels of affection than couples
who divorced later. Because the couples who
divorced early were not highly affection-
ate as newlyweds, their marriages are not
described precisely by the disillusionment
model, but the declines in affection were
reminiscent of disillusionment. The couples
who divorced after at least 7 years, on the
other hand, evinced both the elevated ini-
tial levels of affection and the steep drops
in affection described by the disillusionment
model. Perhaps the couples who divorced
later simply had farther to fall before they
became disillusioned, or maybe such cou-
ples hung on longer because of the possibil-
ity that they could recapture their former,
extremely affectionate relationship. Regard-
less, Huston et al.’s (2001) study strongly
suggests that disillusionment foreshadows
divorce (except in the couples who divorced

almost immediately afer the wedding). This
disillusionment did not appear to result
from antagonism, as the emergent distress
model would predict: There was no evidence
that increases in antagonism were associated
with the declines in affection that presaged
divorce.

Combined with the studies taking the
emergent distress perspective, the evidence
for the disillusionment model implies that
there are qualitatively distinct pathways to
divorce (rather than a single process like
the cascade model). Gottman and Leven-
son (2000, 2002), for example, found that
the predictors of divorce within the first
7 years of a 14-year study were different
from the predictors of divorce after at least
7 years: Whereas antagonistic behaviors pre-
figured earlier divorces, the absence of posi-
tive expressions, or a neutral affective style,
foreshadowed the later divorces. Given that
Gottman and Levenson’s research included
couples who had been married for a number
of years before the first phase of the study,
the absence of affection could easily repre-
sent a later stage in the disillusionment pro-
cess – after the drop in affection.

Enduring Dynamics Model

The third general model of marital change
has been referred to as the perpetual prob-
lems model (Huston & Houts, 1998), the
maintenance hypothesis (Karney & Brad-
bury, 1997), and the enduring dynamics
model (Caughlin, Huston, & Houts, 2000).
Unlike the previous two models, the endur-
ing dynamics perspective suggests that the
view of courtship as a period of extreme
impression management and idealization is a
cultural myth (Surra, Batchelder, & Hughes,
1995). Rather than coming to marriage with
uniform bliss, newlyweds have developed
views about each other based on their
courtship and the stable dispositions that
each partner brings to their union (Burgess
& Wallin, 1953 ; Huston & Houts, 1998).
That is, rather than having idealized perspec-
tives of each other, newlyweds come to mar-
riage well aware of each other’s character
flaws and strengths. This model assumes that
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patterns of behavior emerge in courtship and
continue into marriage; thus, the ultimate
fate of the relationship is largely determined
before the marriage.

analysis and critique

As noted earlier, there is compelling evi-
dence that engaged and newlywed couples
vary meaningfully in terms of affection and
antagonism (Clements et al., 2004 ; Hus-
ton, 1994 ; Huston et al., 2001; Surra &
Hughes, 1997). More important, the varia-
tion among newly formed couples presages
the quality of the relationships years later.
The extent of conflict before marriage is
positively related to the amount of conflict
later in marriage (Huston & Houts, 1998).
Also, high satisfaction after more than a
decade of marriage is foreshadowed by high
levels of love and affectionate communica-
tion during the newlywed period (Huston
et al., 2001) and by high satisfaction during
courtship (Clements et al., 2004). In con-
trast, antagonism (e.g., feelings of ambiva-
lence and expressions of negativity) among
newlyweds is higher among couples who
are unhappy after 13 years of marriage than
among couples who are happy after the same
period (Huston et al., 2001). In short, endur-
ing dynamics appear to account fairly well
for variations in satisfaction among couples
who stay married.

The notion of enduring dynamics is less
useful in predicting divorce, however. If the
roots of divorce were apparent early in a
relationship, couples who end up divorc-
ing would be lower in affection or higher
in antagonism as newlyweds than are cou-
ples who stay married. Although Huston
et al. (2001) reported that couples who
divorced very early in marriage (less than
2 years after the wedding) were particu-
larly high in antagonism and low in affec-
tion, this pattern was not evident for the
majority of couples who divorced. Indeed,
couples who divorced after at least 7 years
of marriage were particularly high in affec-
tion as newlyweds, even compared with cou-
ples who stayed happily married for at least
13 years (Huston et al., 2001). Some expla-
nation besides enduring dynamics (e.g., disil-

lusionment) seems necessary to explain such
findings.

Accommodation Models

There are at least two broad notions of
accommodation in the marriage literature.
The first is based on a life cycle notion and
suggests that after marriage, some personal-
ity difficulties or compatibility issues surface
in nearly all marriages. Unlike the disillusion-
ment model, however, an accommodation
perspective suggests that these problems are
overcome as spouses adapt to each other
(Huston, 1994 ; Waller, 1938). For example,
people married to moody spouses may learn
to take what their partner says with a grain
of salt. Thus, the early part of marriage is
portrayed as a time of heightened conflict
and negativity, but such antagonism would
decline as spouses adjust to each other.

The second notion of accommodation is
tied to particular stressful events or behav-
iors that may arise at varying points in a
marriage. We refer to this perspective as
the life events form of accommodation. The
life events perspective refers both to stres-
sors that originate outside the marital dyad
(e.g., economic hardship) and to circum-
stances that originate inside the dyad (e.g.,
dissatisfaction caused by one spouse’s hurt-
ful behavior).

The particular events or circumstances
may vary widely, but this general per-
spective assumes that there are key peri-
ods when relationships are tested and that
the way couples adapt or accommodate
to those important periods foretells the
future course of relationships. Perhaps the
most formal model in this genre is Karney
and Bradbury’s (1995) vulnerability–stress–
adaptation model. According to this model,
people come to marriage with varying
levels of enduring vulnerabilities (e.g., poor
conflict-management skills, dysfunctional
personality traits). During many periods of
marriage, such vulnerabilities may have lit-
tle impact on marriage (Fincham & Beach,
1999); however, when stressful events occur,
couples adapt to those events. According to
Karney and Bradbury’s (1995) model, the
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nature and success of spouses’ adaptations
will be largely determined by the stress-
ful event and by the enduring vulnerabili-
ties that the spouses brought to the union.
Barring an exceptionally disruptive stress-
ful event, couples with few enduring vul-
nerabilities may experience temporary per-
turbations in their relationship, but usually
would adapt so that any declines in relational
quality (e.g., declines in affection or rises in
antagonism) would be minimal or tempo-
rary. In contrast, for couples with extensive
vulnerabilities, stressful events would likely
serve as a catalyst for relational deterioration
and eventual divorce.

analysis and critique

Overall, the existing evidence contradicts
the broad life cycle notion of accommoda-
tion; that is, the transition to marriage does
not appear to be a time of heightened antag-
onism or diminished affection that improves
as couples adjust. Negativity, on average,
does decline in the early years of marriage,
but not nearly to the degree that affec-
tion declines (Huston et al., 2001). Also,
the life cycle accommodation notion would
imply that spouses would adapt to any per-
sonality issues shortly after marriage, but
enduring qualities such as high trait anx-
iety (or neuroticism) predict antagonistic
behaviors early in marriage, and these asso-
ciations remain remarkably steady for more
than a decade (Caughlin et al., 2000). In
short, there is little evidence supporting
the view that spouses typically accommo-
date to each other after the transition to
marriage.

There is, however, support for a life
events perspective of accommodation. Con-
ger and his colleagues (Conger et al., 1990;
Conger, Rueter, & Elder, 1999; Cutrona
et al., 2003) have conducted a series of
investigations showing that the connection
between economic hardship and marital
distress is mediated by factors such as sup-
portive behaviors between spouses and con-
structive discussions of conflicts. Although
Conger et al. (1999) refered to such medi-
ators as protective factors, they also can
be conceptualized as accommodative factors

(i.e., processes by which successful couples
are able to adapt to economic difficulties so
that marital dissatisfaction is temporary or
minimized).

As noted earlier, life events also can
involve circumstances that spouses bring
on themselves, such as betrayals or other
relational transgressions (Arriaga & Rusbult,
1998; Rusbult, Bissonette, Arriaga, & Cox,
1998). Some sort of relational transgression
(ranging from mundane to serious) proba-
bly happens periodically in most relation-
ships (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998). Spouses
who are willing and able to engage in con-
structive accommodations to their partner’s
transgressions can promote relational satis-
faction by helping to ensure that transgres-
sions become temporary difficulties rather
than catalysts that begin reciprocal destruc-
tive behaviors (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998;
Rusbult et al., 1998). According to this
perspective, accommodation is not exclu-
sively behavioral because the willingness to
act in a prosocial manner (e.g., by forgiv-
ing the partner) is based on how spouses
interpret transgressions and how those inter-
pretations influence their behavioral pref-
erences (Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, &
Hannon, 2002). Factors such as high rela-
tional commitment and the tendency to take
the partner’s perspective shape individuals’
reactions to transgressions, making the attri-
butions and emotions about them more pos-
itive and the behavioral responses to them
more constructive (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998;
Rusbult et al., 1998).

Comparison of the Models

The main characteristics of and distinc-
tions among the models are adumbrated in
Table 8.1. Overall, our discussion of the var-
ious models suggests that there is partial –
but only partial – support for various mod-
els. Given that the models imply distinct por-
traits of change in marriage, how can this be?
First, it is important to recognize that the
life events form of the accommodation per-
spective does not refer to the same period in
marriage as do the other models. The events
that give rise to important accommodation
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Table 8.1. Summary of the Models of Marital Change

Model of Change

Emergent Enduring Accommodation Accommodation
Defining features distress Disillusionment dynamics Life cycle Life events

Characterization
of newlywed
period

Highly
affectionate

Highly
affectionate

Varied
according
to couples’
strengths
and flaws

Highly antag-
onistic

Model makes no
claims about
early marriage

Critical period
for changes

Early years of
marriage

Early years of
marriage

Courtship
(when
marital
dynamics
are estab-
lished)

Early years of
marriage

Periods during
and after
disruptive
events

Crucial changes Increases in
antagonism

Loss of
affection

None
(strengths
and flaws
main-
tained)

Declining
antagonism

Disruptive events
and how
couples adapt
to them

Outcomes that
model appears
to explain best

Very quick or
imminent
divorce

Divorce after
at least
several
years

Satisfaction
among
stable
marriages

None Outcomes that
are not
foreshadowed
early in
marriage

opportunities can come at various stages in
marriage, and they would be unlikely to all
occur at the same time in any given sample.
At any given time, some couples within a
given sample may be experiencing a particu-
lar event, but others would not be. If a study
examines this same group at different times,
other couples may be experiencing impor-
tant events. Over a large enough sample, the
effect of such events would not have an obvi-
ous influence on sample averages because
there would always be a certain portion
of the couples experiencing some poten-
tially troubling event. Thus, studies such as
the PAIR Project (which assess couples at
regular intervals) are unlikely to uncover
broad samplewide evidence of accommoda-
tion at any particular time. If the goal of a
study is to examine accommodation to life
events rather than sampling couples at reg-
ular intervals, it probably makes more sense
to time the study to coincide with particu-

lar events. In short, the life events version
of accommodation is not directly compa-
rable to the other models of change. This
discrepancy in time frame among the mod-
els emphasizes the importance of carefully
considering the timing of phases in longi-
tudinal research on marriage (see Robins,
1990).

Second, different models may best
describe changes in different couples. In the
PAIR Project, for example, enduring dynam-
ics seem to best explain the differences
among couples who continued to be mar-
ried after 13 years: Happy couples, compared
with those who were not happy later, tended
to be more affectionate and less antagonis-
tic as newlyweds (Huston et al., 2001), and
these differences are tied to enduring quali-
ties that spouses bring to marriage (Caughlin
et al., 2000; Miller et al., 2003). Disillu-
sionment appears to be a better descrip-
tion of change in couples who divorced
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after at least 7 years: They were highly
affectionate as newlyweds and experienced
steep declines in affection early in mar-
riage (Huston et al., 2001). Disillusionment
also seems to partially describe couples who
divorced between 2 and 7 years because
they did evince sharp declines in affection
over time; however, they did not begin
their marriage with the highly affectionate
quality predicted by the disillusionment
model (Huston et al., 2001). Thus, declining
affection appears to forecast divorce after at
least 2 years of marriage, and the timing of
divorce appears to depend on the emotional
climate of the marriage early on, with dyads
who are very high in initial affection taking
longer to divorce (Huston et al., 2001). Also,
the few couples who were married less than
2 years in the PAIR Project were exceedingly
high in antagonism as newlyweds, which is
reminiscent of the final stages of the emer-
gent distress model (Huston et al., 2001).
Coupled with other research showing that
antagonism predicts divorce in some cou-
ples (e.g., Gottman, 1994), emergent dis-
tress may indicate the end stage of marriage
for some couples. Finally, although the early
marital dynamics were related significantly
to outcomes such as divorce and dissatis-
faction, there were couples in the various
groups who did not evince the typical pat-
tern for their group. Perhaps these couples’
outcomes are best explained by accommo-
dations made in response to life events; for
instance, the few couples who divorced later
who were not exceedingly high in newly-
wed levels of satisfaction may have divorced
because of unsuccessful coping with life
events.

In short, various models of marital
change are useful because no single pathway
describes changes in all, or even most, mar-
riages. Even among couples sharing a similar
outcome (e.g., divorce), there is considerable
variation in the course toward that outcome.
This implies that attempts to develop a sin-
gle explanation or description of divorce are
likely to be, at best, incomplete. Conclud-
ing that multiple models are useful is merely
recognizing that there are multiple develop-
mental processes in marriage.

Predicting Changes in the Emotional
Climate of Marriages

The predominant perspective of change in
marriage has examined various predictors
of marital satisfaction and divorce. Such
studies, which typically assess the predictor
variables at only one point in time (Noller &
Feeney, 2002), are extremely useful but also
obscure some developmental aspects of mar-
ital dissatisfaction and divorce. Studies that
examine predictors of satisfaction at only
one time, for instance, cannot demonstrate
the importance of disillusionment, which is
a notable addition to our understanding of
why some couples divorce (Huston et al.,
2001). Existing research cataloging predic-
tors of dissatisfaction and divorce must be
augmented with more investigations of why
the emotional climates of various marriages
begin the way they do and why they change
in various ways over time. The research that
already has been conducted suggests the fac-
tors that shape changes in emotional climate
include a couple’s courtship history, spouses’
enduring characteristics, and the life events
that couples encounter.

Courtship

Couples come to marriage with a joint his-
tory, and that history can presage the course
of their union. In the PAIR Project, for
instance, couples who divorced very early in
marriage (i.e., before their second anniver-
sary) experienced courtships that can be
described as rocky and turbulent (Huston &
Melz, 2004). The length of their courtships
(i.e., the time from when they first started
dating to when they verbally committed
to marriage) tended to be longer than the
average couple’s, and they tended to have
more downturns (i.e., instances when their
commitment declined) than did other cou-
ples (Huston, 1994). Qualitative descrip-
tions of their relationships before marriage
suggested that they had courtships similar to
what Surra and Hughes (1997) called “event-
driven” courtships; that is, they were filled
with drama, including distress over potential
rivals, anger caused by various transgressions,
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and ambivalence about whether the partner
would really make a suitable spouse (Huston
& Melz, 2004).

Although the courtships of the PAIR
Project couples married only briefly were
particularly long, there was not a sim-
ple association between the duration of
courtship and divorce. Instead, the couples
who eventually divorced after being mar-
ried at least 7 years had significantly shorter
courtships than did the other couples in the
PAIR Project (Huston & Melz, 2004). These
passionate courtships were distinguished by
having sex early in the relationship, by falling
quickly in love, and by deciding to get mar-
ried after only a few months of dating. Given
this history, partners in such couples may
have entered marriage with idealized views
of each other, which would have primed
them for the disillusionment observed in this
group of couples (Huston et al., 2001).

Finally, couples who were still mar-
ried and happy after 13 years of marriage
had courtships that were similar to what
Surra and Hughes (1997) called relationship-
driven courtships. These courtships tended
to be undramatic, and in some ways even
mundane; for example, simply spending
more time together was a common reason
for heightened relational commitment, and
these couples were unlikely to experience
dramatic events such as temporary breakups
(Huston & Melz, 2004). In short, the endur-
ing steadiness that these couples exhibited
in their emotional climate over the first
years of marriage was forecast by very steady
courtships in which feelings of commitment
generally increased steadfastly until the part-
ners decided to marry.

Enduring Characteristics of Spouses

Individuals’ relatively stable and enduring
characteristics (e.g., personality traits and
attachment styles) influence their relation-
ships (Simpson, Winterheld, & Chen, this
volume). There is ample evidence, for exam-
ple, that trait anxiety or neuroticism, which
involves being prone to negative moods
and being emotionally labile, is associated
with dissatisfaction (Bouchard, Lussier, &

Sabourin, 1999; Caughlin et al., 2000; Kar-
ney & Bradbury, 1997) and divorce (Kelly &
Conley, 1987; Kurdek, 1993 ; Tucker, Kressin,
Spiro, & Ruscio, 1998). A complete review of
the literature on personality in marriage is
beyond the scope of this chapter; however,
two points are important here.

First, although there are now well-
documented associations between certain
personal qualities and marital dissatisfac-
tion and/or divorce, very few investigations
have studied the processes underlying such
associations. The research that does exist
suggests that the association between per-
sonality traits and the emotional climate of
marriage is varied and complex. One way
that individual differences influence marital
outcomes is through behaviors. Trait anxi-
ety (aka neuroticism), for example, is associ-
ated with antagonistic behaviors that are, in
turn, related to marital dissatisfaction (Buss,
1991; Caughlin et al., 2000). Trait anxiety
in one partner also elicits negative behaviors
and emotions from the other spouse (Buss,
1991; Caughlin et al., 2000). Additionally,
one person’s disposition can influence the
entire interpersonal tenor of a relationship;
for instance, trait anxiety is associated with
dyadic patterns of behavior, such as the
demand–withdraw conflict pattern (Caugh-
lin & Vangelisti, 2000).

Not only do personal characteristics influ-
ence behaviors in marriage, they influence
the evaluations of those behaviors. People
with an expressive (aka psychologically fem-
inine) personality, for example, are likely to
see the best in their partner (Miller et al.,
2003). Also, Côté and Moskowitz (1998)
found that when behavior was discrepant
from individuals’ dispositional tendencies,
they experienced more negative affect than
did people for whom the behavior was con-
cordant. Thus, not only are spouses high in
trait anxiety likely to engage in more antag-
onistic behaviors than are other spouses, but
they may experience less positive affect than
do other spouses when they or their partner
engage in affectionate behaviors.

Moreover, the varied processes connect-
ing personality to the emotional climate in
marriage (and to various marital outcomes)
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are further complicated by the fact that the
impact of one’s personal qualities probably
depends on the particular relational situa-
tion. Johnson and Booth (1998) compared
individuals who remained married over a
12-year period to people who divorced and
remarried during the same period. Although
the remarried individuals showed more sta-
bility in dispositions than would be expected
by chance, the connections between a prob-
lematic disposition and marital quality var-
ied widely across remarried individuals’ two
marriages. Johnson and Booth concluded
that either the effects of a problematic
personality are “influenced by the spouse’s
characteristics” or different marital relation-
ships make “certain personality traits more
or less salient in their influence on mari-
tal problems” (p. 900). In sum, the con-
nections between personality and the emo-
tional climate and outcomes of a marriage
are undoubtedly complex, and considerably
more research is needed to understand this
complexity.

The second point regarding individuals’
enduring characteristics and marital devel-
opment is that individual differences may
be related to some aspects of development
but not to others. Both Karney and Bradbury
(1997) and Caughlin et al. (2000) reported
that trait anxiety or neuroticism was related
to initial levels of dissatisfaction but was
not an important predictor of changes in
satisfaction. In the PAIR Project, newly-
wed measures of trait anxiety were related
to dissatisfaction both when the couples
were newlyweds and 13 years later (Caughlin
et al., 2000). Such findings suggest that neu-
roticism might be most related to endur-
ing dynamics in marriage (rather than to
accommodation, disillusionment, or emer-
gent distress).4 Also, the characteristics that
are associated with divorces early in mar-
riage are not necessarily the ones that pre-
dict divorces later. Being high in conscien-
tiousness (i.e., the tendency to adhere to
moral standards and norms and to be respon-
sible and persistent) appears to diminish
the chances that one will divorce early in
marriage but does not appear to prevent
eventual divorce (Bartolic, Jarvis, & Huston,
2003 ; Tucker et al., 1998).

Life Events

Various life events can influence the devel-
opmental course of marriage. The term life
events is usually conceptualized as referring
to external stressors (Bradbury et al., 1998;
Fincham & Beach, 1999), but some impor-
tant life events are instigated by couples. For
example, premarital childbirth is a predic-
tor of subsequent dissatisfaction and insta-
bility (e.g., Billy, Lentil, & McLaughlin, 1986;
Kurdek, 1991). Most research on life events
has catalogued whether certain events are
related to satisfaction and divorce without
examining whether such events are associ-
ated with early marital climate or changes in
that emotional climate.

Presumably, events that predict divorce
do so, in part, because they provoke
increased antagonism. Consistent with this
possibility, Orbuch, Veroff, Hassan, and
Hayricks (2002) reported that premarital
childbirth is associated with destructive con-
flict in marriage. Also, economic hardships
can lead to heightened hostility in marriage
(Conger et al., 1990, 1999). However, the
research by Conger and his colleagues sug-
gests that couples who accommodate such
events successfully (e.g., by engaging in con-
structive conflict resolution) are likely to
experience such events as temporary pertur-
bations, whereas other couples may begin to
experience emergent distress. That is, even
negative life events that are associated with
divorce are probably not related to marital
dissolution in a simple deterministic man-
ner. Instead, life events are likely to serve
as catalysts for change, and different couples
will adapt to such changes in various ways
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995).

Conclusions and Future Directions

Considering the Impact of Ethnicity

Although there has been much progress
understanding how and why marriages
change, there are some important issues that
need to be addressed in future research.
Despite the surge in longitudinal research
on marriage, little is known about how
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developmental processes differ across var-
ious ethnic groups (Karney, Kreitz, &
Sweeney, 2004 ; Veroff, Devine, & Hachette,
1995). There are some exceedingly diffi-
cult challenges involved with addressing this
issue, but the existing research suggests that
entry into marriage, marital lifestyles, and
the factors that affect developmental pro-
cesses are affected by the ethnic and social
context of couples. There are differences
across ethnic groups in the overall divorce
rate, and ethnic differences in age at mar-
riage, premarital childbirth, and education,
all of which have been found to be associated
with divorce (Sweeney & Phillips, 2004).
More important, various predictors of the
developmental course of marriage appear to
operate differently in different ethnic and
subcultural groups. The connection between
discord and having a shorter marriage, for
example, may be stronger for Black couples
than for White couples (Adelmann, Chad-
wick, & Baerger, 1996). Also, high negativ-
ity from wives, which is known to presage
declining satisfaction in White couples, does
not appear to do so in Black couples (Veroff
et al., 1995). This suggests that the meaning
of (and therefore the outcomes of) a par-
ticular emotional climate is shaped by one’s
ethnic background (Orbuch & Veroff, 2002).
In short, notwithstanding the considerable
challenges involved in gathering data about
marital development in ethnically diverse
samples, there is little doubt that future
research would benefit from greater atten-
tion to ethnicity in marriage (Karney et al.,
2004).

Methodological Issues That Are
Highlighted by the Heightened Focus
on Positive Elements of Marriage

As implied by our distinction between affec-
tion and antagonism, a salient trend in the lit-
erature is to pay greater attention to the pos-
itive elements in marriage (Bradbury et al.,
1998; Huston et al., 2001; Reis & Gable,
2003 ; Vangelisti, 2002). Considering that
the Western ideal in marriage revolves more
around positive elements (e.g., love) than
around the absence of negative elements,
this is an overdue development.

This trend also highlights the importance
of some conceptual and methodological cau-
tions that have been made about research
on marital interaction more broadly. As
Noller and Feeney (2004) noted, there is
a bias favoring observational methods for
gathering data about marital interaction,
even when such measures are not neces-
sarily the most valid indicator conceptu-
ally. This problem is likely to be particularly
acute when assessing positive aspects of mar-
riage. Obviously, laboratory studies would
not adequately capture the level of affec-
tion that takes place in couples’ day-to-day
life together. Although we would observe
many instances of verbal support, smiling,
and the like in the laboratory, we would miss
other, perhaps more telling, forms of affec-
tion, such as how often spouses hug, kiss,
and express their affection in overtly sexual
ways.

Some positive behaviors can be use-
fully observed in laboratories. For instance,
Pasch and Bradbury (1998) developed a
clever technique for eliciting social support
interactions: One spouse (the helpee) was
instructed to think about something that he
or she would like to change about him or her-
self, and the other (the helper) was told to
respond however he or she wanted (also see
Cobb, Davila, & Bradbury, 2001). This pro-
cedure is clearly valuable in some instances;
indeed, Pasch and Bradbury found that the
measure of social support explained varia-
tion in satisfaction that was not explained
by observations of conflict behaviors. More-
over, because some supportive behaviors in
marriage are unlikely to be recognized as
such by the spouses (Gottlieb, 1985 ; Story
& Bradbury, 2004), outside observations can
be important.

Still, there are a number of concep-
tual reasons to believe that laboratory mea-
sures of support are likely to be less than
optimal assessments of much of what is
most important about social support. First,
any measure based on frequencies of sup-
portive comments loses out on potentially
important distinctions in the quality of the
messages: A long history of research shows
that some social support messages tend to
be more effective than others (for reviews,
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see Burleson & Goldsmith, 1998; Gold-
smith, 2004). Second, most observational
methods used to assess social support (par-
ticularly those that occur outside the con-
text of naturally occurring support) will have
threats to their external validity. There is an
ongoing debate on a similar issue regarding
observations of marital conflict (e.g., Noller
& Feeney, 2004), but this potential prob-
lem is even more serious with social sup-
port. Unlike conflict, which often revolves
around ongoing and long-term issues (Roloff
& Johnson, 2002), supportive communica-
tion is often tied to particular events, and
the nature of the event impacts the util-
ity of various support strategies. What is
considered effective support in a standard-
ized laboratory situation is unlikely to be
the most effective strategy in response to
more serious crises, which may be the ones
with the greatest potential to affect rela-
tionships (Bolger, Foster, Vinokur, & Ng,
1996). Third, the provision of support can
be threatening to one’s identity and self-
esteem because it can imply that the per-
son receiving support is unable to deal with
the problem alone (Bolger, Zuckerman, &
Kessler, 2000; Goldsmith, 2004). Consistent
with this possibility, Bolger et al.’s (2000)
diary investigation indicated that individu-
als studying for the bar examination experi-
enced increased distress when they reported
receiving support from their partner, but
they experienced diminished stress when
their partner reported support that was not
perceived by the exam candidate. Bolger
et al. (2000) concluded that the most effec-
tive type of support was invisible support,
which is helpful without incurring the costs
associated with more obvious support. Invis-
ible support may include actions that take
place outside the recipients’ awareness (e.g.,
the support provider takes care of a prob-
lem that the partner would have otherwise
had to handle) or may involve support-
ive actions that are “accomplished in such
a skillful way that, although the informa-
tion about the transaction is available to
the recipient, the transaction is not coded
as enacted support” (p. 959). Clearly, such
indirect and covert support would be diffi-

cult to assess in a laboratory setting. More-
over, Bolger et al.’s (2000) research suggests
that the most obvious (and observable)
social support may be counterproductive,
which further undermines the assumption
that the frequency of social support acts
is a useful way to summarize supportive
interaction.

There are additional reasons to question
whether observational methods are always
the best choice for assessing support (e.g.,
see Goldsmith, 2004), but our purpose is
not to suggest that such methods are inap-
propriate. Instead, it is important to ques-
tion the assumption that observational pro-
cedures are inherently superior or that they
represent an advance in and of themselves
(e.g., Story & Bradbury, 2004). In fact, some
of the ingredients of the emotional life of
a marriage – the good (e.g., sexual ardor)
and the bad (e.g., violence) – are unlikely
to show themselves in laboratory research.
The behavioral tradition, more generally,
assumes that encounters can be set up in
a laboratory that distill the interpersonal
essence of a marriage. This seems unlikely.
We know from courtship data that single
events often transform relationships, moving
couples toward marriage, or leading them to
break up (Surra & Hughes, 1997). Retrospec-
tive interviews gathered from divorced indi-
viduals (e.g., Weiss, 1975) suggest that the
path to divorce can sometimes be tortured,
with periods of emotional upheaval punc-
tuating relatively quiescent periods. Other
marriages end, though, with little more than
a few angry flare-ups. Single events – such as
an affair – can transform the emotional cli-
mate of a marriage, but they do not always
have such an impact. All of these observa-
tions suggest the importance of knowing and
tracking the long-term history of the mar-
riage, so that we can understand why partic-
ular events might prove to be a turning point
in some marriages and not others.

Future research, particularly that with
the relatively new focus on positive ele-
ments in marriage, should begin with the
recognition that different methods (and
sometimes multiple methods) are appro-
priate in different circumstances and that
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the investigators’ research questions (not
methodological biases rooted in the behav-
ioral tradition) should drive measures and
methods (see Noller & Feeney, 2004).

The Multiple Pathways to Dissatisfaction
and/or Dissolution

Finally, one of the most exciting nascent
trends in the marital literature involves the
recognition that there is not a single uni-
tary process leading to marital distress and
divorce (Clements et al., 2004 ; Gottman &
Levenson, 2000; Huston et al., 2001). Some
couples begin marriage with lower mari-
tal satisfaction than most other couples but
remain married indefinitely, whereas other
couples begin marriage very satisfied but end
up divorcing. Moreover, the predictors of
dissatisfaction and divorce are not always
the same; for instance, stable characteris-
tics such as trait anxiety appear to be more
strongly related to satisfaction than they are
to divorce (Caughlin et al., 2000). Even the
processes leading to divorce are not uniform,
with some couples who eventually divorce
beginning marriage with high levels of hos-
tility and divorcing quickly, others begin-
ning marriage with moderate amounts of
both positive and negative elements before
becoming quite low in affection, and still
others beginning marriage with exceedingly
high levels of affection that are not sus-
tained over the early years of marriage.
Also, the predictors of divorce are different
for divorces that occur earlier in marriage
compared with those that happen later in
marriage. For instance, heightened negativ-
ity may presage divorces that happen early
in marriage whereas low levels or declin-
ing levels of affection forecast later divorces
(Gottman & Levenson, 2000; Huston et al.,
2001).

Such findings are important theoreti-
cally because they provide a more thor-
ough account of divorce. They also have
potentially significant practical implications.
If very different aspects of the emotional
climate lead to divorce in different cou-
ples, this would suggest the need for very
different intervention and prevention pro-

grams, depending on couples’ particular
weaknesses. Couples who begin marriage
with very high levels of antagonism might
benefit from traditional conflict skills train-
ing programs (see Kline et al., this volume).
If a couple appears to be most suscepti-
ble to declining affection, however, skills
training may be ineffective, whereas a pro-
gram designed to maintain affection might
be more useful. Obviously, the details of
such programs would need to be devel-
oped and tested systematically, but one
promising theoretical framework for devel-
oping such work is Aron’s self-expansion
model (Aron, Fisher, & Strong, this volume;
Aron, Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Heyman,
2000). Although spouses who enter mar-
riage with unsustainable idealized views of
their partner probably cannot help but expe-
rience some loss in affection, perhaps engag-
ing in novel and exciting activities with
one’s partner can minimize the loss – or
help replace idealized views of one’s part-
ner with other positive judgments that are
based more firmly in the partner’s actual
character. Regardless of the details of any
particular program, the possibility that dif-
ferent couples might require different types
of interventions emphasizes the crucial need
for future research to recognize that there is
not one single process leading to distress and
divorce.

Footnotes

1. To simplify our discussion, high and low val-
ues in Figure 8.1 should be thought of in com-
parison to other couples (i.e., as if the val-
ues were all standardized). That is, a hostile
couple is defined by being much higher than
most couples in antagonism and much lower
than most couples in affection. The position
of a particular couple in this two-dimensional
space depends, in principle, on both the inten-
sity and the frequency of affection (positive
affect) and antagonism (negative affect).

2 . The sample was originally identified by license
records of marriages in a four county area of
central Pennsylvania. The 168 couples were
similar to other couples in the region in terms
of ethnicity (98.8% were White), age on the
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wedding day (23 .5 years for husbands, 21 years
for wives) and parents’ occupations. Data were
gathered from the couples on three occasions,
spaced about a year apart, beginning when
they were newlyweds (i.e., married about 2

months).
3 . If one counts the two forms of accommoda-

tion separately, there are five distinct models,
as summarized in Table 8.1.

4 . Of course, given that several other studies have
shown a connection between neuroticism and
divorce, the enduring dynamics perspective
cannot completely describe the impact of neu-
roticism on marriage.
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Divorce and Postdivorce Relationships

Marilyn Coleman
Lawrence Ganong

Kim Leon

Public and social scientific attitudes about
divorce fall along a continuum. At one end
are those that see divorce as the shattering of
a family and the cause of most social ills, and
at the other end of the continuum are those
that see divorce as a stressful but norma-
tive life transition (Amato, 2004 ; Popenoe,
1996). Regardless of where an individual
might locate his or her attitudes toward
divorce on this continuum, divorce is a com-
mon occurrence in Western cultures.

Demographers have estimated that about
half of all marriages in the United States end
in divorce (Kreider & Fields, 2002). This may
be an underestimate of the proportion of
marriages that dissolve because many mar-
riages, especially among non-Hispanic Black
and Hispanic women, end in permanent
separation, rather than divorce (Bramlett
& Mosher, 2001). Divorce rates in the
United States are higher than in Europe
(i.e., 3 .9 per 1,000 population in 2003 com-
pared with an average of 1.9 per 1,000 in
European countries), but so are marriage
rates. In general, divorce rates in Europe,
North America, Australia, and New Zealand
have followed similar trends over the past

few decades (Allan, Hawker, & Crow, 2004 ;
Goode, 1993).

In this chapter, we examine research and
theory on postdivorce relationships. Given
the enormous volume of writing on divorce
over the last 3 decades, this review is neces-
sarily selective – we do not include research
on the effects of divorce on children’s well-
being, and we examine adults’ adjustment
only in conjunction with how their reactions
to divorce affect subsequent relationships.
Space restrictions have led us to ignore, for
the most part, the causes of marital disso-
lution (see Caughlin & Huston, this vol-
ume), although postdivorce relationships
are clearly tied to predivorce family and cou-
ple dynamics. Another self-imposed limita-
tion is that we write as if people experi-
ence a single divorce only – this is done
for ease of presentation and because most
researchers have done the same. The real-
ity for many people is multiple divorces,
but this adds so much complexity to the
issue of postdivorce relationships that we
would need a whole volume to describe it.
Finally, we note that the review contains
both old and new work – we like typological
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approaches to research because we think
considering patterns and profiles are more
informative ways to think about family pro-
cesses and relationships than the more stan-
dard variable approach to describing stud-
ies. Consequently, we include a fair number
of mature (and some new) typologies in
this review.

The Process of Divorce

Although divorce is eventful, it is not a dis-
crete event. Divorce is a process that often
begins long before and continues long after
the legal decree ending a marriage is filed,
especially if the divorcing couple has chil-
dren. Rather than occurring in an orderly,
sequential manner, the process of divorc-
ing is typically experienced as a disorganized
and seemingly random unfolding of events,
at least until motives are assigned by the
divorcing individuals (Hopper, 1993).

Hopper (2001) documented two domi-
nant vocabularies of motive for divorce, but
these motives emerged after the decision
to divorce had been made. Because mar-
riage is seen as both a personal accomplish-
ment and an institution that is supposed to
last forever, divorcing individuals feel the
need to offer accounts that explain their
point of view in such a way as to reduce
their responsibility for the marriage end-
ing and to provide culturally acceptable rea-
sons for the divorce. Those who initiated
the divorce emphasized individualism over
commitment, stressing the need for personal
development and fulfillment, areas that they
perceived were stifled by marriage. The non-
initiators articulated a moralistic vocabulary
about commitment and the need to stick
with the marriage at all costs. However,
both initiators’ and nonitiators’ accounts
for divorce appeared to be unrelated to
their feelings regarding the marriage –
both groups reported feeling indecisive and
ambivalent about the marriage. There also
was no pattern in the accounts that distin-
guished which spouse was ultimately the
initiator and which the noninitiator of the

legal divorce. In other words, the one who
was most upset by the divorce was not nec-
essarily the noninitiator, and these stances
emerged after the decision to divorce had
been made.

The divorce process is complex regard-
less of who initiated the separation and
regardless of how individuals account for and
explain the dissolution to others. Divorce
is multifaceted, involving every aspect of a
person’s life. Bohannan’s (1970) model of
divorce, the six stations of divorce (i.e., emo-
tional, legal, co-parental, economic, social,
and psychic), was an early attempt to cap-
ture the complex and comprehensive nature
of divorce.

Emotional Divorce

Divorced people can often identify when
their marriages began to deteriorate,
sometimes years before the decision to
divorce. Bohannan argued that the dissolu-
tion process begins with emotional divorce,
a progression that Kayser (1993) termed
marital disaffection. Marital disaffection is
a weakening over time of the emotional
attachment to the partner. Positive feelings
become more neutral; the person becomes
estranged from and indifferent to the spouse.
When couples cannot effectively manage
conflicts they may become emotionally
disengaged, and affective disengagement
is associated with lower marital satisfac-
tion (Smith, Vivian, & O’Leary, 1990).
Longitudinal research on marital satisfac-
tion and stability has identified a common
pattern in which negative ways of handling
conflict (e.g., criticism, defensiveness,
contempt) lead to affective disengage-
ment, which is highly predictive of divorce
(Gottman, 1994).

Although emotional divorce and mar-
ital disaffection do not necessarily lead
to legal divorce, a marriage in which
there is increasing emotional disengagement
between partners becomes less stable and
morphs into what Sternberg (1986) called
empty love. That is, the relationship is main-
tained because of commitment to the insti-
tution of marriage, but the couple no longer



divorce and postdivorce relationships 159

experiences passion or intimacy. Cuber and
Harroff (1965) described a similar process
of movement from a vital to a devitalized
marriage, in which the initial excitement,
romance, physical attraction, and sharing
wanes, leaving only commitment to the
institution of marriage. Cuber and Harroff
referred to such marriages as habit cages –
the couple essentially lives like roommates
rather than romantic partners and has lit-
tle in common except perhaps children and
their shared memories. Although the grad-
ual shift from vital to devitalized couples has
been attributed to change in the partners
over time, this is unlikely to be the sole prob-
lem. In satisfying marriages, partners may
grow in new directions, but they also become
more interdependent. The shift from a vital
to a devitalized relationship may involve a
process of affective disengagement.

A common response to emotional divorce
is grief. The absence of a loved one or the loss
of the ideal of the perfect marriage and fam-
ily is a kind of death. Unlike death, however,
divorce usually initially involves rejection of
one partner by another. Additionally, there
is seldom the same level of community sup-
port for divorcing individuals that is expe-
rienced by a bereaved spouse. There is no
mourning ritual such as a funeral or memo-
rial service to bring closure to the process.
Friends, not wanting to choose sides, may
abandon both divorcing partners, making
divorce a very lonely process often accom-
panied by hurt and anger.

Legal Divorce

In Western culture the courts are responsi-
ble to dissolve a marriage because marriage
is a legal relationship. In other cultures, this
may be handled by a religious group or by
contract. In the United States, legal divorce
has changed from a fault to a no-fault sys-
tem, meaning that spouses do not have to
provide grounds for divorce.

In recent years, a movement has grown
that is akin to returning to fault divorce.
Covenant marriage laws that have been
enacted in a few states offer couples an
option of choosing a marriage with more

stringent legal requirements than the stan-
dard marriage. Requirements for covenant
marriage include premarital and marital
counseling and a 2-year separation period
preceding divorce, except in cases where
marital fault can be established (Nock,
Wright, & Sanchez, 1999). It is too early
to tell if covenant marriages will lower the
divorce rate or even if they will be widely
accepted. Currently, covenant marriage laws
have only been passed in Arizona, Arkansas,
and Louisiana, and few people have chosen
this option – fewer than 5% in Louisiana
(Hawkins, Nock, Wilson, Sanchez, &
Wright, 2002). Feminist scholars have raised
concerns about the possibility of covenant
marriages trapping women in abusive rela-
tionships (women would have to substan-
tiate allegations of abuse in court) or that
the legal costs of having to show cause
would create financial burdens for women
(Carriere, 1998; Stewart, 1999).

Even though marital dissolution is a
rather simple legal procedure, this aspect
of divorce frequently bewilders divorcing
persons. Expecting justice for perceived
wrongs by the other, divorcing people some-
times feel betrayed that legal decisions that
seem unfair are nonetheless legal (Mandell,
2002). Aspects of the legal divorce that
are relatively new include court-ordered
parenting plans that spell out arrangements
regarding the child and mandated medi-
ation for couples who cannot agree on
custody and child support (Mason, Fine, &
Carnochan, 2004).

Co-Parental Divorce

The most emotionally painful and linger-
ing aspect of divorce is often co-parental
divorce. In the United States, joint legal
custody has been mandated in many states
unless there is cause to not do so. This means
that both parents have input into deci-
sions regarding the child’s education, reli-
gious training, and health care. Joint physical
custody, which allows both parents to spend
considerable time with the child, is rapidly
becoming the preference of courts. Sharing
legal or physical custody (or both) requires
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parents to work together in some fashion.
For some, co-parenting is not difficult, but
for many, perhaps most, co-parenting is chal-
lenging or impossible.

It is important for children’s well-being
for divorced parents to figure out ways to
co-parent without acrimony. Children who
have the worst outcomes after parental sep-
aration are those whose parents were in
high conflict during the marriage and con-
tinue fighting after divorce (Amato & Booth,
1996). Children are especially harmed if they
perceive that parents’ fighting is about them.
The best predictor of child outcomes after
divorce is parental conflict (Cummings &
Davies, 1994). Children whose parents can
be cooperative colleagues (Ahrons, 1994) and
establish a reasonably businesslike working
arrangement as co-parents do about as well
as those whose nondivorced parents engage
in low levels of conflict. It appears to be
parental conflict more so than divorce that
affects children negatively (Hetherington &
Kelly, 2002).

Economic Divorce

The economic divorce often leaves both
partners feeling cheated, but dividing up
resources is essential because the husband
and wife are legally recognized as an eco-
nomic unit in the United States. The extent
to which the couple is considered a sin-
gle economic unit varies from state to state,
however. In some states the couple is con-
sidered legally to be one person. In those
states, all assets are considered marital assets
no matter who brought the resources to the
marriage. Couples often do a lot of fighting
over money, both before and after divorce. It
is likely that many of these heated arguments
are not really about money, however, but
rather represent underlying issues of power
and control.

Once assets have been divided, husbands
and wives are usually economically free of
each other unless they have minor-aged chil-
dren together. Despite alterations in legal
custody arrangements, mothers still tend
to be awarded physical custody of chil-
dren (Grall, 2000). Consequently, fathers

are often legally required to pay child sup-
port to their former wives.

Parents paying child support often com-
plain that they pay too much, and parents
receiving child support complain that they
do not receive enough money to provide for
the children. There is truth in both argu-
ments, although parents seldom have accu-
rate ideas regarding the costs of raising a
child, and it is rare that both divorced par-
ents do not suffer financially (McManus &
DiPrete, 2001). Despite stiffer child sup-
port laws, only 45% of parents received the
full amount of child support in 2001, 8%
more than in 1993 (U.S. Census Bureau Press
Release, 2003).

Community Divorce

The community divorce is when partners
detach from their old couple friends but
have yet to begin the search for a new
social support system. Often a time of both
anger and despair, people commonly find
that when they are not part of a couple, they
are no longer invited to social events. Their
friends may make them feel uncomfortable
and unsupported. Seeking new partners,
especially for men, is a frequent means of
overcoming the discomfort of dealing with
the loss of the social life. In the community
divorce, individuals become cognizant of the
lack of support they receive from social insti-
tutions such as religious groups, school, the
legal system, and the health care system.

Psychic Divorce

Psychic divorce is the separation of self from
the personality and influence of the former
spouse (Hagestad & Smyer, 1982). Wed-
dings are accompanied by rituals and cer-
emonies attended by friends and family –
showers, bachelor parties, rehearsal dinners,
the marriage ceremony itself. Divorce has no
such ceremonies. It is a difficult time, espe-
cially for the noninitiators of the divorce for
whom the transition is unexpected and often
unwanted and for those who have been mar-
ried a long time. Divorce at middle age or
older is an off-time process in the life course
and is likely to be viewed more often as a
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crisis than is divorce that occurs when indi-
viduals are younger. Divorce often occurs
early; a third of first marriages end within
10 years and 20% within 5 years (National
Center for Health Statistics, 1993).

Three kinds of bonds have to be dissolved
when partners end a marriage (Hagestad &
Smyer, 1982). First, partners must let go of
their emotional attachment to the other per-
son. This bond is the emotional energy that is
invested in the relationship. The emotional
cathexis is built during the dating period,
and dissolving those bonds is a bit like revers-
ing the courtship process.

The second type of bond that must be dis-
solved is role attachment. The social marker
establishing this bond is engagement, repre-
sented by the giving of the engagement ring.
Married persons, especially those who have
long been married, may be attached to the
role of spouse, independent of their feelings
toward their spouse. They may want to keep
“husband” or “wife” in their role portfolio – it
is a key part of their identity. DeGarmo and
Kitson (1996) found the divorce adjustment
was easier for women who were less heavily
invested in their role as wife. Not long ago,
women’s identities were almost completely
obliterated by marriage. Women took the
husband’s name and became Mrs. John Doe,
signing letters and introducing themselves
this way. Divorce, therefore, meant a loss of
identity as well as social status. Even today,
divorced and single adults are not accorded
the same social status as are married adults.

The final bond that must be dissolved is
that of routines. Marriage typically includes
established habits and routines. For exam-
ple, a division of labor is common. As a
result, divorce is often accompanied by feel-
ings of incompetence for those who have
never done their own laundry or cooking or
for those who know nothing about procuring
insurance or cleaning out the gutters. Indi-
viduals experience a sense of loss when they
cannot rely on established routines.

Spiritual Divorce

Kaslow (2000) added religious or spiritual
dimensions to the divorce process. For many

people, marriage is a sacred institution, and
marital dissolution is a wrenching experi-
ence because it represents a religious trans-
gression that involves cutting ties with for-
mal and informal social support networks,
a crisis in beliefs, and feelings of guilt and
blame. Little research has been done on this
aspect of divorce.

Adjustment of Divorced Persons
and Postdivorce Relationships

It has been well established that divorced
individuals differ from married people on
a number of variables. Some of these fac-
tors (e.g., lower income, more social isola-
tion, greater number of negative life events)
contribute to divorce, but they also can be
the result of divorce (Lorenz et al., 1997;
Marks, 1996). For example, alcohol abuse
often goes up among men and depression
increases among women following divorce
(Wu & Hart, 2002). Some patterns of less
stable behavior that occur after divorce (e.g.,
engaging in casual sex) appear to be tem-
porary, however, and the lives of others,
primarily women, improve. Amato (2000)
concluded from his review of research that
differences in well-being between divorced
and married adults were due to difficulties
with solo parenting, a conflictual relation-
ship with the former spouse, economic hard-
ship, and declines in support.

Gender Issues

Although one might think that divorce
would be more difficult for women than
men, this does not appear to be the case for
women as a group. Acock and Demo (1994)
reported that mothers perceived their social
life, career opportunities, and personal hap-
piness to improve after divorce. Others have
reported that women feel more in control
after divorce (e.g., even if their income is less,
they have control over how it is spent) and
that their self-esteem improves (Riessmann,
1990). Divorce may be more difficult for spe-
cific groups of women, however, – middle-
aged or older women, especially those with
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little work experience, and the spouse who
was left, rather than the leaver, seem to suf-
fer the most (Sweeney, 2002).

Women are considerably more likely to
initiate divorce than men (England, 2000;
Hetherington & Kelly, 2002). In fact, Hether-
ington reported that women initiated 68%
of the divorces in her samples of middle-
class White mothers. This does not neces-
sarily mean that the divorce process is easy
for women. Perhaps women are more likely
to initiate divorce because they monitor rela-
tionships more closely, are more aware when
there are problems with the relationship
(Gottman, 1994), and feel that they have
more to lose by staying in a relationship that
they view as unsatisfactory. For example,
about half of the women in Hetherington’s
studies indicated that lack of marital com-
munication and affection stimulated their
decision to divorce.

Divorce does take a toll on women, but
no more so than do unhappy marriages.
Kiecolt-Glaser and Newton (2001) found
that women’s immune systems are more
disrupted than men’s during marital con-
flict, that unhappily married and recently
divorced women frequented doctors or hos-
pitals 3 times more often than happily mar-
ried women, and that they reported more
health problems (e.g., headaches, fatigue,
colds, and flu) than happily married women.

Adjustment difficulties often have seri-
ous implications for postdivorce relation-
ships, both for the maintenance of ties with
children and co-parents and for the cre-
ation of new romantic relationships (and
relationships that may accompany a new
partner, such as new in-laws and stepchil-
dren). Some adjustment problems, such as
depression and substance abuse, hinder the
maintenance of family relationships – in fact,
several of the explanatory models for chil-
dren’s outcomes have to do with increased
parental stress due to divorce and the sub-
sequent negative effects of stress on par-
enting abilities (Ganong & Coleman, 2004 ;
Simons, 1996). According to these models,
poor parental adjustment, particularly for
residential parents, results in parent–child
relationships that are generally characterized

by underinvolved parenting, parent–child
conflicts, and inconsistent discipline (Amato,
1993 ; Hetherington, 1998). Single parents
often face a great deal of stress and a lack
of social support, both of which may dimin-
ish their parenting abilities. It has been sug-
gested that newly remarried parents become
depressed or preoccupied with the chal-
lenges of remarriage and stepfamily life,
leading them to neglect their children or
at least fail to maintain satisfying parent–
child relationships (Hetherington, 1998). It
should be noted that most research sup-
porting these models is from secondary data
sets, so knowledge of postdivorce parenting
dynamics is incomplete.

Other reactions to divorce may serve to
motivate an individual to work harder at
remaining involved in their children’s lives
(if the person no longer resides with their
children) or to focus their energies on main-
taining a positive relationship with chil-
dren and co-parents. There is some research
on fathers that suggests that many fathers
become more invested in their children after
divorce, rather than less (Braver, 1998).

Adults’ poor adjustment to divorce can
also greatly reduce the chances of finding and
developing new romantic relationships. In
contrast, it could be argued that loneliness,
stress and worry over finances, and other
negative consequences of divorce can serve
to motivate individuals to find new partners.
Few scholars have examined the intercon-
nections of adults’ reactions to divorce and
their subsequent dating behaviors.

Patterns of Adjustment

Despite the well-documented stress of di-
vorce, researchers have found divorcing
individuals to be resilient for the most
part. Hetherington and Kelly (2002) iden-
tified six patterns of adjustment evident in
the individuals in Hetherington’s longitudi-
nal studies. The Enhanced group, predom-
inantly women, became more competent,
well adjusted, and fulfilled over time. Work-
ing seemed to be related to resilience for
the women, and 85% of them indicated
they would work even if they did not have
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financial reasons for doing so. Work was a
source of social support and romantic part-
ners, and this group tended to remarry more
successfully.

The Goodenoughs were the largest group
in Hetherington’s studies, and this group
was composed fairly equally of men and
women. Women in the Goodenough group
dealt effectively for the most part with
postdivorce stressors, but they were not as
resilient as Enhancers, so tensions and chal-
lenges sometimes threw them off balance.
Ten years after divorce, the Goodenough
group’s remarriages looked similar to their
first marriages.

Men, in particular, appeared to cope with
divorce and the accompanying stressors of
caring for themselves by finding new part-
ners. To avoid anxiety and depression, they
tended to seek women who would look after
them without being demanding or expecting
much in return. Hetherington labeled those
who were eager to find new partners Seekers.
Perhaps not surprisingly, their second mar-
riages were lower in satisfaction than their
first marriages.

Hetherington labeled the often-stereo-
typed group of primarily men who engaged
in behaviors such as buying convertibles,
dressing youthfully, and having a lot of
casual sex as Swingers. This style of coping
was especially prominent the first year after
divorce with nearly 25% of the men engag-
ing in these behaviors. Many of them had
been rather conventional before divorce, and
they soon returned to more conventional
behaviors. They became Goodenoughs over
time, and they were no more likely to engage
in extramarital affairs after remarrying than
those in the other groups. Women, even
if they had wanted to be Swingers, were
unlikely to be able to sustain such a lifestyle.
Women are far more likely to have physical
custody of the children than are men, so they
seldom have either the time or the money to
live a swinging lifestyle.

The Competent Loners were a small group
of mostly women (10% of Hetherington’s
sample at 1 year postdivorce and 15% at 10

years postdivorce) who were quite skilled
and self-sufficient. These women were not

seeking new partners although they were
often involved in intimate relationships.
Some remarried, but most were content to
remain single.

The group that did not cope well, the
Defeated, did especially poorly the first year
after divorce. This group was large (about a
third of the sample) and dominated by men.
The gender difference diminished over time,
and the size of the group became smaller,
with 10% of the women and 12% of the
men still in this category. The women who
remained Defeated often did so because of
poverty; they lacked education and job skills.

Postdivorce Relationships

Co-Parenting Relationships

One of the challenges of divorce for par-
ents is to separate the marital and parental
roles (Whiteside, 1998). The task is to main-
tain roles as co-parents while dissolving co-
partner roles (Coleman & Ganong, 1995).
Married parents typically merge these roles
or blur the boundaries between them, and
maintaining one without the other is dif-
ficult for some divorced people. Conse-
quently, co-parenting is one of the most dif-
ficult aspects of postdivorce relating.

Ahrons (1983) coined the term binuclear
family to describe postdivorce family struc-
ture – two households linked by the child.
From her longitudinal data set, Ahrons iden-
tified five post-divorce co-parenting styles.
In the case of Dissolved Duos, one parent,
almost always a father, disappeared from
the child’s life. The co-parents no longer
had any relationship at all, and one par-
ent no longer had a relationship with the
child. Perfect Pals continued to be best friends
and to function as parents nearly identically
to how they did prior to divorce. These
parents attended school and other child-
related events together and planned and
talked about child-related issues regularly.
Because the common expectation is that
divorced couples will not get along, these
couples puzzle others. Perfect Pals were
unlikely to remarry, and it is surmised that
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many potential partners would be unable
to handle the intimacy of a new partner
who remained Perfect Pals with their ex-
spouse. More study needs to be made of their
postdivorce coping abilities. A less close but
functional style was Cooperative Colleagues,
a type of co-parenting typified by courtesy
and respect for each other’s parenting abili-
ties and cooperation on issues related to the
child. These couples would not refer to each
other as best friends, but they managed to
put aside their differences for the sake of the
child. According to Ahrons, the keys to posi-
tive co-parenting are maintaining respect for
the other parent, communicating construc-
tively about the children as well as exchang-
ing information and problem solving about
them, and finding ways to share responsibil-
ity for child-rearing tasks. To successfully co-
parent, couples have to believe it is impor-
tant, that it is best for the children, and make
it a priority (Whiteside, 1998). The major-
ity of divorced couples are able to cooperate
reasonably well as co-parents.

Less functional co-parenting styles
included Angry Associates and Fiery Foes,
two types that differed mainly in the
intensity of their dysfunctional behaviors.
These co-parents were unable to focus on
the best interests of their children and spent
their energies competing and fighting with
each other. There was complete lack of
respect for each other’s parenting ability,
and returning to court over custody and
child support was common. Individuals in
these co-parenting arrangements sometimes
remarried to gain allies to help them fight
the ex-spouse. These high-conflict parents
may sabotage each other, withhold informa-
tion, spend considerable time in court over
custody issues, and even become neglectful
and abusive (Whiteside, 1998).

co-parental conflict

Not surprisingly, high conflict between the
ex-spouses often results in less contact
between the noncustodial parent (typically
the father) and the child. This usually means
that relationships between the child and the
noncustodial parent’s extended family are

cut off as well (Whiteside, 1998). Severing
these ties can impoverish a child’s life in
terms of potential resources, knowledge of
his or her heritage, and emotional support.
In some instances, however, reduced con-
tact may be a good thing. There is evidence
that children who show the most problems
are from families where the relationship
between the ex-spouses is highly conflictual
but they continue to maintain a great deal of
contact (Amato & Booth, 1996).

As the divorce process continues, many
of these warring couples resolve some of
their conflicts and are able to establish
clearer boundaries between parenting and
their angry relationships with the ex-spouse.
There is evidence that the longer and more
conflictual the legal process, the worse the
co-parental relationship. There is also evi-
dence that fathers who initiate divorce
proceedings and take more responsibility
for the divorce are more likely to ful-
fill parental responsibilities (Baum, 2003).
However, father’s fulfillment of parental
responsibilities is complicated. Child sup-
port policies have been predicated on the
notion of fathers having only one set of chil-
dren to support. In fact, increases in multiple
marital and cohabiting relationships means
that nearly 75% of remarried men have mul-
tiple sets of children to support (emotion-
ally and financially) both inside and outside
their current relationship. The more com-
plex the father’s parenting responsibilities,
the less likely he is to meet them (Manning,
Stewart, & Smock, 2003).

Attempts to educate divorcing parents
through court-ordered programs seem to
help parents focus more on their chil-
dren’s well-being and less on their anger
at the other parent, although the research
focus of these programs has primarily been
on parents’ perceived satisfaction with the
program (Kelly, 2002). Utilizing mediation
rather than the traditional legal system,
which is adversarial, seems to be helpful
as well (Hahn & Kleist, 2000; Kelly, 1996),
although it is likely that couples who are
already somewhat cooperative may be more
likely to choose mediation than those who
are highly conflicted. Parallel parenting, with
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parents doing the best they can when the
child is with them but not sharing informa-
tion or interacting with the other parent,
seems to be a solution for some couples.
However, when parents cannot communi-
cate due to high levels of unresolved anger
or distrust, a situation may develop in which
the child has to pretend the other parent
doesn’t exist while spending time with one
parent, which is stressful for children (Ricci,
1997). Johnston (1995) recommended that
a co-parenting counselor or arbitrator may
be necessary to help parents who are unable
to relate in a reasonable way (e.g., with-
out verbal abuse, physical threats, and some-
times violence). It is also important for par-
ents engaging in parallel parenting to avoid
relying on the child to carry messages back
and forth.

Parent–Child Relationships

Much of the research on parent–child rela-
tionships has focused on how these rela-
tionships affect children’s development after
divorce (for reviews, see Amato, 2000 and
Emery, 1999). However, researchers increas-
ingly have turned attention to studying
the dynamics of parent–child relationships
after divorce. Most of these studies have
been limited to the relationship between
children and their nonresidential mother
(Montgomery, Anderson, Hetherington, &
Clingempeel, 1992). Studies of father–child
relationships have primarily examined only
the frequency of contact and not relation-
ship quality. Considering that child outcome
is negatively affected by parental conflict
(Amato, Loomis, & Booth, 1995), it is likely
that children who have high contact with
their nonresidential fathers will do well if
the parental relationship is low conflict.

Forming New Romantic Relationships
After Divorce

Most divorced adults find another romantic
partner. In the United States, the probabil-
ity of cohabiting after the dissolution of first
marriage is 70% after 10 years (Bramlett &
Mosher, 2001); however, Black women are
significantly less likely to cohabit after

first marriage than are Hispanic or White
women. For many, cohabitation is a pre-
lude to remarriage; for others, cohabitation
is an alternative to legal unions (Booth &
Crouter, 2002).

Census estimates project that in the
United States nearly 85% of divorced people
remarry (Kreider & Fields, 2002), although
the likelihood of remarriage is much higher
for White divorced women than for Black
divorced women (Bramlett & Mosher, 2001).
Although the remarriage rate is lower in
other Western societies, most divorced peo-
ple eventually cohabit or remarry (Allan
et al., 2004 ; Wu & Penning, 1997).

remarriage

The United States has the highest remar-
riage rate in the world. About half of all U.S.
marriages are remarriages for one or both
partners (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, Table
145), and more than 10% of U.S. remarriages
are third- or higher order for one or both
partners (National Center for Health Statis-
tics, 1993). Remarriages are slightly more
likely to end in dissolution than are first mar-
riages (about 25% after 5 years; more prob-
able for Black than White women and for
women with children than for those with-
out) (Bramlett & Mosher, 2001).

Divorced individuals in the United States
tend to remarry quickly – on average, in
less than 4 years (30% remarry within 1

year; Wilson & Clarke, 1992). Hetherington’s
data suggest that remarriage may be a
path toward better adjustment for some
divorced adults. For example, the Seekers
in her study tried to find a new part-
ner to alleviate anxiety and depression.
Alternately, some argue that it is the
other way around: Better adjusted adults
are more likely to remarry. A causal
link between psychological adjustment and
remarriage has yet to be established, how-
ever. Amato (2000) posited that if the least
fit were selected out of remarriage, the
divorced population over time would be
increasingly poorly adjusted. In support of
Amato’s argument, some researchers report
that individual functioning improved over
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time only if they remarried (Ganong &
Coleman, 2004).

For women, remarriage is often a
way of improving economic circumstances.
Although both men and women’s living
standards are reduced, “most women would
have to make heroic leaps in the labor (or
marriage) market to keep their losses as small
as the losses experienced by the men from
whom they separate” (McManus & Diprete,
2001, p. 266). It is unlikely that women often
reveal to researchers that their purpose in
remarrying was to establish financial secu-
rity for their children, but it is obvious that
this is often a factor (Weaver & Coleman,
2004). Additionally, the women who are
least likely to remarry are those who are well
educated, financially secure, and who do not
have to depend on remarriage for financial
security (Oh, 1986). The women most likely
to remarry are those with fewer resources
and greater economic demands (Schmiege,
Richards, & Zvonkovic, 2001).

Regardless of their reasons, however, indi-
viduals in the United States are dedicated
to the idea of partnerships, especially remar-
riage, after divorce. Remarriage nonetheless
brings with it new challenges that many cou-
ples are not prepared to meet. Despite a
rate of dissolution that is slightly higher than
that for first marriages (Cherlin, 1992), there
is little evidence that couples prepare for
remarriage in any significant way other than
cohabiting (Ganong & Coleman, 1989).

Dating after divorce can be awkward.
Individuals who have not been in the “dat-
ing game” for a long period of time may
not know what to do or how to act. Others
may see dating as a chance to go wild and
experience things they missed out on when
they were dating before their first marriage
(e.g., Hetherington’s Swingers). Some may
remarry quickly to avoid the awkwardness of
dating, sometimes only to find themselves in
another mediocre or bad marriage.

It is an almost universal finding that
children have more difficulty adapting to
parental remarriage than do the adults. Some
adults may have been emotionally with-
drawing from their spouse for years, so they
were ready for new romantic relationships

long before their marriages ended. The short
courtships for remarriage would indicate
that, indeed, many people first find a new
partner and then get divorced. Children,
however, are seldom as aware of the emo-
tional divorce process as their parents, so
surprise and a sense of loss are common
among children. When they no longer share
a household with both parents, their time
with each parent is considerably less than it
had been before divorce. If the nonresiden-
tial parent does not stay in close touch with
the children (and as many as 50% of children
lose contact with their fathers after divorce;
Stephens, 1996), they may feel not just loss,
but abandonment.

Relationships With Partners’ Children

The development and maintenance of
remarriages (or cohabiting partnerships)
between divorced adults who have no chil-
dren may not differ dramatically from rela-
tional dynamics in first marriages and cohab-
iting unions when adults do not have
children. This is speculation because such
relationships have not been studied. What
is not speculative is the position that remar-
riages that create stepfamilies present chal-
lenges for adults and children (Ganong &
Coleman, 2004). The process of developing
a mutually satisfying stepparent–stepchild
relationship is challenging because step-
parents are trying to build these relation-
ships within the context of ongoing parent–
child relationships, ongoing co-parental ties
between the stepchildren’s parents, and
multiple and possibly conflicting expecta-
tions of family members.

developing stepparent–stepchild

relationships

Few researchers have examined the ways
in which stepparents and stepchildren
develop their relationships (for a review, see
Ganong & Coleman, 2004). Hetherington
and Clingempeel (1992) reported that step-
fathers initially interacted like polite strangers
with stepchildren, but over time they
became less skilled at controlling and mon-
itoring stepchildren. Bray and Kelly (1998)
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also found that stepfathers became less
involved with stepchildren over the first
2 years, in part because children rebuffed
their attempts to engage in “effective par-
enting skills” (p. 263). However, Bray found,
as did Hetherington (1993 ; Hetherington,
Cox, & Cox, 1982) in two earlier studies,
that stepfathers who developed the closest
relationships with stepchildren had focused
on developing warm relationships that were
characterized by a high degree of communi-
cation with them.

We studied the process of how steppar-
ents, mostly stepfathers, attempted to elicit
liking (affinity) from their stepchildren in
a small sample (Ganong, Coleman, Fine, &
Martin, 1999). We identified three patterns
of stepparent affinity seeking. Continuous
affinity seekers regularly tried to become
friends and build affinity with stepchildren,
both before and after the remarriage. The
early affinity seekers initially tried to elicit
liking from stepchildren but stopped doing
so after remarriage. The early affinity seekers
discontinued such efforts after they moved
in with their stepchildren, assuming the
role of parent, which they apparently saw as
incompatible with getting their stepchildren
to like them. Finally, one group of step-
parents, the nonseekers, made few attempts
to elicit affinity from their stepchildren.
Continuous affinity seekers had the most
cohesive relationships with stepchildren,
according to both the stepparents and
stepchildren. These stepparents engaged in
dyadic interactions alone with the stepchil-
dren that were chosen by the child, actions
that allowed stepparents and stepchildren
to get to know each other without being
distracted by the presence and reactions of
third persons. These stepparents were more
likely to communicate warmth, empathy,
and an understanding of children’s needs and
interests than were the other stepparents.
These findings echoed those of earlier stud-
ies (Kelly, 1996) and shed light on why step
relationships more often are characterized
by liking and affection when stepparents
focus on developing friendships with
stepchildren before they attempt to disci-
pline and set rules for them (Bray & Berger,

1993 ; Crosbie-Burnett & Giles-Sims, 1994 ;
Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992). The
findings also suggest that affinity-seeking
efforts need to be maintained for them to be
effective. Disciplining appears to get in the
way of affinity seeking, so it may be helpful
for stepparents to focus on affinity develop-
ing and delay assuming a role as disciplinar-
ian for as long as possible (Kelly, 1996).

What stepparents do to build good rela-
tionships with stepchildren is only part
of the story. Relational development is
a bi-directional process. Good step rela-
tionships are created when stepchildren
respond to affinity-building efforts. A key
to understanding how stepchildren affect
relationship-building efforts by stepparents
may be to know how they define their
relationships with nonresidential parents
and stepparents. For example, White and
Gilbreth (2001) examined three perspec-
tives on the importance of residential stepfa-
thers and nonresidential fathers on stepchil-
dren: an accumulation model, which implies
that both men play important roles in chil-
dren’s lives; a loss model, which suggests
that children only lose fathers, they don’t
gain stepfathers; and a substitution model,
which proposes that stepfathers functionally
replace nonresidential fathers. They found
support for the accumulation model and rec-
ommended that researchers pay attention to
how stepchildren feel about all of their par-
ents, not just the ones in the household in
which they live. Moreover, they argued from
their findings that how children feel about
their parents and stepparents predicts out-
comes such as internalizing and externaliz-
ing behaviors better than contact or involve-
ment with stepfathers and fathers do.

One fundamental question facing step-
families is: What kind of relationship is
being developed? The type of residential
step relationships appears to be the result
of several processes. In the next section,
we review stepfamily typologies that illus-
trate some processes. According to VanLear,
Koerner, and Allen (this volume), “typolo-
gies act as tools for organizing our knowl-
edge and understanding about human rela-
tionships . . . [and] provide parameters and
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limits for generalizations” (p. 106). We
believe that typologies allow readers to look
efficiently across studies and draw conclu-
sions about commonalities and difference in
stepfamilies. Of course, typologies are prob-
lematic if they restrict thinking about step-
families and if they do not adequately reflect
the complexity of family patterns (VanLear
et al., this volume).

Typologies of Stepfamily Functioning

Berger (1995) identified three types of step-
families (i.e., Invented, Imported, and Inte-
grated ). Invented stepfamilies ignored their
past as though it did not exist. Stepfathers in
Invented families had either not been pre-
viously married or had been briefly mar-
ried but did not have children. These cou-
ples remarried when young and typically had
at least one child in the new union. The
stepfamily was considered the “real” family,
everyone in the family used the same last
name, children called the stepfather Dad,
and family members seldom told others of
their stepfamily status. Integrated families
were those in which each spouse had been
previously married and had children (usually
adolescents or young adults) from that mar-
riage. They seldom had children after remar-
rying; their focus was on the marital relation-
ship. Integrated family members often used
different last names, and they made no pre-
tense at being anything other than a step-
family. Children referred to the stepparents
by their first names. Imported families func-
tioned as a continuation of the previous fam-
ily. The couple raised each other’s children as
though they were their own, and the stepfa-
ther adopted the role of the missing father.
These families were less extreme forms of
recreated nuclear families than were the
Invented families. Berger did not find dif-
ferences in family functioning or satisfaction
between these stepfamilies.

Bray and Kelly (1998) identified three
types of stepfamilies. Neotraditional fami-
lies made up about 40% of the sample;
these were stepfamilies that looked and

acted as nuclear families. Neotraditionalists
over time acquired characteristics of func-
tional nuclear families – emotional close-
ness, close parent–child bond, satisfying mar-
riages. Couples in these stepfamilies tended
to nurture their relationships, shared a vision
of marriage and family life, and agreed on
parenting. The most important key to their
success was agreeing on how to deal with
their children.

Matriarchal stepfamilies (about 25%–
30% of Bray’s sample) had several defin-
ing characteristics. One key was that the
parenting responsibilities belonged solely to
the parent, typically the mother, and gen-
eral decision-making power was in her hands
as well. Stepfathers were interested in par-
enting but were willing to follow their
wife’s lead, which often meant helping the
wife monitor the stepchild’s activities. There
was a fairly low level of cohesiveness in
these stepfamilies, and they were vulnerable
to change.

Romantic stepfamilies on the surface
resembled Neotraditional families, and their
goals were the same. However, the Roman-
tics had difficult relations with stepchildren
and former spouses, and they tended to fail
to nurture the marital relationship. Their sig-
nature trait according to Bray was unrealis-
tic expectations. They expected an instant
transformation to a nuclear family. They
seldom let go of unrealistic expectations
despite many failures. These families were
more likely than others to redivorce.

Burgoyne and Clark (1984) identified five
stepfamily types. The not really a stepfamily
group were basically reconstituted nuclear
families. The couple remarried when the
stepchild(ren) were quite young, and they
reported that they did not consciously seek
to recreate a nuclear family, things just fell
into place that allowed them to live that way.
The couple often had at least one mutual
child, and they referred to themselves as nor-
mal families. The looking forward to depar-
ture of children families consisted of older
remarrying couples with one or more sets of
children who were already teenagers. They
were too old to have mutual children in
the new marriage, and they eagerly awaited
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the departure of the dependent children so
that they could enjoy their new partnership
more fully. Progressive stepfamilies did not
try to imitate nuclear families or be conven-
tional. Their conflicts with ex-spouses had
been resolved, they had a pluralistic view
of family life, and they depicted themselves
as making choices with the goal of creating
advantages for their children. They decided
whether to have mutual children in light of
this. They reported few sources of conflict,
and they did not have financial worries. The
largely successful conscious pursuit of an ordi-
nary family life together stepfamilies, unlike
the not really a stepfamily group, made seri-
ous efforts to be recreated nuclear families.
They had mutual children to appear and feel
more normal. Although they often initially
struggled with this, the stepparents (usu-
ally stepfathers) transferred their affection
and allegiance to their stepchildren. The last
group, conscious pursuit of an ordinary family
life frustrated, tried to become reconstituted
nuclear families but were not successful in
their attempts. This was often blamed on
the noncustodial parent who was perceived
as undermining the stepparents’ efforts to
replace them. Disputes over finances, cus-
tody, and property were common. Because
of these continuing problems, these couples
seldom had mutual children.

Stepfamily Trajectories

Braithwaite, Polson, Golish, Soukop, and
Turman (2001) also identified five stepfam-
ily types from interviews with one mem-
ber of 51 stepfamilies who retrospectively
recalled the first 4 years (or less if they
had not been together that long) of their
family life together. Thirty percent was in
the Accelerated group, which was described
as moving quickly toward “feeling like a
family.” These families basically recreated
the nuclear family. Prolonged families were
the next largest group; they did not com-
pare themselves to the nuclear family but
created their own definition of what it
means to be a family. Declining stepfami-
lies were the smallest group. They quickly
felt “like a family” and then regressed until

by the end of 4 years they felt a sense of
impending doom and hopelessness about
their families. They experienced loyalty con-
flicts, ambiguous and strained family roles,
and boundary problems. Stagnating step-
families were also a small group, and they
began with low feelings of family cohesive-
ness that continued over time. Although
they sought to replicate the nuclear family,
they were unable to do so, and the harder
they tried the worse it got. High-Amplitude
Turbulent families were diverse, unstable,
and unpredictable. There was a lack of soli-
darity between the couple and expectations
were unrealistic. Those who avoided conflict
did more poorly than those who confronted
the conflict.

Stepparent Typologies

Erera-Weatherly (1996) identified five step-
parent styles from her in-depth study of 32

Israeli stepparents. Stepfathers only enacted
the biological parent style. These stepfathers
said that they felt and acted toward stepchil-
dren identically to how they felt and acted
toward their own children, which created
conflict between stepparents and stepchil-
dren and between the stepfathers and
their wives. Supergood stepmoms consciously
worked hard to be good parents to dispel
the wicked stepmother stereotype. Detached
stepparents had only minimal involvement
with the stepchildren; they functioned this
way after failing to succeed as more active
stepparents. Stepmothers in this group were
nonresidential, and detached stepfathers
were residential. Wives of detached step-
fathers often felt torn between the spouse
and their children. Uncertain stepparents,
usually stepfathers, often lacked parenting
experience and were frustrated with how
to interact with stepchildren. They expe-
rienced discipline problems and low lev-
els of stepparent–stepchild intimacy. The
friendship style appeared in stepfamilies that
included an active nonresidential parent and
was adopted by stepparents who cared for
or at least accepted their stepchildren but
did not try to take a parental role with their
stepchildren.
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How stepparents functioned in their roles
depended on factors such as the stepparents’
attitudes and personalities, their gender, the
duration of the relationship, and the pres-
ence or absence of stresses and social sup-
ports. The stepchild’s willingness to accept
the stepparent was key, as was involve-
ment of the nonresidential parent. When the
nonresidential parent was actively involved,
stepparents were relatively detached. A
third factor was the tendency of some moth-
ers to form alliances with their children that
resulted in exclusion of the stepparent.

Typologies and Functioning

One thing that becomes clear from examin-
ing the various typologies of stepfamily func-
tioning is that recreating the nuclear family is
not only common, it is probably the leading
way that stepfamilies try to live. Clinician/
and researcher James Bray shared,

At first I thought the myth [of the nuclear
family] was so popular because it expressed
longing for a certain kind of family . . . but
as the project progressed, I realized our par-
ticipants clung to it because the nuclear-
family myth speaks to certain fundamen-
tal human longings and desires. It is about
the need to belong . . . to give and receive
love, and the wish for a secure haven . . . to
feel whole and authentic. (Bray & Kelly,
1998, p. 112 )

It is perhaps what the Braithwaite et al.
(2001) Accelerated group meant by “feeling
like a family.” Bray’s Romantic group were
the families in his study who had the least
patience with recreating the nuclear family,
and their rush to do so resulted in dysfunc-
tion and often divorce.

Although the nuclear family model was
the most prevalent, there is evidence from
multiple studies that there are other, less fre-
quent approaches to creating a postdivorce
stepfamily. One is the couple-oriented step-
family, in which the adults focus their ener-
gies on each other. This style is often, but
not always, accompanied by a pattern in
which the stepparent, usually a stepfather, is
emotionally detached from the stepchildren

and the mother is heavily invested in raising
the children. Finally, there is the progressive
stepfamily that works to develop into a unit
whose relationships fit with their structure.
These families are not limited generally by
their structural configurations and may not
appear to be similar – what they share is
recognition that they are a postdivorce unit
that extends beyond the household.

It is important to note, however, that in
general marital and family satisfaction did
not always differ in the way one might anti-
cipate it would. Researchers have found lit-
tle difference in marital or family satisfac-
tion across typologies. This is true despite
the fact that clinicians have argued for at
least 2 decades against stepfamily mem-
bers attempting to recreate the traditional
nuclear family (see Ganong & Coleman,
2004). Perhaps more surprising is the fact
that the recreated nuclear family is func-
tional for many stepfamilies. At what cost
to those no longer considered a part of the
family we do not know, but considering the
number of men who eventually lose contact
with their children postdivorce, the costs
may be minimal. Of course, we have little
information regarding whether these men
sever contacts with their children because
they are not encouraged to participate in
their lives (thus opening the door for the
stepfamily to function as a nuclear fam-
ily) or if they withdraw voluntarily from
children’s lives.

Conclusions

This review highlights the complexity of
divorce and postdivorce relationships as well
as the contrast between common percep-
tions of divorce and remarriage and the real-
ities of these transitions. Divorce and remar-
riage are relationship processes that evolve
over time but that are often expected to
occur quickly. In addition, there are mul-
tiple ways in which these transitional pro-
cesses unfold. Despite these diverse patterns,
there is a tendency for adults to try to recre-
ate nuclear family patterns. The complexity
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of family transitions, the contrast between
myths and realities, and the tendency for
individuals to try to recreate family patterns
suggest the need for new ways of think-
ing about postdivorce relationships. Pinsof
(2002) argued that the use of a dichoto-
mous model (married vs. not married) to
conceptualize intimate relationships leads to
the view of marriage as good and divorce
as bad. He proposes an alternate model of
multiple pair-bonding arrangements (cohab-
itation with children, cohabitation with-
out children, marriage, and elder cohabita-
tion), which individuals move into and out
of across the life span. This model views
divorce and remarriage as normative tran-
sitions. Acceptance of the diversity of fam-
ily structures and of family transitions as a
normative part of the life course leads to
the implication that all families need and
deserve support to promote patterns of pos-
itive adaptation to life transitions.
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C H A P T E R 10

Relationships in Early
and Middle Childhood

Willard W. Hartup

Close relationships outside the family begin
to emerge in the second year of life. Toddlers
exhibit preferences for certain children over
others, and interactions between preferred
partners are more reciprocal than interac-
tions with other associates (Howes, 1983).
Also, when preferred peers show distress,
toddlers more often respond by offering
comfort or alerting an adult than when
nonpreferred peers are upset (Howes &
Farver, 1987).

Close relationships among both younger
and older children are usually described in
terms of harmonious interaction, common
interests, and social support. Qualities such
as these are thought to be the basis of
children’s attraction to one another. Friends
are believed to come together and maintain
their relationships on the basis of common
ground and expectations that cost–benefit
ratios will be generally favorable in their
interactions.

Friendships, however, frequently have a
dark side, and even when attraction pre-
dominates, conflict and disharmony may
be evident. Still other relationships are
based almost entirely on mutual hatred, fear,

anxiety, and aversion. Peer relationships thus
are diverse; enemies are salient in children’s
social networks as well as friends (Hartup &
Abecassis, 2002).

Social scientists have had a long-standing
interest in close relationships in early and
middle childhood. Children’s friendships
began to be studied at about the same time
that developmental psychology was emerg-
ing as a separate discipline: W. S. Monroe
(1899), an American, published a seminal
study of children’s friendships at the close
of the 19th century dealing with children’s
expectations about their friends, what is val-
ued in these relationships, and the organiza-
tion of clubs and gangs. European interest in
children’s relationships began with observa-
tional studies of social networks, especially as
these differ from age to age (cf. K. Reininger,
cited in Bühler, 1931).

Comparable studies dealing with ene-
mies did not exist before the 1980s,
although some small interest in these rela-
tionships among adults was expressed ear-
lier (see Wiseman & Duck, 1995 , for
a review). On the other hand, cer-
tain “quasi-relationships,” such as children’s
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involvement with imaginary friends, have
been long recognized as worth studying –
especially in clinical and educational con-
texts (cf. Vostrovsky, 1895). Although the
inclusion of imaginary companions in the
relationships literature may require stretch-
ing one’s conceptual categories, the doc-
umented functions of imaginary compan-
ions suggest that these phenomena have
relationship-like features (Gleason, 2002).

Developmental scientists have thus been
interested in children’s relationships for a
long time. Theoretical analysis and empirical
studies of these relationships, however, were
sporadic through the first two thirds of the
20th century. Certain early investigations are
landmarks. Challman (1932), for example,
published the first quantitative examination
of friendship homophilies among preschool
children in the 1930s, and at almost the
same time, Green (1933) observed conflict
behavior between preschool-age friends, as
contrasted with the disagreements occur-
ring between nonfriends. Mainly descrip-
tive, these early studies were embedded in
a larger effort made during this time to doc-
ument the social competencies of children
(Anderson & Anderson, 1946; Bühler, 1931).
Sustained research on friendships in early
and middle childhood did not begin until
the 1970s and has expanded greatly in the
decades since.

During this entire time, an integrated or
unique set of theoretical principles designed
to explain the formation and functioning
of children’s close relationships has not
emerged. The major developmental the-
orists (e.g., Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget,
George Herbert Mead and the symbolic
interactionists, and Albert Bandura and
other social learning theorists) have all con-
tributed ideas that have enriched research
on children’s relationships. For example,
Piaget’s notions about reciprocity and con-
flict among children (Piaget, 1932) formed
the basis for James Youniss’s (1980) analysis
of reciprocity in the origins and functioning
of childhood friendships. Piaget himself had
little to say about these relationships, how-
ever, focusing instead on peer interaction
more broadly as a force in cognitive develop-

ment. Likewise, Freud had little to say about
peer relationships, although Erikson (1950),
in articulating his theory of psychosocial
stages, recognized the intersection between
childhood generativity and competence in
peer relations. Finally, although the origina-
tors of contemporary social learning theory
(Bandura, 1977) had little or nothing to say
about the manner in which operant or obser-
vational learning works in the formation
and functioning of friendships, efforts have
been made through social exchange theory
to apply these notions to children’s relation-
ships (Laursen, Hartup, & Koplas, 1996).

More explicit theoretical analyses of chil-
dren’s relationships have been formulated,
but in only two cases: First, Harry Stack
Sullivan (1953), who was a psychiatrist,
acknowledged the importance of same-sex
friendships in the juvenile and preadolescent
“eras” to the individual’s developing needs
for companionship and intimacy and, more
broadly, to the individual’s sense of well-
being. Robert Selman (1980), a psychologist,
argued that developmental transformations
in children’s thinking about friendship rela-
tions appear in a more or less invariant
order, an invariance that is closely linked
to the development of perspective tak-
ing in early and middle childhood (dis-
cussed later). In each case, these theo-
retical formulations are relatively narrow;
neither constitutes a comprehensive theory
of friendship formation and functioning dur-
ing childhood and adolescence. At the same
time, each of these notions has served as a
framework for important empirical work (cf.
Buhrmester & Furman, 1986; Selman, 1980;
Youniss, 1980).

The main goal of this chapter is to
describe the current status of research deal-
ing with children’s relationships, including
friendships, enemyships,1 and other close
relationships in which the child partic-
ipates. First, I focus on friends, includ-
ing what it means to children to have a
friend as well as developmental implica-
tions. Second, mutual antipathies are dis-
cussed, including their incidence along with
developmental implications. Third, bully–
victim relationships are examined. Fourth,



relationships in early and middle childhood 179

quasi-relationships (e.g., liking reciprocated
by indifference; imaginary friends) are con-
sidered. Fifth, relationships among relation-
ships (e.g., linkages between parent–child
and peer relationships) are discussed. By
bringing these diverse relationships into
one essay, I show that within children’s
social networks, darker relationships coexist
with brighter ones, and important develop-
mental outcomes are associated with both
(Hartup & Abecassis, 2002).

Friends

How Children Perceive Their Friends

Both continuity and discontinuity typify
friendship expectations in early and middle
childhood. Friends expect reciprocity (give
and take) in their social exchanges at all
ages, but children nevertheless describe their
friendships differently as they grow older:
Preschool-age children describe their friends
concretely, referring to shared activities
(“We play”) whereas older children describe
their friendship reciprocities in more
nuanced terms such as loyalty and trustwor-
thiness. Preadolescents emphasize sympathy
and self-disclosure (Bigelow, 1977).

Selman (1980) has described this devel-
opmental progression as beginning with the
child regarding friends as merely playmates
(Stage 0), then as children who see one
another as sources of gratification (Stage 1),
then as children who see themselves as
involved in two-way or reciprocal rela-
tionships (Stage 2), then as children who
perceive these relationships as sources of
intimacy and mutual support (Stage 3), and,
finally, as individuals who regard their rela-
tionships as marked by both dependency
on one another (e.g., each person relies on
the other for psychological support) and
independence (e.g., each person accepts the
other’s need to establish relationships with
other persons and to grow through such
experiences [Stage 4]).

So it is that reciprocity seems to be
invariant in children’s friendship expecta-
tions at all ages, thus constituting the “deep

structure” of these relationships (Hartup,
1996; Youniss, 1980). At the same time,
behavioral manifestations of friendship rela-
tions (i.e., their “surface structure”) change
with age. Some investigators (e.g., Bigelow,
1977; Selman, 1980) have argued that these
changes occur in more or less discrete stages
across childhood and adolescence that are
closely linked to other changes in cognitive
functioning. Most of the evidence, however,
suggests that changes in friendship expec-
tations occur gradually rather than abruptly
(Berndt, 1981).

Whatever the case, these changes in
friendship expectations are correlated with
changes in cognition – in the number of con-
structs that children are able to apply to rela-
tionships and their increasing complexity
(e.g., loyalty compared with play) as well as
with better perspective taking. Friendships
also become increasingly differentiated from
other relationships (e.g., from parents and
siblings) as children grow older. Friends, for
example, are expected by older preschool-
age children to provide one another with
companionship and intimacy but not to sup-
ply compliance and control, which are more
characteristic of parent–child relationships
(Gleason, 2002). More fine-grained differen-
tiations are made by school-age children and
adolescents (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985).

Friendship Formation

Once two children meet, first encounters
must produce some evidence of common
ground for them to “hit it off.” When
this happens, a shift occurs in interper-
sonal attraction from “neutral” to “liking”
and from an ego-centered orientation to a
relationship-centered one (Gottman, 1983).
Early manifestations of common ground,
however, predict only small amounts of
variance in relationship longevity. Over the
long term, children must continually vali-
date their common interests for these rela-
tionships to continue.

Friendships last somewhat longer among
older children than younger ones (Epstein
& Karweit, 1983) although terminations are
frequent at all ages. Terminations occur
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for many reasons, although conflict and
commitment violations are less likely to pre-
cipitate breakups than one might think. For
example, friendships among first-grade chil-
dren cease mainly because the children sim-
ply drift apart (Rizzo, 1989).

How Many Children Have Friends?

Although toddlers frequently display inter-
personal preferences, these relationships are
not as nuanced as friendships among older
children and not every toddler has them.
Among 4-year-olds, however, the word
“friend” is frequently used, and about three
quarters of children at this age are involved
in friendships, as indicated by the amount
of time they spend together as well as the
reciprocal and affective nature of their inter-
action (Howes, 1983). These frequencies
increase somewhat (to about 85%) in mid-
dle childhood. Friendship networks are also
smaller among younger children than among
older ones.

Children’s friendships are gender concor-
dant. Upward of 30% of preschool children’s
friendships are cross-sex (cf. Challman,
1932) but these percentages decline to about
5% during middle childhood, increasing
once again as children approach adoles-
cence (Sippola, Bukowski, & Noll, 1997).
About the same percentage of boys and
girls have friends, although friendship net-
works are somewhat smaller among girls
than among boys.

How Children Interact with Their Friends

Children spend more time with their
friends than with nonfriends, which partially
accounts for the more frequent cooperation
displayed by friends as well as their more
frequent quarreling and fighting (Hartup,
Laursen, Stewart, & Eastenson, 1988). These
differences largely remain evident, how-
ever, when time spent together is controlled
statistically.

In early childhood, behavioral differ-
ences between friends and nonfriends are
most clear-cut in cooperation, behavioral
reciprocities (Howes, 1983), and mutual
pretend play (Howes & Unger, 1989).
Also, during conflict resolution, friends use

negotiation and disengagement more fre-
quently than nonfriends but use resistance
less often (Hartup et al., 1988).

Studies of school-age children, examined
with meta-analysis (Newcomb & Bagwell,
1995), reveal differences between friends
and nonfriends in four categories: positive
engagement (friends talk, smile, and laugh
more than nonfriends), relationship mutu-
ality (friends are more supportive, more
mutually oriented, and expect parity more
frequently in their social exchanges than
nonfriends), task behavior (friends spend
more time discussing the task and more
time on task than nonfriends), and con-
flict management. Once again, social sup-
port, emotional regulation, effective con-
flict management, and reciprocity turn out
to be the behavioral hallmarks of children’s
friendships.

Are Friends More Similar to One Another
Than Nonfriends?

The similarity–attraction hypothesis is
affirmed in both early and middle child-
hood. The likelihood that two young
children will be friends is a direct function
of the number of behavioral attributes they
share (Kupersmidt, DeRosier, & Patterson,
1995). Moreover, children who are strangers
initially are more attracted to one another
when cognitive and play styles are similar
(Rubin, Lynch, Coplan, Rose-Krasnor, &
Booth, 1994).

Greater similarity, indeed, is evident at
all ages in gender, age, ethnicity, and socio-
metric status among friends than nonfriends.
Behavioral concordances among young chil-
dren and their friends are evident, too,
although not as extensively as among older
children. Greater similarity has been dis-
covered among school-age children who are
friends, compared with nonfriends, in pro-
social behavior, antisocial behavior, shyness–
dependency, depression, and achievement.
These similarities extend to children’s per-
ceptions of both persons and relationships;
that is, ratings of other children by friends
are more concordant than ratings made
by nonfriends (Haselager, Hartup, Van
Lieshout, & Riksen-Walraven, 1998).
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The homophilies existing in children’s
friendships derive from many sources. First,
sociological forces bring similar children
together in schools and other social insti-
tutions. Second, children are attracted to
other children who are similar to them-
selves (Rubin et al., 1994). Third, social
attraction may lead to the perception of
similarities between oneself and one’s part-
ners as well as the reverse (Morry, 2003).
Fourth, opposites do not attract in children’s
social relations; children actually dislike
associates who are different from them-
selves (Rosenbaum, 1986). Fifth, once chil-
dren become friends, mutual socialization
increases their similarity to one another
(Kandel, 1978). The relative importance of
mutual selection and mutual socialization,
however, depends on characteristics of the
children themselves, the nature of their
interaction, and the behavioral attributes
being measured (Urberg, 1999).

At the moment, the manner in which
these processes play out in the social devel-
opment of individual children has not been
documented. Although many more longitu-
dinal studies are being conducted currently
than in earlier times, friendship processes
(including the interactions between children
and their friends) have not been the major
issues driving these investigations. Conse-
quently, we know relatively little about
the long-term history of friendships among
individual children.

Developmental Implications

having friends

Cross-sectional studies show that children
who have friends, compared with those
who do not, are more sociable, cooperative,
altruistic, and self-confident and less lonely
(Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995). Longitudinal
studies are relatively rare but indicate that
merely “having friends” in childhood may
be most predictive of feelings of self-worth,
family attitudes, and absence of depression
in late adolescence. Indeed, some studies
show that peer rejection is a better predic-
tor of social competence in early adulthood
(across domains ranging from aggressiveness

to social withdrawal) than friendship status
(Bagwell, Newcomb, & Bukowski, 1998).

who one’s friends are

Friendships enhance social competence
when a child’s friends are socially compe-
tent, but not otherwise. For example, social
adjustment improves across school transi-
tions when friends are well adjusted, but
otherwise not (Berndt, Hawkins, & Jiao,
1999). The child’s resilience increases fol-
lowing marital transitions provided friends
are well adjusted, but not otherwise
(Hetherington, 1999). Finally, associating
with antisocial friends increases a child’s
antisocial behavior more than contact with
nonaggressive friends, especially among chil-
dren who are themselves aggressive and
rejected (Dishion, 1990).

Dyadic processes have been shown to
depend on the characteristics of the chil-
dren involved in the exchange. Aggressive
boys and their friends, for example, pro-
vide more enticement for rule violations
and engage in more rule-breaking behavior
than nonaggressive boys and their friends as
well as more intense conflicts. At the same
time, nonaggressive friends show greater
positive engagement, on-task behavior, and
reciprocity in their interactions than aggres-
sive boys and their friends (Bagwell & Coie,
2004). Friendships, therefore, provide dif-
ferent developmental contexts for children
depending on who their partners are.

The mechanisms responsible for com-
panion effects are not fully understood.
Some of the differences in children’s devel-
opment that are traceable to characteris-
tics of their partners may emanate from
modeling or reinforcement of the norma-
tive behavior that the partners manifest.
In other instances, conversations between
friends may be pathways to behavior change,
particularly conversations that are persua-
sive (Gottman & Parker, 1986). One must
agree, though, that despite evidence sup-
porting that friendship outcomes depend on
who the child’s friends are, the mechanisms
responsible for these effects on socializa-
tion have been examined piecemeal rather
than together. Once again, there is need for
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longitudinal study of friendship relations and
their developmental outcomes.

friendship quality (features)

Friendships vary in their social qualities, and
these variations have adaptational implica-
tions. Social competence may not depend
on merely having friends but on whether
the child participates in a relationship in
which partners support one another and
refrain from contention and conflict. The
cross-sectional evidence is relatively clear
on this point: Supportiveness and harmony
in friendship relations are linked to good
social adaptation, whether measured in
terms of sociability, social engagement, pop-
ularity, good social reputations, self-esteem,
or avoidance of aggression (Hartup &
Abecassis, 2002). Other more differenti-
ated studies show that “prosocial friend-
ships” are associated with school achieve-
ment and popularity, “antisocial friendships”
with peer rejection and delinquency, and
“socially withdrawn friendships” with anx-
iety, low self-confidence, depression, and
peer rejection (Guroglu, Van Lieshout, &
Haselager, 2004).

Other conditions sometimes moderate
the effects of friendship quality: During
school transitions, for example, supportive-
ness in a child’s friendships predicts increas-
ing sociability, positive attitudes about class-
mates, and popularity, but mainly when
friendships are stable rather than unsta-
ble (Berndt et al., 1999). Another example:
Antisocial behavior increases in preadoles-
cence among aggressive but not nonag-
gressive children, but only among those
who have “low-quality friendships” and not
among children with “high-quality” ones
(Poulin, Dishion, & Haas, 1999). Main
effects thus do not give us more than an
introduction to friendship quality and its
developmental implications.

Enemies

Children’s enemies have been studied much
less extensively than their friendships.
Often invisible owing to their avoidance

of one another, enemies may neverthe-
less have considerable developmental signif-
icance. Evidence is examined in this section
to determine whether it is better not to have
enemies than to have them.

Who Is an Enemy?

Mutual antipathies are relatively easy to
locate with sociometric interviews (two chil-
dren say they don’t like each other), but
these relationships do not always involve the
hostility and animosity that the word “ene-
mies” suggests. Mutual antipathy is thus a
better superordinate construct – one that
encompasses “being enemies” as well as
other relationships maintained on the basis
of aversion.

Methodologies for identifying negative or
aversive relationships are diverse. Mutual
antipathies are sometimes identified by ask-
ing children to nominate classmates whom
they “like least” and at other times by ask-
ing them to nominate classmates whom
they “do not like” or “do not like at
all.” Still other investigators regard mutual
antipathies as children who do not want to
play with one another. Obviously, these vari-
ations constrain the identification of neg-
ative relationships: For example, two chil-
dren who “least like” one another may
simply not share interests. On the other
hand, two children who “do not like one
another at all” are almost certainly involved
in a relationship that can be called antipa-
thetic. To identify two children as enemies,
though, requires questioning of the respon-
dents beyond knowing whether they do not
like one another; one needs also to know
about the affective nature of their interac-
tions (if they interact at all) and their feelings
toward one another.

Why Do Children Dislike One Another?

Attribution studies demonstrate that ene-
mies are believed to be more hostile
than other children (Ray & Cohen, 1997),
and persuasion studies suggest than ene-
mies are seen as power-assertive, threat-
ening, and uncooperative (Bernicot &
Mahrokhian, 1989).
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Little evidence suggests that children who
dislike one another also fight a lot. In fact,
preschool-age children do not often fight
consistently with one particular opponent
(Ross & Conant, 1992). On the other hand,
casual observation suggests that avoidance
is commonly used by children to “relate”
to their enemies. Demonstrating avoidance
with young children, however, is relatively
difficult; observations can be misleading and
self-reports unreliable.

Incidence

Little is known about the incidence of
mutual antipathies among preschool-age
children. Interviews were used in one
instance (Hayes, Gershman & Bolin, 1980)
and mutual dislike turned out to be
extremely rare. Among school-age children,
prevalence rates are not consistent across
studies, most likely owing to methodolog-
ical differences. Across six recent studies
(see Hodges & Card, 2003), percentages
ranged between 15% and 65% with a median
of 30%.

Incidence depends on gender and age.
One comprehensive study of fifth graders
(Abecassis, Hartup, Scholte, Haselager, &
Van Lieshout, 2002) revealed that 25% of
fifth-grade boys were involved in same-sex
antipathies but only 9% of girls, a differ-
ence that lessened with age; among ado-
lescents, 19% of boys and 14% of girls had
same-sex antipathies. No gender differences
existed in involvement in mixed-sex (boy–
girl) antipathies, which were approximately
16% for both sexes among both children
and adolescents.

Taken together, the results of the six
studies (see Hodges & Card, 2003) sug-
gest that estimates of about 30% repre-
sent the proportion of children who have
same-sex antipathies, mixed-sex antipathies,
or both. These rates exceed the number
of children who would mutually nominate
one another by chance on a sociometric
test (Abecassis et al., 2002) and also exceed
the percentage of children ordinarily found
to be socially rejected by their classmates.
We do not know, however, whether the

mutual antipathies identified in these stud-
ies by sociometric methods are recognized
by the children as reciprocated rejection or
whether they are regarded as relationships at
all. Although we may possess a stable esti-
mate of the incidence of mutual antipathies
in middle childhood, we can say almost
nothing about their salience to the children
themselves.

Are Enemies Similar or Different
from One Another?

Whether young children involved in mutual
antipathies are similar or different from one
another compared with “neutral” compan-
ions is not known. Card and Hodges (2003)
reported, however, that the “relationship
orientations” of school-age children with
their respective parents are more different
within mutual antipathies than within other
dyads. Possibly, then, aversion ensues when
children observe themselves to have dif-
ferent relationship expectations (especially
with parents).

In another investigation, mutual anti-
pathies among fifth graders were marked
by greater differences between the indi-
viduals involved than between classmates
who were neutral about each other –
in antisocial behavior and social with-
drawal as well as prosocial behavior and
achievement (Hartup, Verhoeven, DeBoer,
Scholte, & Van Lieshout, 2002). These
results are consistent with evidence show-
ing that children dislike others who are
perceived as different from themselves
(Rosenbaum, 1986).

Developmental Implications

Overrepresentation of children who are in-
volved in mutual antipathies occurs among
controversial and rejected children while
underrepresentation occurs among popular,
average, and neglected children (Abecas-
sis et al., 2002 ; Hembree & Vandell,
2000). Results show further that although
being disliked or unpopular is associated
with involvement in mutual antipathies,
substantial numbers of popular and average
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children also participate in these relation-
ships. From 13% to 32% of popular and aver-
age children have mutual antipathies (see
Hartup, 2003), demonstrating that having
enemies is not limited to those children
whose peer relations are troubled.

Comprehensive studies of 8- and 11-year-
old children (Abecassis et al., 2002 ; Hem-
bree & Vandell, 2000) show that with
peer rejection factored out, involvement
in mutual antipathies is significantly corre-
lated with both antisocial behavior and social
withdrawal in both sexes, whereas being neg-
atively correlated with school achievement.
In other instances, involvement in mutual
antipathies and aggression were related but
only under certain conditions: (a) when
environments frequently expose children to
aggression (Schwartz, Hopmeyer-Gorman,
Toblin, & Abou-essedine, 2003) and (b)
when antipathies involvement increases
over time (Rodkin, Pearl, Farmer, & Van
Acker, 2003). On balance, then, having
enemies is a concomitant of risk in social
development during childhood, but this
concordance may be moderated by a variety
of conditions.

Bully–Victim Relationships

Considerable information is available about
bullying and victimization but dyads have
not been studied in which one child bullies
a specific victim over a substantial period.
Bullying is generally defined as aggression
occurring when there is an imbalance of
power between the children (Olweus, 1993).
We know that, somewhat surprisingly, bul-
lying and victimization are correlated with
one another, are relatively stable across time,
and decline in frequency during middle
childhood (Rigby, 2002). Although these
results tell us something about bullying and
about victimization separately, they do not
reveal what bully–victim relationships are
like, especially over time.

Both bullies and victims have more ene-
mies than children who are nonbullies or

nonvictims. Relationships with friends, how-
ever, moderate victimization (and, possi-
bly, bullying). For example, among children
who are at risk for victimization owing to
both internalizing and externalizing dispo-
sitions, being bullied varies inversely with
the number of friends the children have.
Having numerous friends appears to pro-
vide protection, support, and advice to the
potentially victimized child; friends are also
feared by potential bullies (Hodges, Mal-
one, & Perry, 1997). In addition, aggressive
(externalizing) friends retaliate in defense
of their friends, thereby protecting them
from escalating victimization (Hodges &
Perry, 1999).

Quasi-Relationships

Four types of quasi-relationships can be
identified among children: (a) attraction re-
ciprocated by indifference, (b) antipathy
reciprocated by indifference, (c) attraction
reciprocated by antipathy, and (d) imaginary
friends. Among these quasi-relationships,
unilateral friendships have been studied
occasionally as well as imaginary ones; the
other quasi-relationships have not.

Unilateral Friends

When one child is attracted to another and
these feelings are not reciprocated, does
their interaction represent a relationship?
Although it is not difficult to argue that
unilateral attraction constitutes something
unique in social relations, these dyads func-
tion differently from mutual friends. Among
young children, for example, common activ-
ities and positive evaluation occur less fre-
quently in comments about associates when
relationships are unilateral as opposed to
mutual (Hayes et al., 1980). Among school-
age children, unilateral friends know less
about one another than mutual friends; they
predict each other’s characteristics less accu-
rately and reciprocally. Unilateral friends
are also less similar to one another in the
total amount of knowledge they possess
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about their partners than mutual friends are
(Ladd & Emerson, 1984).

Preschool-age children show both simi-
larities and differences in the way these two
kinds of friends resolve conflicts and behave
afterward. First, conflicts among unilateral
associates are more intense than among
mutual friends, more likely to involve stand-
ing firm, and result in winners and losers.
At the same time, unilateral friends are very
similar to neutral dyads in these respects.
Second, after the conflict, unilateral asso-
ciates resemble mutual friends more than
neutral associates do: They remain together
and continue to interact whereas neutral
associates do not (Hartup et al., 1988).
Taken together, these results suggest that
one-sided attractions are similar to neutral
relationships during conflict resolution but
to mutual attractions afterward.

Imaginary Friends

By the time children reach the preschool
years, imaginary companions sometimes
supplement other peer relationships. By
age 4 , some 20% of children have invisi-
ble friends and another 20% have person-
ified objects (e.g., a bear that is treated as
though it were human; Gleason, Sebanc, &
Hartup, 2000). Early studies of these tran-
sitory phenomena were largely guided by
psychoanalytic theory, especially the the-
oretical assumptions relating to the ori-
gins and meaning of children’s fantasies.
Results were inconsistent, although the find-
ings clearly showed that imaginary compan-
ions are not more evident among troubled
children than among better adjusted ones
(Taylor, 1999).

More recent studies focus on the child’s
behavior with imaginary companions in rela-
tion to cognitive and social development
(Gleason, 2002 ; Taylor, 1999). In general,
children who have imaginary companions
are more likely to be firstborn and only chil-
dren than those without these companions,
suggesting a “compensatory motivation” for
their creation. Mothers believe that their
children create these companions because

their children need a relationship, lack play-
mates, or experience a change in the family
(e.g., birth of a sibling).

Children expect imaginary companions
to provide them with the same social provi-
sions as their “real” friends – provisions that
differ from parent–child or sibling relation-
ships. Parents provide instrumental help for
the child; siblings provide conflict. Neither
friends nor imaginary friends, however, are
identified with either of these provisions.
Real and imaginary friends, in contrast,
are identified with social power. Imaginary
friends are portrayed as objects of nurtu-
rance more frequently than real friends –
the only major difference in the provisions
children associate with these two types of
partner (Gleason, 2002). More than exotic
phenomena, then, imaginary companions
seem to be linked to the young child’s
efforts to understand and differentiate the
social world.

Relations Among Relationships

Most children have close relationships with
a number of significant others. These rela-
tionships may be linked to one another in
the sense that the quality of functioning
in one may be associated with the qual-
ity of functioning in another. Attachment
theory, for example, suggests the existence
of continuities from one relationship to
another (especially in their affective organi-
zation), both concurrently and across time
(Bowlby, 1969). Other theories (e.g., social
learning theory) lead to similar expecta-
tions, so that most psychologists view the
child’s social world as integrated. That is,
the existence of interconnections among
different relationships demonstrates that
these same relationships are better regarded
as constituent elements of “social net-
works” or “social systems” than as separate
“social worlds.”

Cross-time connections are also impor-
tant because relationships are believed to
combine with one another to determine
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developmental outcome. Two types of com-
binations can be identified that are signifi-
cant in social development: (a) “moderator”
effects, that is, when two relationships are
associated with one another or with a later
outcome under certain conditions but not
others; and (b) “mediator” effects, that is,
when the linkage between two relationships
or between a relationship and some specific
outcome are explained by some other con-
dition (Collins & Roisman, 2003).

Parent–Child Relationships
and Friendships

The quality of relationships between moth-
ers and their offspring is associated with
friendship quality among young children.
Security in mother–infant relationships in
both members of 4-year-old friendship pairs
is associated with harmony and responsiv-
ity between the children (Park & Waters,
1989). Preschool children who have secure
attachment histories are also not as likely to
have negative and asymmetrical friendships
as those who have insecure attachment his-
tories (Youngblade & Belsky, 1992).

Longitudinal studies linking early and
middle childhood show that the security
of early attachment predicts friendship for-
mation and functioning even when the
effects of early peer competence are par-
tialled out. Moreover, preschool peer com-
petence (which is related to the earlier
attachment history) continues to make a
unique contribution to friendship function-
ing in middle childhood (Sroufe, Egeland, &
Carlson, 1999).

The developmental effects of friendship
quality are also known to depend on fam-
ily conditions. For example, friendships that
provide companionship, support, security,
and closeness compensate for family vulner-
abilities and stresses but, at the same time,
provide few benefits when family environ-
ments are good (Gauze, Bukowski, Aquan-
Assee, & Sippola, 1996).

Sibling Relationships and Friendships

Sibling relationships are sometimes regarded
as “bridges” to peer relationships, but this is

not the case. Overall, the evidence shows no
consistent pattern in either the affective or
social orientations of children with siblings
compared with children who do not have
them (Dunn, 2002 ; Kitzmann, Cohen, &
Lockwood, 2002). Actually, sibling relation-
ships and friendships constitute different
social contexts. Conflicts between siblings
are more intense than with friends, more
likely to include aggression, and less likely
to be resolved with negotiation and con-
ciliation (DeHart, 1999). Children them-
selves recognize these differences in social
context when they say that they expect
conflict to be provided in their relation-
ships with siblings more than with friends
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). Something
about general social understanding may be
acquired in sibling relationships that trans-
fers to friendships and other close relation-
ships but demonstrating this notion has not
been accomplished convincingly.

Friends and Enemies

Do friends who have enemies differ from
friends who do not? Do enemies who have
friends differ from enemies who do not?
Contrasting friends, neither of whom has an
enemy, with dyads who are neutral toward
one another shows few differences. When
one friend has an enemy and the other does
not, dyads also do not differ extensively
from neutral associates. When both friends
have enemies, however, friendship dyads dif-
fer significantly from neutral ones in aggres-
sion and victimization, internalization, and
antisocial behavior (Hartup et al., 2002).
Clearly, involvement in mutual antipathies
moderates children in friendship dyads in
the direction of poorer adjustment.

Enemies who have mutual friends also
differ from those who do not. Dyads com-
prising enemies who do not have friends, in
contrast to neutral dyads, are more aggres-
sive, antisocial, internalizing, and victim-
ized. When only one child in a mutually
antipathetic dyad has a friend, these devi-
ations are attenuated: Enemy dyads dif-
fer from neutrals only in aggression and
victimization. Even greater attenuation is
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evinced when both enemies have a friend.
Moderating effects of having friends are
thus noticeable among enemies, and simi-
lar effects of having enemies are noticeable
among friends (Hartup et al., 2002).

Conclusion

The significance of peer relationships in
early and middle childhood is tentatively
established. Friendships, mutual antipathies,
bully – victim relationships, and various
quasi-relationships appear to be related to
social adaptation both independently and
in combination with one another. Friend-
ship has received the lion’s share of atten-
tion in the relationships literature, and other
relationships need more attention than they
have received thus far. To better specify
the role that peer relationships play in
child development, six factors need to be
addressed (Hartup, 2003):

1. Conceptualization and methodology. Con-
sensus does not exist on the best ways to
identify close relationships in early and
middle childhood. What, then, are the
best ways to identify friendships, acquain-
tanceships, mutual antipathies, enemy-
ships, bully–victim relationships, and
relationships with imaginary friends?

2 . Salience. The existence of close relation-
ships in childhood is not questioned, but
children’s thinking about them has been
explored superficially except in the case
of friendships. What is the salience –
both to the scientist and to children
themselves – of animosities, bully–victim
relationships, sibling bonds, and imagi-
nary companions?

3 . Heterogeneity. Research shows that
children’s friendships are not all alike.
In what ways are mutual antipathies
heterogeneous? Sibling relationships?
Bully–victim relationships? Quasi-re-
lationships such as those with imaginary
companions?

4 . Dynamics. What characterizes the social
exchanges that exist between friends,

enemies, siblings, and bullies and their
victims? In other words, what mecha-
nisms of behavioral change are contained
within these relationships?

5 . Antecedents. What conditions in early
development predict the formation
and functioning of friendships, mutual
antipathies, and bully–victim relation-
ships among school-age children and
adolescents? Child characteristics and
the social context need to be explored
as well as earlier experience in both
parent–child and peer relationships.

6. Developmental course. When, in develop-
mental terms, do specific relationships
matter and why? Developmental mod-
els are needed to specify the manner
in which childhood relationships change
over time and combine with other expe-
riences and conditions to affect the child’s
future development.

Answers to these questions require long-
term effort. Both cross-sectional and lon-
gitudinal studies are needed. Beginnings
have been made toward answering some of
these questions: For example, evidence sug-
gests that different relationships (e.g., friend-
ships and mutual antipathies) make different
contributions to the child’s development.
Relationships also seem to differ in the con-
tributions they make to the lives of different
children. These conclusions are tentative,
however. So far, the evidence suggests that
close relationships have considerable impor-
tance to the child’s well-being. Beyond this,
our knowledge about the importance of peer
relationships in early and middle childhood
is a long way from being complete.

Footnote

1. The word enemyship does not exist in English
as an antonym for friendship, although equiv-
alents exist in German, French, and other lan-
guages. This neologism is used sparingly in this
chapter to refer to the relationship between
enemies when other words or phrases are awk-
ward or not precise.
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Personal Relationships in Adolescence
and Early Adulthood

Personal relationships loom large in both
the popular lore and the research litera-
ture on adolescence and early adulthood.
Explanations of the distinctive behaviors and
attitudes of adolescents often point to the
impact of the peer group and the young
person’s friends, and popular culture is suf-
fused with images of “first love” and sexual
awakening. Similarly, popular portrayals of
early adulthood typically turn on events that
occur in the context of friends and roman-
tic partners; witness the popularity of long-
running television hits such as Friends. Ironi-
cally, however, the behavioral and social sci-
ence of these age periods commonly gives
priority to individualistic accounts of behav-
ior and development, neglecting their salient
relational contexts. When relational con-
texts are considered, the individualistic bias
favors constructs of distance (e.g., autonomy,
identity) over notions of closeness (e.g., col-
laboration, mutuality). Only recently have
calls for attention to relationships as key
contexts for the development of individual

competencies begun to redress the imbal-
ance (e.g., Laursen & Bukowski, 1997; Reis,
Collins, & Berscheid, 2000).

The focus of this chapter is the per-
sonal relationships of individuals during the
years from age 12–18, the most commonly
accepted age markers for adolescence, to
ages 19–28, which has been suggested as
the age range for early adulthood (Arnett,
2000; Collins & Van Dulmen, in press).
The goals of the chapter are to distill from
the literature evidence concerning how ado-
lescents and early adults differ from older
and younger age groups and to characterize
differences between adolescents and early
adults with regard to personal relationships.

As in other chapters in this volume, the
term relationship refers to a pair of persons
who are interdependent with each other,
that is, each person affects and is affected
by the behavior of the other person over
time. Interdependence in relationships can
vary in degree. Some pairs manifest a high
degree of mutual impact over a period of
years; the involvement and impact of other
pairs may be more transitory. Longer term,
more salient, and more mutually influential
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relationships correspond to the commonly
used term close (Reis et al., 2000). For con-
venience, in this chapter the terms close
relationships and personal relationships are
used to refer explicitly to the two most
salient types of interdependent relationships
outside of the family, friendships and roman-
tic relationships. Although familial relation-
ships continue to be significant in the devel-
opment of both adolescents and early adults
(for a review, see Collins & Laursen, 2004),
this chapter, like others in this volume,
emphasizes close relationships beyond the
family of origin.

The chapter is divided into four parts. The
first part briefly characterizes the distinc-
tive characteristics of adolescents and early
adults as relationship partners and also out-
lines major conceptual approaches to the
study of close relationships in these periods.
The second part draws from research find-
ings on friendships to identify distinctive fea-
tures of these relationships in adolescence
and in early adulthood. The third part turns
to research findings to characterize romantic
relationships in the two periods. Through-
out these sections, themes that should be
addressed in further research are noted.

Transitions in Relationships During
Adolescence and Early Adulthood

The question of whether and in what ways
the relationships of adolescents and early
adults differ from those of other adults and
children lurks, sometimes unrecognized, in
current research on these age groups. Fre-
quently, distinctiveness is simply assumed,
often with the implication that the impor-
tant differences are those that help to
account for common problems associated
with adolescents and youth (e.g., confor-
mity to peers, social rejection, depression).
Equally often, distinctiveness is ignored to
use the relationships of youthful partners
(e.g., college students) as exemplars of adult
relationships generally. Consequently, the
literature on college students sheds lit-
tle light on the developmental questions
that are the focus of this chapter (Brown,

Feiring, & Furman, 1999; Collins, 2003 ;
Collins & Van Dulmen, in press).

Adolescents and Early Adults
As Relationship Partners

Adolescence has been said to begin in biol-
ogy and end in culture. This invocation
of nature and nurture traditionally refers
to the recognition that the normative psy-
chological and behavioral markers of the
period (e.g., intensified orientation to peers)
reflect both biological maturation and social
and cultural expectations. As relationship
partners, adolescents experience extensive
and rapid maturation and encounter equally
dramatic changes in expectations for relat-
ing to others. By most of the usual crite-
ria, 12 year olds, 15 year olds, and 18 year
olds alike are categorized as adolescents, but
members of these age groups also differ in
physical and cognitive characteristics and
elicit different expectations from others. For
example, when adolescents experience con-
flicts with peers, negotiations take different
forms from those in childhood because more
advanced cognitive abilities permit more
complex reasoning. At the same time, nego-
tiations with friends and romantic partners
are increasingly differentiated from negotia-
tions with mere acquaintances. This pattern
may reflect further maturation during ado-
lescence that results in refined understand-
ing of the requirements for maintaining and
enhancing intimate friendships and roman-
tic relationships versus more casual affilia-
tions (Laursen & Collins, 1994).

By contrast, the markers of early adult-
hood are largely nonbiological. Arnett’s
(2000, in press) recent proposal that the
years from the late teens to the late 20s con-
stitute a distinctive period of experiences in
social relationships stems partly from readily
apparent social and demographic changes.
Arnett argued that a prolonged period of
uncertainty and temporizing has resulted
from secular trends toward later marriage
and childbearing, longer stints in education
and other programs preparatory to career
paths, and labor-market changes affecting
the availability of long-term employment
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patterns. In this view, the early to middle
20s are a socially expected period of free-
dom and exploration before fully assum-
ing adult roles and responsibilities. These
presumed expectations support intense self-
focus, experiencing a wide variety of rela-
tionships, and avoiding commitments to
particular partners and lifestyle arrange-
ments (Arnett, in press). Although research
findings keyed to Arnett’s predictions are
sparse, his proposal raises provocative issues
regarding whether close relationships in
the teens and 20s are developmentally dis-
tinct or a combination of teenage patterns
extended into the college and postcollege
years (Collins & Van Dulmen, in press).

Conceptual Perspectives on Relationships
During Adolescence

Formal theories of adolescent development
provide contrasting accounts of differentia-
tion and change in relationships. In this sec-
tion, we briefly outline four general theo-
retical perspectives: (a) endogenous-change
perspectives emphasize biological and moti-
vational pressures toward alterations of
relationships; (b) social–psychological per-
spectives focus on external pressures toward
change and the interplay of external and
internal factors; (c) attachment perspec-
tives address the pressures toward conti-
nuity and coherence in primary aspects
of dyadic relationships; and (d) interde-
pendency perspectives emphasize the pat-
terns of interaction and affect and the
principles of exchange that characterize
close relationships.

endogenous-change perspectives

Psychoanalytic and evolutionary views share
two perspectives on relationships during
adolescence. One is a focus on pubertal mat-
uration in precipitating increased conflict
and emotional distance in parent–child rela-
tionships and, correspondingly, an increased
orientation to relationships beyond the fam-
ily. The other is an emphasis on the func-
tional significance of relationships and rela-
tionship changes.

Psychoanalytic and neo-analytic theorists
(e.g., Blos, 1979; A. Freud, 1958) assumed
that hormonal changes and the subsequent
surge of sexual excitation at puberty gener-
ated increased pressures toward individua-
tion from parents and greater involvement
with age mates. Concomitant with these
aspects of control and autonomy striving
are the issues of personal integration and
mastery encompassed by Erikson’s (1968)
concept of ego identity. Evolutionary views
(Steinberg, 1988) also emphasize auton-
omy striving as a motivation for relation-
ship changes. From this perspective, per-
turbations in parent–child relationships at
puberty serve to facilitate formation of sex-
ual relationships outside of the family group
and, particularly for boys, to foster the
socialization of autonomy. Corresponding
increases in orientation to relationships with
peers are viewed as a shift toward inter-
personal objects appropriate to adult roles
(Blos, 1979).

Endogenous-change perspectives have
fewer direct implications for the transition
to early adulthood, probably because bio-
logical change does not define this period.
The emphasis on adaptation, however, does
underscore the heretofore little considered
possibility that the adaptive functions of
close relationships in this later period may
involve more subtle, complex processes than
the adaptive functions of close relationships
in adolescence.

social–psychological perspectives

Social–psychological theories view relation-
ship changes as a reflection of the stresses
engendered by the multiple adaptations
required during developmental transitions
(Lewin, 1931; Reis et al., 2000). Life cycle
changes in relationships in turn affect
the individual development of both part-
ners in the relationship (e.g., Hartup &
Laursen, 1999).

Transitions to adolescence and then to
early adulthood partly reflect maturational
changes but appear to be affected even
more extensively by age-graded expecta-
tions, tasks, and settings (Collins & Laursen,
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2004). For adolescents, the confluence of
maturational changes and age-graded social
shifts can be seen in the comparatively
greater decrements in seventh-grade girls’
self-esteem if they are simultaneously expe-
riencing pubertal maturation, beginning to
date, and shifting from elementary to junior
high school (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). In
early adulthood, similar accumulations of
stressors are apparent in less effective func-
tioning if best friendships deteriorate during
the transition to from high school to college
(Oswald & Clark, 2003).

Although like other perspectives, the
social–psychological viewpoint implies de-
creased stability followed by increasing sta-
bility between early and late adolescence,
the course may be more episodic than
other theories imply. From the perspec-
tive of social age grading, this episodic
pattern reflects the periodic occurrence of
age-graded transitions. An alternative, but
conceptually consistent, prediction is that
early adolescence might be a primary period
of change, with gradual restabilization as
appropriate accommodations are made to
transitional status. Individuals may vary,
moreover, as a function of timing of puberty
(Collins & Laursen, 2004). Very early puber-
tal timing for girls may result in long-
lasting perturbations in relationships (e.g.,
Caspi & Moffit, 1991; Magnusson, Stattin, &
Allen, 1985).

attachment perspectives

The focus of attachment approaches is moti-
vational tendencies toward functional simi-
larities in relationships across time. Bowlby
(1982) predicted that internal working models
of relationships formed in early caregiver–
child interactions would underlie stability
across time in the qualities of relationships.
These qualities are based in emotions associ-
ated with feelings of security and insecurity
regarding one’s close relationships.

Within this framework, specific interac-
tions change as a function of developmental
adaptations from one age period to the next.
Despite these relatively superficial adapta-
tions, however, the fundamental qualities
of relationships are still rooted in internal

working models that provide a functional
similarity in relating from one developmen-
tal period to the next. These parallel pat-
terns of behavior and affect across age peri-
ods have been attributed to stable organi-
zations of behavior, mediated by internal
working models formed in early caregiver–
child relationships and repeatedly recon-
firmed in subsequent interactions with oth-
ers (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1988). Longitudinal
findings show, for example, that interac-
tions and the management of emotions with
teachers and peers in early and middle child-
hood manifest similarities to assessments of
caregiver–child attachment in infancy.

Differentiation among relationships
results from certain cues or signals regarding
what is expected from a particular other
person. Although there is considerable
coherence in adolescents’ and early adults’
reactions to certain types of actions by
others, relationship partners nevertheless
elicit different types of interactions. For
example, aloof, ambivalent adolescents
both elicit and actively respond to different
types of overtures from peers than do
more outgoing, relaxed, sociable children
(Sroufe & Fleeson, 1988).

interdependency perspectives

Interdependency perspectives emphasize
the joint patterns in which the actions, cog-
nitions, and emotions of each member of the
dyad are significant to the other’s reactions
(Hinde, 1997; Kelley et al., 1983). In con-
trast to attachment perspectives, close rela-
tionships are defined quantitatively, rather
than qualitatively: A close relationship is
one in which two persons interact with each
other frequently, across a variety of settings
and tasks, and exert considerable influence
on each others’ thoughts and actions. Typ-
ically, such relationships are not transitory,
but exist for periods measured in months
or years. It should be noted that closeness
is independent of the emotional content
of the relationship; interdependency may
characterize relationships in which affec-
tive expression is largely negative, as well
as those in which warm, positive emo-
tions predominate.
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In this perspective, adolescence can be
characterized as a period during which
interdependencies in familial relationships
continue, although often in forms differ-
ent from those in earlier life, whereas
interdependencies with friends and roman-
tic partners become more apparent. Some
changes in individuals’ competence for relat-
ing are required to create and maintain
these interdependencies. In peer relation-
ships, skills must be developed for maintain-
ing interdependence on the basis of shared
interests, commitments, and intimacy, even
when contact is relatively infrequent (Parker
& Gottman, 1989). Mismatches between
expectancies about the relationship may
precipitate conflicts, but these conflicts
often stimulate adjustments of expectan-
cies that gradually restore harmony (Collins,
1995). The process by which discrepant per-
ceptions mediate changes in interactions is
largely unstudied (see reviews by Collins,
1997; Laursen & Collins, 1994).

Differentiation among relationships is
constrained partly by interrelations among
the relationships in which most adolescents
and early adults participate. For example,
trust, communication, and conflict resolu-
tion within families have been found to be
correlated with adolescents’ intimacy and
communication with peers (Youniss & Smol-
lar, 1985), and the intimacy experienced
in friendship may provide a model that
enhances capacities for intimacy within fam-
ilies as adolescents mature (Youniss, 1980).
Nevertheless, differences in the frequency,
diversity, strength, and duration of relation-
ships with parents or siblings and those with
friends and acquaintances clearly produce
contrasts among these relationship types.
Characteristics of relationships with family
members and friends are correlated with sat-
isfaction with and longevity of romantic rela-
tionships in early adulthood (e.g., Parks &
Eggert, 1991; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992).

Close Relationships in Adolescence
and Early Adulthood

Relationships with peers differ from those
with family members in terms of the distri-

bution of power between participants and
the permanence of the affiliation (Laursen
& Bukowski, 1997). Peer relationships are
voluntary and transient; participants freely
initiate and dissolve interconnections. Nei-
ther party can impose the terms of social
interaction on the other (Piaget, 1932/1965).
Whether an affiliation persists hinges on
mutually satisfactory terms and outcomes
(Murstein, 1970). In this section we review
research findings on the nature and sig-
nificance of friendships and of romantic
relationships during adolescence and early
adulthood. We next consider the extent and
implications of interrelations among per-
sonal relationships in these periods.

Friendships

Friendships are the most prominent fea-
ture of social relations in both adolescence
and early adulthood. Adolescents commonly
report that friends are their most impor-
tant extrafamilial resources and influences,
and relationships with friends consistently
are implicated in variations in adolescent
competence and well-being (Brown, 2004).
Experiences with friends appear both to
influence and moderate social adaptation
and academic competence (Cairns & Cairns,
1994). In addition, as the first voluntary inti-
mate relationships, adolescent friendships
provide critical interpersonal experiences
that establish a template for subsequent
close relationships with peers, including
romantic partners (Furman & Wehner, 1994 ;
Sullivan, 1953).

Friends are frequent companions in early
adulthood as well, getting together at least
once a week for no specific purpose and
somewhat less frequently for parties, movies,
and concerts (Osgood & Lee, 1993). As in
adolescence, close friends in early adulthood
tend to be of the same sex, and women
report more close friends than men (Jones,
Bloys, & Wood, 1990).

concepts of friendship

Adolescents typically experience consid-
erable growth of conceptual and reason-
ing skills and as a consequence adopt
more sophisticated views of close peer
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relationships than are typical of children
(Selman, 1980). Adolescents increasingly
regard companionship and sharing as neces-
sary but no longer sufficient conditions for
closeness in friendships; commitment and
intimacy are expected as well, especially
among girls and young women (Youniss
& Smollar, 1985). This shift in friendship
requirements from behavioral to emotional
aspects may account partly for adolescents’
perceptions that their friendship-making
abilities are inferior to those they held in
middle childhood (Barry & Wigfield, 2002).

Social–cognitive advances also underlie
improved perspective taking abilities that
can further bolster cognitive and affective
ties between friends (Selman, 1980). For
example, adolescents are better able to view
friends’ behaviors and emotions in terms
of historical, biological, and social factors
(Livesley & Bromley, 1973 ; Selman, 1980).
Still, when the situation is ambiguous or
multifaceted or when stereotypes can be eas-
ily applied, adolescents’ reasoning skills may
be overridden (Horn, 2003).

Developing cognitive abilities also are
evident within friendships even in the
early adult years. Conceptions of friend-
ships remain malleable into the 20s, per-
haps because the experiences of this age
period require adjustments in previously
held expectations of friends. Baxter, Dun,
and Sahlstein (2001) studied early adults’
implicit social rules regarding interactions
with peers and found that rules concerning
loyalty, honesty, and respect were especially
salient. Social networks exerted their influ-
ence on the proper conduct of friendship
primarily in an indirect manner by commu-
nicating general rules or beliefs about rela-
tionships, rather than providing instructions
for specific relationships. Even more strongly
than adolescents, early adults view interper-
sonal responsibilities in close relationships
as obligatory. That is, once a relationship
has begun, early adults do not consider it a
matter of personal choice whether to meet
a friend’s needs, but rather a social obliga-
tion (Neff, Turiel, & Anshel, 2002). Such
orientations may be helpful in sustaining
friendships; relationships with a balance of

functions fulfilled for each individual are
more often marked by greater affection for
the friend and greater satisfaction than rela-
tionships with an imbalance between part-
ners (Mendelson & Kay, 2003).

Still-developing cognitive skills also play
a role in interpersonal dynamics between
friends. For example, individual differences
in complexity of epistemological under-
standing have been linked to variations in
approaches to conflict with friends. Women
with more advanced ideas about knowledge
are less likely to simply avoid conflict (or to
agree to disagree) but instead productively
engage in processing and exploring conflict
(Weinstock & Bond, 2000). This finding
suggests that early adults are still learning
to approach conflicts in more construc-
tive ways and that such advances may be
tied to continuing cognitive development.
Brain development that supports advances
in executive regulatory functions may partly
account for these effects (Siegel, 1999).

interactions with friends

Relationships with friends change qualita-
tively during adolescence (Rubin, Bukowski,
& Parker, 1998). Mutuality, self-disclosure,
and intimacy with friends (defined as recip-
rocal feelings of self-disclosure and engage-
ment in activities) increase markedly during
adolescence (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992 ;
Sharabany, Gershoni, & Hofmann, 1981).
Intimacy in particular is closely related to
satisfaction with friendships during early
and middle adolescence (Hartup, 1996).
Paradoxically, conflicts also are more likely
between friends than between acquain-
tances in both childhood and adolescence.
Within adolescence, topics of conflict reflect
current concerns, with older adolescents
reporting more conflicts regarding private
disrespect and young adolescents voic-
ing more concern about public disrespect
and undependability (Shulman & Laursen,
2002). Still, compared with middle child-
hood, conflicts between friends increasingly
are likely to be resolved effectively during
adolescence and are less likely to disrupt
friendships (Laursen & Collins, 1994).



personal relationships in adolescence and early adulthood 197

Patterns of friendship qualities that are
evident in adolescence continue in early
adulthood. In particular, girls’s and young
women’s friendships tend to emphasize
emotional support and a communal or
helping orientation, with women reporting
that they receive greater emotional support
and intimate disclosure than men report
(Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998), whereas
male friendships tend to center around
shared activities (Sherman, DeVries, &
Lansford, 2000). Despite these baseline dif-
ferences, advances in friendship intimacy for
both sexes continue across early adulthood
(Reis, Lin, Bennett, & Nezlek, 1993).

Changes in interactions with friends also
are evident, even across the relatively short
span of early adulthood. As early adulthood
progresses, everyday social interaction pat-
terns change. Rochester Interaction Records
from the same individuals at 18 and again
at 26–31 (Reis et al., 1993) reveal more
opposite-sex socializing and correspondingly
less same-sex, mixed-sex, and group inter-
action. Further, more intimacy occurred in
all types of interactions reported at the
older age, compared with the younger. At
roughly the same time, the overall fre-
quency of leisure interactions with friends
declines, a change that can be partially, but
not completely, explained by the new fam-
ily roles increasingly adopted in adulthood
(Osgood & Lee, 1993). This instability in
social interaction frequency is balanced by
stability in social participation styles (Reis
et al., 1993). That is, early adults who are
highly social compared with their peers at
the start of early adulthood tend to remain
so later in early adulthood. Likewise, those
who have relatively few social interactions
with friends at the transition to early adult-
hood carry this pattern forward.

selection of friends

Adolescents choose friends who are similar
to them on some dimensions and dissimi-
lar on others. For example, European Amer-
icans and Asian Americans have friends
who are similar in terms of substance use
and academic orientation but dissimilar in

terms of ethnic identity, whereas African
American adolescents show the reverse pat-
tern (Hamm, 2000). It seems that rather
than seeking friends who are identical to
themselves, adolescents prefer to be around
people whose similarity allows a comfort
level for asserting and developing one’s
own identity.

Although less often studied than same-
sex friendships, cross-sex friendships are a
common experience in adolescence, with
slightly fewer than half (47%) of adolescents
reporting a cross-sex friendship (Kuttler,
La Greca, & Prinstein, 1999). Such friend-
ships are not associated inevitably with
problematic social or behavioral function-
ing, although they are associated with per-
ceptions of lower social acceptance. Indeed,
cross-sex friendships may be considered a
normative aspect of adolescent peer rela-
tions (for a review, see Hartup & Abecassis,
2002). Moreover, acknowledging friendships
in mixed-gender groups is more normative in
adolescence than in middle childhood, when
gender segregation is the norm in mixed-
gender groups (Maccoby, 1998).

friendship quality and individual

functioning

Close relationships are primary settings
for the acquisition of skills ranging from
social competencies to motor performance
(e.g., athletics, dancing) to cognitive abili-
ties (Hartup, 1996). Poor-quality adolescent
friendships (e.g., those low in supportiveness
and intimacy) are associated with multiple
outcomes, including incidence of loneliness,
depression, and decreases in achievement
in school and work settings (Hartup, 1996).
Social development in and beyond adoles-
cence thus requires continued experience in
close relationships, but they and their rela-
tionship partners must adapt continually to
the rapid changes of adolescence.

Girls report greater companionship, inti-
macy, prosocial support, and esteem sup-
port in their close friendships than boys do
(Kuttler et al., 1999); however, this close-
ness may also create a vulnerability that
could account for some negative features
of girls’ relationships. For example, girl’s
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current friendships tend to be of shorter
duration than boys’ friendships, and more
girls than boys report actions that have
harmed existing friendships, as well as a his-
tory of dissolved friendships (Benenson &
Christakos, 2003).

The impact of friendship quality on
adjustment, however, may be stronger
among male adolescents than it is among
their female counterparts. For example,
Hussong (2000) found that girls’ adjustment
(depression, substance use, positive affect)
was affected most negatively by disengage-
ment from friends, whereas boys showed the
most deleterious impact of friends when the
qualities of friendships were negative. Boys’
vulnerability to negative friendship quali-
ties may be exacerbated by greater con-
flict in male friendships, coupled with a
tendency to avoid discussing these conflicts
(Black, 2000).

friendships in social networks.

Friends become increasingly salient as
sources of support for emotional problems
during adolescence. Adolescents’ percep-
tions of parents as primary sources of sup-
port decline and perceived support from
friends increases such that friendships are
perceived as providing roughly the same
(Helsen, Vollebergh, & Meeus, 2000; Sch-
olte, van Lieshout, & van Aken, 2001)
or greater (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992)
support as parental relationships. Adoles-
cents receiving little support from parents
and greater support from friends report
more emotional problems, however (Helsen
et al., 2000).

As social roles change in early adult-
hood, the place of friends in social networks
changes as well. Early adults who are simi-
lar in marital and parental status (i.e., who
are either single, married without children,
or married with children) have more simi-
lar friendship patterns than a randomly cho-
sen group of early adults do (Carbery &
Buhrmester, 1998; Fischer, Sollie, Sorrell, &
Green, 1989; Reis et al., 1993). College entry,
which often marks the transition from ado-

lescence to early adulthood, challenges early
adults to distance themselves from friends
from home to allow new supportive rela-
tionships to emerge in the college context.
Research shows that social networks change
gradually under these circumstances; at the
end of the first 10 weeks in school, 40%
of first-year college students listed no new
friends in their social networks (and only 4%
listed no friends from home). Best friend-
ships from high school typically decline
in satisfaction, commitment, rewards, and
investments during the first year in col-
lege, although deterioration was less when
friends maintained high levels of communi-
cation. When best friendships were main-
tained across this transition, the negative
impact of loneliness was mitigated, rela-
tive to situations in which individuals did
not retain their best friendships (Oswald &
Clark, 2003). In the long term, however, fail-
ing to divest earlier friendships and affiliate
with college friends is associated with lone-
liness and poor social acceptance and self-
esteem in the college environment (Paul &
Brier, 2001).

Romantic Relationships

Friendships and romantic relationships are
tightly interwoven in adolescence and early
adulthood. Unsupervised mixed-gender
peer groups during adolescence provide
opportunities and supportive environments
for “pairing off” between group members.
By midadolescence, most individuals have
been involved in at least one romantic
relationship; by the early years of early
adulthood, most are currently participating
in an ongoing romantic relationship (Collins,
2003). Middle and late adolescents (approx-
imately ages 14–18) balance time spent
with romantic partners with continued
participation in same-sex cliques, gradu-
ally decreasing time in mixed-sex groups;
by early adulthood, time with romantic
partners increases further at the expense
of involvement with friends and crowds
(Reis et al., 1993). These and other find-
ings are consistent with Dunphy’s (1963)
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classic hypothesis regarding the emer-
gence of romantic relationships (Connolly,
Furman, & Konarski, 2000).

Most current findings imply that the
growing nature and significance of romantic
relationships during adolescence and early
adulthood stem as much from a culture that
emphasizes and hallows romance and sex-
uality as from physical maturation per se.
Although individual differences in timing of
romantic involvement sometimes have been
attributed to the timing of puberty, stud-
ies have repeatedly demonstrated the inde-
pendent contribution of social and cultural
expectations, especially age-graded behav-
ioral norms, to the initiation of dating
(Feldman, Turner, & Araujo, 1999; Meschke
& Silbereisen, 1997). Moreover, to the
extent that physical maturation contributes
to increased romantic interest and motiva-
tion, the relevant processes appear to occur
earlier than the changes usually associated
with puberty. The separate and joint effects
of maturational and social and cultural fac-
tors are a primary focus of research today
(Halpern, 2003).

Many, perhaps most, current findings por-
tray the early adulthood years as part of
a continuous progression toward the close
relationships of adulthood (e.g., Hartup &
Stevens, 1997). Existing findings point to
a shift in the qualitative characteristics of
dating relationships between the ages of 15

and 17 years, and dating among early adults
seems similar in key ways to dating among
late adolescents. After age 17, the likelihood
of being involved in a romantic relation-
ship changes little; partner selection tends to
emphasize the personal compatibility, rather
than solely on superficial features of appear-
ance and social status, and couple interac-
tions tend to be marked by greater inter-
dependence and more communal orienta-
tions than was the case in early-adolescent
relationships (Collins, 2003). Except for the
larger proportions of married persons after
age 28, however, there is currently little
compelling evidence that either expectan-
cies or behavior patterns differ between this
older group and 18- to 28-year-olds. This sec-

tion emphasizes these apparent continuities
while noting some instances in which possi-
ble discontinuities have been reported.

concepts of romantic relationships

Representations of romantic relationships
are linked to representations of other close
relationships, especially relationships with
friends, and these interrelated expectancies
parallel interrelations in features such as sup-
port and control (Furman, Simon, Shaffer,
& Bouchey, 2002 ; Furman & Wehner, 1994).
Relationship representations, such as those
associated with measures of attachment
style, predict accommodation to potentially
destructive behaviors by early adult roman-
tic partners (e.g., Scharfe & Bartholomew,
1995) and also predict vulnerability to
depression for individuals in romantic rela-
tionships (Davila, Steinberg, Kachadourian,
Cobb, & Fincham, 2002).

In general, differences between midado-
lescents and 25 -year-olds reflect increasing
differentiation and complexity of thoughts
about relationships, but continuity in rela-
tionship motives, concerns, and expectations.
For example, in a longitudinal analysis of
relationship narratives (Waldinger et al.,
2002), the structure and complexity of nar-
ratives increased between midadolescence
and age 25 , whereas narrative themes were
surprisingly similar across the 8- to 10-year
gap between waves of the study. A desire
for closeness was a dominant theme in the
relationships of participants at both ages.
Themes of distance also were present at both
ages, although in adolescence, this theme
was characterized by being on one’s own,
whereas at age 25 the emphasis was on inde-
pendence (making autonomous decisions).
Because U.S. respondents are highly likely to
reflect the wish for independence through-
out adulthood, these findings imply greater
continuity than discontinuity between early
adults and both foregoing and succeeding
periods, although explicit comparisons have
not yet been reported.

Emotions and cognitions are closely inter-
twined in romantic relationships and play
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a major role in determining their func-
tional significance. For example, experiences
that conform to idealized romantic scripts
heighten positive emotions, and those that
diverge from them are common sources
for feelings of frustration, disappointment,
and hurt. Moreover, tendencies to make
attributions about the behavior of self and
other are heightened in the early stages
of romance, and because relevant cues are
likely to be hidden, vague, or undiffer-
entiated in this phase, misattributions are
especially likely, often resulting in anxi-
ety, anger, and distrust (for a review, see
Larson, Clore, & Wood, 1999). Relation-
ship cognitions and emotions, however, have
been studied far more often in relationships
after adolescence than in adolescent rela-
tionships (see Fletcher, Overall, & Friesen
and Planalp, Fitness, & Fehr, both this vol-
ume). This is somewhat surprising given the
common view of adolescence as a time of
both intense and unpredictable emotional-
ity and expanding, but still immature, cog-
nitive abilities. Clues for further research on
cognitive processes in adolescent romantic
relationships come from findings that cogni-
tive measures mediate relationship behavior
and adjustment in samples of early adults.
Among these are social goals (e.g., Sander-
son & Cantor, 1995), attributions (e.g.,
Fletcher, Fincham, Cramer, & Herson, 1987),
and relationship processes such as account
making (Sorenson, Russell, Harkness, &
Harvey, 1993). Fletcher, Overall, and Friesen
(this volume) review relevant findings
as well.

selection of partners

With whom adolescents and early adults
have romantic experiences undoubtedly
influences their developmental significance,
just as the identity of friends helps to deter-
mine the impact of friendships (Hartup,
1996). Although social psychologists have
accumulated a vast literature on processes
of attraction and partner selection in adult
relationships (Berscheid & Reis, 1998; also
see Surra, Gray, Boettcher, Cottle, & Curran,
this volume), little is known about either

the nature of partner choices during ado-
lescence or their significance. Findings from
the National Longitudinal Study of Ado-
lescent Health (commonly known as Add-
Health) show that, like adults, male adoles-
cents prefer same-age or younger prospec-
tive partners, whereas female adolescents
prefer somewhat older partners (Carver,
Joyner, & Udry, 2003).

Although developmental psychopathol-
ogists (e.g., Rutter, 1996) and life course
researchers (e.g., Elder, 1998) have found
that partner selection often constitutes a
developmental turning point in adulthood,
it is not known whether partner selection
potentially plays an equally significant role
during adolescence. This knowledge gap
partly reflects two methodological realities
(Reis et al., 2000). One is that studies of
dating and other adolescent romantic rela-
tionships begin with existing couples who
are long past the point of selection. The
other is that the most common method, ret-
rospective self-reports, is at least as limited
in providing valid insights into selection as
it is in providing insights into other aspects
of behavior. Research that surmounts these
problems may reveal that many of the cor-
relations between involvement in roman-
tic relationships and negative patterns of
behavior and emotion are attributable to
the characteristics of partners rather than to
involvement in romantic relationships per se
(Collins, 2003).

interactions in romantic relationships

Content refers to the shared activities of
relationship partners – what adolescent part-
ners do together, how they spend their time,
the diversity of their shared activities, and
also activities and situations they avoid when
together. By definition, more highly inter-
dependent partners typically share a wider
variety of activities than less close pairs, and
many of those activities bear on the relation-
ship itself (e.g., communicating, complet-
ing tasks together, enjoying common recre-
ational activities, working toward common
goals; Berscheid, Snyder, & Omoto, 1989;
Hinde, 1997).
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The few findings available imply that
interactions with romantic partners are asso-
ciated with distinctive patterns of expe-
rience for adolescents and early adults.
Adolescents in romantic relationships, for
example, report experiencing more con-
flict than other adolescents (Laursen, 1995).
Moreover, conflict resolution between late-
adolescent romantic partners more often
involves compromise than conflict reso-
lution in early-adolescent romantic pairs
(Feldman & Gowen, 1998). Exchanges
within the romantic relationships of older
adolescents also are more likely to reflect
greater interdependence and more commu-
nal orientations between the partners than
is the case with early-adolescent roman-
tic alliances (Laursen & Jensen-Campbell,
1999). Age-related patterns appear to
have long-term implications. In longitudi-
nal research in Germany (Seiffge-Krenke &
Lang, 2002), quality of romantic relation-
ships in middle adolescence was significantly
and positively related to commitment in
other relationships in early adulthood.

Unfortunately, little information is avail-
able on how time devoted to romantic rela-
tionships is spent or how teenage and early-
adult romantic partners behave toward one
another. Without such information, it is dif-
ficult to identify possible functions of the
relationships, whether positive or negative,
for long-term growth.

relationship quality and individual

functioning

Frequent conflicts mark romantic relation-
ships, and mood swings, a stereotype of ado-
lescent emotional life, are more extreme for
those involved in romantic relationships (for
a review, see Larson et al., 1999). In a find-
ing that has become one of the most widely
cited in the field, Joyner and Udry (2000)
reported that participants in the Add-Health
study who had begun romantic relationships
in the past year manifested more symp-
toms of depression than adolescents not
in romantic relationships. Recent findings
have revealed important moderators of this
global correlation (e.g., Ayduk, Downey, &
Kim, 2001; Darling & Cohan, 2002 ; Davila

et al., 2002). For example, breakups, rather
than involvement in a romantic relationship
per se, may explain the elevated depres-
sive symptoms reported by Joyner and Udry
(2000); indeed, the most common trigger
of the first episode of a major depressive
disorder is a romantic breakup (Monroe,
Rhode, Seeley, & Lewinsohn, 1999). Person-
ality characteristics and the relationship his-
tory of one or both partners may exacerbate
depressive reactions to relationship events as
well (Ayduk et al., 2001).

Dating and romantic relationships also
have an impact on psychosocial develop-
ment during adolescence (Furman & Shaffer,
2003). Having a romantic relationship and
the quality of that relationship are associ-
ated positively with romantic self-concept
and, in turn, with feelings of self-worth
(Connolly & Konarski, 1994 ; Kuttler et al.,
1999), and longitudinal evidence indicates
that by late adolescence, self-perceived com-
petence in romantic relationships emerges as
a reliable component of general competence
(Masten et al., 1995). Whether adolescent
romantic relationships play a distinctive role
in identity formation during adolescence
is not known, although considerable spec-
ulation and some theoretical contentions
imply a link (e.g., Furman & Shaffer, 2003 ;
Sullivan, 1953).

The most widely studied patterns have to
do with variations in the timing of involve-
ment in both romantic relationships and
sexual activity, typically showing that early
dating and sexual activity are risk factors
for current and later problem behaviors and
social and emotional difficulties (e.g., Davies
& Windle, 2000; Zimmer-Gembeck, Sieben-
bruner, & Collins, 2001). A possibly comple-
mentary view is that timing of involvement
is associated with familial and peer-group
dysfunctions, which may be partly respon-
sible for the risks attached to early romantic
involvement (e.g., Collins, Hennighausen,
Schmit, & Sroufe, 1997; Collins & Sroufe,
1999; Taradash, Connolly, Pepler, Craig, &
Costa, 2001). Consistent with this pattern,
poor relationships with parents and peers
contribute to the incidence of both physical
and relational aggression between romantic
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partners in late adolescence (Linder, Crick,
& Collins, 2002).

Variations in relationship expectancies
also reflect prior relationship experiences.
The cognitive and behavioral syndrome
known as rejection sensitivity arises from
experiences of rejection in parent–child rela-
tionships and also in relations with peers
and, possibly, romantic partners. Rejection
sensitivity in turn predicts expectancies of
rejection that correlate strongly with both
actual rejection and lesser satisfaction in ado-
lescent relationships (Downey, Bonica, &
Rincon, 1999). Other individual differences
play a role as well. In adult relationships, self-
esteem, self-confidence, and physical attrac-
tiveness influence the timing, frequency,
duration, and quality of relationships (Long,
1989; Mathes, Adams, & Davis, 1985 ; Samet
& Kelly, 1987), and initial studies suggest
a similar process in adolescent relationships
(e.g., Connolly & Konarski, 1994).

Future Research on the Personal
Relationships of Adolescents
and Early Adults

Research comparing close relationships dur-
ing childhood and adolescence has been far
more extensive than comparisons of ado-
lescent and early adult relationships. Con-
sequently, transformations of relationship
networks, changes in expectations of rela-
tionship partners, and relative likelihood of
experiences of intimacy and social support
in extrafamilial relationships during adoles-
cence are well documented. Less is known
about the distinctive qualities and functions
of relationships after adolescence.

Consequently, the agenda for filling gaps
in research on relationships during early
adulthood is a lengthy one. Thus far, evi-
dence based on data collected from early
adults, although useful sources of descrip-
tive information generally, cannot address
the predictions of distinctiveness advanced
by Arnett (2000, in press). Arnett’s (in press)
analyses of ethnographic reports of inter-
views with early adults provide informa-
tion on the frequency and breadth of self-
perceived distinctiveness of early adults but

neglect to assess similar themes in the dis-
course of middle and late adolescents on
one hand, and those of “thirty somethings,”
on the other. The most compelling accounts
would come from longitudinal data sets in
which repeated accounts are sought from
the same individuals across the three age
periods, using standard reporting devices and
standard metrics. Further research on the
nature and significance of early adults’ close
relationships can be pursued most benefi-
cially within the theoretical frameworks of
the rapidly growing science of relationships
(Reis et al., 2000).

Interrelations of Relationships

Research findings show that relationships
become increasingly interrelated over time.
Despite the stereotype of incompatible
or contradictory influences of parents and
friends, parent–child relationships set the
stage for both the selection of friends and
the management of these relationships (for
a review, see Parke & Buriel, 1998). Links
between qualities of friendships and roman-
tic relationships, as well as between famil-
ial and romantic relationships, are equally
impressive (Collins et al., 1997). At the same
time, relationships with parents, friends,
and romantic partners serve overlapping
but distinctive functions. Typical exchanges
within each of these types of dyads dif-
fer accordingly. In comparison to childhood
relationships, the diminished distance and
greater intimacy in adolescents’ peer rela-
tionships may both satisfy affiliative needs
and also contribute to socialization for rela-
tions among equals. Intimacy with parents
may provide nurturance and support but
may be less important than friendships for
socialization to roles and expectations in late
adolescence and early adulthood (Collins,
1997; Laursen & Bukowski, 1997).

Current research implies that relation-
ships with parents, friends, and roman-
tic partners increasingly overlap and com-
plement each other as early adulthood
approaches (Ainsworth, 1989; Collins &
Laursen, 2000, 2004). Friends and roman-
tic partners typically are the individuals
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with whom early adults most like to spend
time (proximity seeking) and with whom
they most want to be when feeling down
(safe-haven function). Parents, however, are
just as likely to be the primary source
from which early adults seek advice and on
whom they depend (Fraley & Davis, 1997).
Hazan and Zeifman (1994) suggested that
the apparent overlap among relationships
reflects a change process in which com-
ponents of attachment relationships (viz.,
maintaining proximity, using the other as a
safe haven, and using the other as a secure
base) are transferred sequentially from fam-
ily members to extrafamilial partners. Fam-
ily members’ influence on adult friendship
and romantic relationships should be bet-
ter understood. These social spheres have
typically and unfortunately been viewed
as distinct systems, rather than mutually
influential ones.

The social worlds of those involved in
romantic relationships differ from those who
are not because romantic partners quickly
become dominant in the relationship hierar-
chy (Laursen & Williams, 1997). Although
romantic interconnections initially are pred-
icated on principles of social exchange, com-
mitment drives participants to transform
this voluntary relationship into one that is
more obligatory and permanent (Laursen &
Jensen-Campbell, 1999). Eventually, most
early adults marry and reproduce, further
transforming the relationship and marginal-
izing remaining friendships, thus effectively
ending the peer group’s dominance of rela-
tionship experiences (Collins & Laursen,
2000, 2004).

In general, qualities of friendships in
middle and late adolescence are associ-
ated with concurrent qualities of roman-
tic relationship (Collins, 2003 ; Furman et
al., 2002). Representations of relationships
show that working models of friendships
and romantic relationships are interrelated
as well (Treboux, Crowell, Owens, & Pan,
1994). Displaying safe-haven and secure-
base behaviors with best friends is associ-
ated positively with displaying these behav-
iors with dating partners. Perhaps the grow-
ing importance of romantic relationships

makes the common relationship properties
across types of relationships more appar-
ent than before. It is equally likely, how-
ever, that the parallels between early adults’
relationships reflect their common similar-
ity to prior relationships with parents and
peers (Owens, Crowell, Treboux, O’Connor,
& Pan, 1995 ; Waters, Merrick, Treboux,
Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000). It should be
noted, however, that similarity is not the
only criterion for interrelations among these
relationships. For example, adolescents with
insecure or otherwise unsatisfying relation-
ships with parents initiate dating and sexual
activity earlier than adolescents with more
positive familial relationships. The qual-
ity of these apparently compensatory early
involvements, however, is typically poorer
than that of extrafamilial relationships for
youth with more beneficent family histo-
ries (Collins, 2003). The nature and pro-
cesses of these developmentally significant
interrelations of relationships promise to
become an increasingly prominent focus of
future research.

Continuity in social networks from late
adolescence also may set the stage for con-
siderable influence from contexts of close
dyadic relationships in the 18- to 28-year
age period. Pertinent evidence comes from
research in which the networks of parents
and friends significantly influence continu-
ation or dissolution of a romantic relation-
ship. For example, Sprecher and Felmlee
(1992) showed that network support for a
relationship was associated positively with
the quality of the relationship. Numerous
other studies have shown that although cou-
ples vary in the degree to which they remain
integrally involved with their former net-
works of kin and friends, those who do con-
tinue close involvements show effects of the
support or interference they receive (e.g.,
Connolly & Goldberg, 1999; Parks & Eggert,
1991). Findings like these raise the possi-
bility that involvement in and qualities of
distinct dyads may moderate the effects of
each other.

Early adults who are romantically unin-
volved report greater reliance on friends than
their romantically involved peers. Single
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adults name friends as their top companions
and confidants and, along with mothers, the
primary source for all facets of social support
(Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998). Engagement
and marriage are both linked to partial with-
drawal from friends. Although total social
network size remains the same after mar-
riage, single adults have more friends than
kin in their social network, whereas married
adults report a balance of kin and friends
(Fischer et al., 1989).

As the number of family roles increases,
adults depend less on friends to satisfy their
social needs. Although this change is most
marked between the single and married
phases of life, social networks are reorga-
nized again across the transition to parent-
hood. Both mothers and fathers report a
decline in the number of friends in their
social networks after the birth of a child, but
this decline is greater for fathers. Fathers also
report less mutual support in friendship net-
works and less satisfaction with friendships
over time compared with their wives (Bost,
Cox, Burchinal, & Payne, 2002).

Conclusions

Research on relationships prior to adult-
hood seeks to describe and explain trans-
formations in relationships under conditions
of rapid and extensive changes in partic-
ipants and in key contexts. Current find-
ings on friendships and romantic relation-
ships in the teens and 20s supplement
and extend evidence from earlier periods
that adaptations in relationships preserve
their functional significance in the midst of
change. Social networks expand during ado-
lescence and early adulthood to include an
increasing number and diversity of personal
relationships, although these extrafamilial
bonds also become increasingly interrelated
with familial relationships by the late 20s.
Although familial relationships often appear
to decline in importance in this process, the
decline is a relative rather than an absolute
one. Individual adjustments and reactions by
both parties are essential components in this
developmental process.

These findings imply that broader per-
spectives are needed in research on develop-
ment and change in relationships. Research
largely has been directed toward interper-
sonal antecedents of deterioration and ter-
mination in voluntary adult relationships
such as courtship and marriage. Integrating
this tradition with perspectives on processes
that link individual and relational changes is
one possible step toward understanding how
relationships are adapted to change in every
period of life.
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Close Relationships in Middle
and Late Adulthood

Rosemary Blieszner

Research on close relationships beyond the
first half of life has burgeoned in the past few
decades. Whereas earlier studies addressed a
rather narrow range of variables and embod-
ied a static conception of relationships, more
recent investigations have given rise to very
interesting relational issues, an array of emer-
gent theoretical frameworks, and a dynamic
perspective on changes in relational part-
ners and their interaction patterns over the
course of the adult years. The goal of this
chapter is to highlight these new direc-
tions while providing a sense of the rich-
ness and diversity of relational experiences in
middle and old age. Contrary to traditional
stereotypes focusing on functional decline
beyond youth, most adults in the second half
of life experience vibrant and meaningful
relationships with kin and friends.

The chapter begins with a brief history
of research on adult close relationships and
proceeds to a summary of key develop-
mental milestones in middle and late adult-
hood that have implications for close rela-
tionships. Attention is given to structural
features of relationship networks in the sec-
ond half of life, as well as to dynamic inter-

action processes. Influences on close rela-
tionships in adulthood and their effects on
individuals are covered, then the last sec-
tion provides a summary of recent theo-
retical and methodological advances in the
study of close relationships during the sec-
ond half of life. This tour of the literature
is provided, of course, as a compendium of
recent research for reference by those inter-
ested in adult development and aging. In
addition, it serves as a cue for those study-
ing earlier life relationships whose theories,
methods, and results might be enhanced by
taking a long-range perspective on social
and personal interactions over the entire
life course.

History of Research on Adult
Close Relationships

Among the vast literatures on family and
friend relationships in psychology, sociol-
ogy, and communication studies, a sus-
tained focus on close relationships in mid-
dle and old age is a relatively recent trend.
About 35 years ago, the National Council on

2 11



2 12 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

Family Relationships established the tradi-
tion of publishing commissioned research
reviews, including analyses of the litera-
ture on family relationships in the middle
and later years (Allen, Blieszner, & Roberto,
2000; Brubaker, 1990; Mancini & Blieszner,
1989; Streib & Beck, 1980; Troll, 1971). By
the mid-1990s, the field of family gerontol-
ogy had sufficiently come of age to warrant
compilation of its first handbook (Blieszner
& Bedford, 1995). Relationship scholars
also began to publish comprehensive works
on adult friendships and social networks
in recent decades (Adams & Blieszner,
1989; Blieszner & Adams, 1992 ; Fehr, 1996;
Feld, 1997; Nardi, 1992 ; O’Connor, 1992 ;
Rawlins, 1992 ; Wellman & Wortley, 1990).
This focus on middle and later life relation-
ships has occurred concurrently with both
the emergence of the specialized field of
personal relationships (Gilmour & Duck,
1986) and with conceptual and method-
ological advances in the life span develop-
mental psychology and life course sociology
perspectives that inform the field of social
gerontology (Baltes, 1987, 1997; Elder,
1998). Thus, much of the recent work on
close relationships in the second half of
life is imbued with a developmental van-
tage point that investigates the occurrence
of social interactions within the context
of personal development, dyadic and net-
work processes, and the larger social envi-
ronment, all of which can influence close
relationships.

At least four significant trends have
occurred within this body of research. One
is a shift from viewing elders as peripheral
players to featuring them as central charac-
ters in families, as illustrated by the decade
review articles. Concomitantly, attention has
grown from focusing only on marital and
parent–child relations to studies of siblings
and even, in a few cases, of fictive kin in
the lives of older adults. This work has been
conducted by gerontologists, but as argued
elsewhere, a full understanding of family life
requires all researchers, not just gerontolo-
gists, to define family so as to include older
members and study their contributions to
family life (Bedford & Blieszner, 1997).

A second trend is movement from assess-
ing very general variables and proxies of
relational quality (e.g., equating frequency
of contact with relationship harmony) to
examining specific variables related to rela-
tionship structures, processes, and phases
of development (Adams & Blieszner, 1998;
Adams & Torr, 1998; Blieszner, 1995 ;
Blieszner & Adams, 1992 , 1998; de Jong
Gierveld & Perlman, 2004 ; Lang & Fin-
german, 2004). This work has resulted in
broader and more nuanced knowledge about
characteristics and dynamics of close rela-
tionships than was available before.

Advances in theory development and
greater use of theory in studies of adult
relationships have also occurred. Exam-
ples include family solidarity theory (Bengt-
son & Roberts, 1991) for explaining inter-
generational patterns, the social convoy
model (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980) for trac-
ing changes in social networks over the
life course, socioemotional selectivity theory
(Carstensen, 1992) for understanding emo-
tional regulation in late life, and a conceptual
framework that integrates multiple sociolog-
ical and psychological dimensions of friend-
ship or other close relationships (Adams &
Blieszner, 1994).

Finally, research methods and tools have
improved over the years. Advances in sta-
tistical techniques such as development of
multilevel modeling have permitted inves-
tigation of families as units of analysis
and theory-based tests of causal relation-
ships among variables (Teachman & Crow-
der, 2002 ; Townsend, Miller, & Guo, 2001;
White, 2001). Greater use of longitudinal
designs furthers understanding of the inter-
sections between personal development and
changes in family and friend relationships
(e.g., Broese van Groenou & van Tilburg,
2003 ; Möller & Stattin, 2001; Reinhardt,
Boerner, & Benn, 2003).

Taken together, these recent trends in
family gerontology and close relationship
scholarship not only have contributed new
and more detailed knowledge about personal
ties in middle and later life, they also sug-
gest the exciting potential for stronger and
more useful research results in the future.
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This is important, because the aging of
the baby boom cohort will yield unprece-
dented numbers of older adults who are
likely to be pursuing increasingly diverse
and complex varieties of family and social
relationships.

Personal Development in Middle
and Old Age

A useful framework for examining the
maturational challenges and opportunities
facing individuals in mid- and later life
is Erikson’s (1950) theory of psychosocial
development. Erikson posited that individ-
uals in middle age, being at the peak of
their personality competence and having
successfully resolved previous challenges
related to establishing a personal iden-
tity and appropriate intimate relationships,
would negotiate the middle years success-
fully by assuming responsibility for the well-
being of future generations in the family and
of the larger world in general. This charac-
teristic, termed generativity, prompts guiding
and mentoring behaviors within family,
friend, work, and community relationships,
as well as concerns about social causes and
political issues. Those who are not success-
ful in expressing generativity are character-
ized by excessive concern with their own
needs and future, in a state labeled ego
stagnation. Perceived nearness to death in
old age prompts a life review process by
which individuals assess their accomplish-
ments and limitations. Those who attain
basic satisfaction with and acceptance of the
life they have lived, despite the problems
and mistakes that might have occurred, pro-
ceed to a stage called integrity in which fear
of death is minimized. In contrast, those who
are dissatisfied with their life’s activities and
distressed at the probable lack of time left to
overcome failures or accomplish significant
goals, who thus may be fearful of death, are
said to be suffering despair. Erikson acknowl-
edged that most people would be located
at a position between the two extremes
of the generativity – stagnation and integr-
ity – despair continua. Although research

on Erikson’s hypotheses about generativity
is in its infancy, McAdams (2001) provided a
comprehensive overview of conceptual and
empirical advances to date, which generally
support the importance of generativity to
midlife development. Likewise, studies of
life review processes and the growing body
of research on wisdom and spirituality in
old age confirm the significance of attain-
ing integrity for well-being at the end of
life (McFadden, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser,
2001; Vaillant, 2003 ; Vaillant & Koury, 1993 ;
Webster, 2003).

Understanding these personal develop-
mental challenges in the second half of
life provides background for comprehend-
ing and appreciating the motivations for
and outcomes of enacting various family
and friend relationships during that period.
Close relationships provide myriad forms
of instrumental and social support, emo-
tional rewards, and foci for meaningful activ-
ities. Although these relationships occur at
all stages of life and some ties (e.g., with
siblings and friends) can endure through
many decades, the intersections of personal
and family developmental changes can lead
to unique relational experiences associated
with growing older. Some of these unique
features are reflected in the structural form
of the close relationships that exist.

Structural Features of Close
Relationship Networks in Middle
and Late Adulthood

Just as highlighting issues of personal devel-
opment contributes to comprehending fam-
ily interaction patterns in the second half
of life, so does a summary of the struc-
ture of family and friend networks. The size
and composition of networks provide the
interpersonal context in which social inter-
actions take place and have implications for
the frequency and types of contacts that
are made, the extent of support given and
received, the self-disclosures exchanged, and
many other dimensions of emotionally close
connections.
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Family Structures

The majority of adults in the United States
are married, but the proportion is smaller in
old age than earlier in adulthood (ages 35

to 54 years = 71.3%, 55 to 64 years = 74 .2%,
and 65 or older = 56.7%), and a notable
sex difference in the proportion married
exists between men and women aged 65

or older (75 .7% versus 42 .9%, respectively).
The majority of households comprise family
households (68%), usually of married cou-
ples (52%), but 32% of adults live in non-
family households, including the 26% who
live alone. Among persons aged 75 years or
older, however, the proportion living alone is
much higher (39.6%) because of the greater
likelihood of being widowed (ages 35 to 54

years = 1.6%, 55 to 64 years = 6.7%, 65 to 74

= 19.6%, and 75 or older = 41%, U.S. Census
Bureau, 2003).

Although few middle-aged adults have
infants (2%) or preschool children (14%),
the proportion of householders with chil-
dren of any age at home remains above 50%
even in the 45 - to 54-year-old age group
(Russell, 2001). Approximately 14% of men
and 8% of women 18 to 34 years old are liv-
ing with their parents (World Almanac and
Book of Facts, 2003). Postponement of mar-
riage, divorce, low wages, and unemploy-
ment contribute to young adults remain-
ing in or returning to their family home.
Among persons aged 65 years or older, 17.7%
are grandparents living in households with
one or more children, and 42% of them
are responsible for rearing the grandchildren
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Given current
rates of divorce and remarriage, stepfami-
lies are increasingly common, leading to new
questions about the obligations of steprela-
tives to help one another across the genera-
tions (Ganong & Coleman, 1998a, 1998b).

Sibling ties in adulthood are a unique
dimension of family structure because sib-
lings share potentially the longest endur-
ing close relationship of all. Studies using
the National Survey of Families and House-
holds show that adults tend to have at least
monthly contact with their siblings for 60

or more years of adulthood and usually

consider siblings as potential sources of sup-
port even if they do not actually help each
other very often, particularly in advanced old
age. Sister–sister relationships are strongest,
and having living parents increases contact,
affection, and exchanges of support among
siblings (White, 2001; White & Reidmann,
1992).

Family structure has changed because of
declining mortality and fertility. It is now
increasingly common to have four or more
generations alive, but successive generations
typically include relatively fewer offspring
than in the past (Bengtson, Rosenthal, &
Burton, 1990; Lowenstein, 1999). This fam-
ily pattern has implications that are poten-
tially both positive (e.g., family members
have opportunities to know relatives who are
many decades older or younger than them-
selves, affection can deepen over many years
of associating) and negative (e.g., younger
persons may face responsibility for providing
care to multiple generations of elderly rela-
tives, conflicts can be quite long-standing).
Because many families need assistance in
providing care for aged members, home
health care agencies have emerged to pro-
vide aides to old frail and homebound indi-
viduals. These aides, who often spend a
lot of intimate time with their clients and
develop close relationships with them, rep-
resent a new category of fictive kin for old
people (Piercy, 2000), elevated to familylike
status through a process of kin conversion
(Allen et al., 2000). Similarly, relatives such
as nieces who would not ordinarily be pri-
mary care providers for old people who have
their own children, may indeed be tapped to
fill such a role for childless elders through a
process of kin upgrading (e.g., “My niece is
like a daughter to me”).

Family structure also changes for mar-
ried middle-aged and old adults because of
divorce and widowhood. Although adjust-
ment to loss of a spouse through death has
been widely investigated in the past (Lopata,
1996; Martin Matthews, 1991; Stroebe, Hans-
son, Stroebe, & Shut, 2001), little atten-
tion was paid to dating, remarriage, or
other forms of repartnering in the sec-
ond half of life. Recently, however, scholars
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have addressed not only remarriage, but
also nonmarital cohabitation and, in north-
ern and western Europe, couples in living
apart together arrangements (LAT; sharing
an intimate relationship while maintaining
separate dwellings). According to the U.S.
Census Bureau (2001), among all the unmar-
ried partner households, 9.2% of the partners
were men aged 55 and older and 5 .5% were
women in that age group. In Sweden, an esti-
mated 4% of the adult population partici-
pates in LAT relationships, with the greatest
proportion of them belonging to the young-
old age category 65–74 years (Borell &
Ghazanfareeon Karlsson, 2003); a represen-
tative sample of almost 4 ,500 older adults
from the Netherlands revealed that among
the 325 persons who had entered into a new
partnership after divorce or widowhood,
21% were cohabiting and 24% were liv-
ing in LAT partnerships (de Jong Gierveld,
2004). The chief reasons for pursuing LAT
ties involve maintaining lifestyle auton-
omy and setting boundaries on traditional
gender-based division of household labor
(Borell & Ghazanfareeon Karlsson, 2003).

Friendship Structure

Estimates of the number of friends claimed
by middle-aged and old adults range widely
because of the varying definitions of friend
and procedures used in research (e.g., focus-
ing only on best friends versus eliciting
names of friends from all contexts of
life; Adams, 1989). In the Andrus Study
of Older Adult Friendship Patterns that
Rebecca Adams and I conducted using the
latter method of identifying friend net-
works, the mean number of nonkin friends
was 28.5 (range = 3–132), with an aver-
age of 10.8 of them deemed casual, 11.8
viewed as close, and 6.0 considered very
close friends (Adams & Torr, 1998). It
would be reasonable to expect that hav-
ing a larger number of friends would afford
more opportunities for receiving social sup-
port and other benefits of close relation-
ships (Blieszner & Adams, 1992). But what
might be the effects of friendship network
size on problematic aspects of friendship?

A study of this question demonstrated that
older adults with more friends were more
likely to report having problematic friend-
ships, but apparently they tolerated these
relationships, because they rarely mentioned
ending friendships on purpose, and they
did not redefine problematic friendships as
mere associations (Adams & Blieszner, 1998;
Blieszner & Adams, 1998).

Findings across studies and age groups
are consistent in showing that friendships
tend to be homogeneous with respect to
age, sex, race, class, power, and social sta-
tus (Blieszner & Adams, 1992). In the
Andrus Study, homogeneity of age within
the close and very close friend portion of
the networks was 33 .5%, whereas sex homo-
geneity averaged 86.4%. An indicator of
similarity in values and beliefs among friend
network members is homogeneity of reli-
gious denomination, which averaged 40.6%
in this research (Adams & Torr, 1998). Some
people elect to make friends with persons
who are somewhat or very different from
themselves because they enjoy the stimu-
lation of being introduced to new expe-
riences and, in the case of old people,
because they want to avoid having a net-
work composed exclusively of age peers who
are more likely to die than younger friends
would be. Research on age segregation in the
later years (Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2005 ;
Uhlenberg & de Jong Gierveld, 2004), how-
ever, shows that in both the United States
and the Netherlands, only small proportions
of old people have contact with nonkin chil-
dren and young adults because of a range
of social structural barriers (e.g., specialized
schools, leisure settings, and physicians for
children separate them from adults) and
lifestyle options (e.g., not being employed
or not engaging in volunteering in late
adulthood limit opportunities to befriend
younger persons).

A hallmark of friendship in middle and
old age is that some of these relation-
ships have endured for many decades and
the partners have experienced numerous
personal and family developmental transi-
tions together. Long-term friends are thus
important psychologically, even if actual
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contact is infrequent, because of the mutual
perception that they embody deep under-
standing and commitment to providing
support should any need arise (Shea,
Thompson, & Blieszner, 1988). For exam-
ple, in a study of recently formed versus
long-standing friendships among residents of
a newly constructed retirement community,
old and new friends were liked about equally,
but old friends were loved more dearly
than new ones, even though interaction was
much more frequent with new than with
old friends (Shea et al., 1988). As this obser-
vation demonstrates, the structure of close
relationships is directly associated with the
interaction processes that take place within
them. The next section , therefore, addresses
key dynamic transactions that occur in
families and friendships during the second
half of life.

Interaction Processes in Middle
and Late Adulthood Relationships

Close relationships encompass patterns of
cognitive, affective, and behavioral activi-
ties occurring within and between the rela-
tional partners over time. These processes
reflect the myriad ways both that relation-
ships are enacted and sustained and that par-
ticipants respond to them (Blieszner, 1995 ;
Blieszner & Adams, 1992 , 1998). Although
it is common for relationship research in
younger adulthood to focus on attraction,
self-disclosure, and sexuality processes as
described in other sections of this Handbook,
studies of relationships in the second half of
life have tended to address mainly social sup-
port, especially family caregiving. This focus
is illustrated by the findings from a survey
of all articles addressing midlife and later
adulthood family relationships published in
13 journals during the 1990s (Allen et al.,
2000). More than half of the publications
concerned caregiving (32 .6%), social sup-
port (13 .7%), and intergenerational trans-
actions (4 .9%). When friendship in middle
and late adulthood is the target of inquiry,
a greater variety of relational processes has

been examined (Blieszner & Adams, 1992 ,
1998; Fehr, 1996; Rawlins, 1992).

Cognitive Processes

In keeping with the focus on caregiving
in the family literature, one of the cog-
nitive processes that has received much
attention over the years is endorsement of
filial responsibility norms and judgments
of the extent to which filial responsibility
is expected and displayed within parent–
adult child dyads. Bromley and Blieszner
(1997) investigated perceptions of parental
expectations in a sample of adult children
whose parents were healthy and not yet in
need of assistance. These young adult and
middle-aged offspring tended to believe that
their parents would agree with a variety
of filial expectations (e.g., “Adult children
should give their parents financial help if
they need it” and “Adult children should
feel responsible for their parents”). These
beliefs were not, however, associated with
their being involved in helping their par-
ents make plans for the future, which was
rare in this sample. Most of the adult chil-
dren had not gone beyond thinking about
potential needs of their parents. Looking
at reports of older parents themselves, Lee,
Peek, and Coward (1998) found similar lev-
els of endorsement of filial responsibility
norms as Bromley and Blieszner did, with
Blacks having significantly higher expecta-
tions than Whites. Hamon and Blieszner
(1990) evaluated consensus on filial respon-
sibility norms in parent–adult child dyads,
finding strong endorsement among both the
parents and their offspring that adult chil-
dren should provide emotional support to
parents and talk over important matters and
available resources. The adult children, how-
ever, were much more inclined than their
parents to consider it appropriate to make
room in their homes for parents to move in
during an emergency, provide care to sick
parents, and sacrifice their personal freedom
for the sake of helping their parents. Moving
to dyads in which assistance was being pro-
vided, Walker, Pratt, Shin, and Jones (1990)
assessed both mothers’ and daughters’
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attributions about the daughters’ motives for
caring along a discretionary–obligatory con-
tinuum. The majority of women in both
groups attributed helping to discretionary
motives, and those who viewed helping
as discretionary rated their relationships as
more intimate than those who believed the
assistance was based more on obligatory
motives.

Another line of research on perceptions
of family relationships concerns appraisals of
troublesome relationships and the effects
of such appraisals on psychological well-
being. Using data from Swedish adults,
Bedford (1992) found that viewing oneself
as the least favored child in the family was
associated with lower perceived relation-
ship quality and more conflict with parents.
However, in a study of U.S. adults and
their problematic ties with siblings during
childhood, Bedford (1998) found a signif-
icant association between positive refram-
ing of negative experiences with siblings
(i.e., perceived beneficial outcomes of com-
petition and sibling rivalry) and positive
affect, but no impact on negative affect. This
implies that some adults can use effective
strategies to cope with negative relational
experiences from childhood.

Turning to cognitive aspects of nonkin
close ties, adults engage in a multi-
step decision-making process when form-
ing friendships. First they eliminate people
from the pool of potential friends who pos-
sess disliked characteristics or seem unsuit-
able as friends. Then they decide which of
the remaining persons have desirable phys-
ical attributes, social skills, responsiveness,
similarities, and other attractive characteris-
tics (Fehr, 1996). Those are the people with
whom they attempt to become friends. The
limited research on appraisals of established
friendships in middle and late adulthood
shows that perceived similarity on values,
interests, and background are key predictors
of friendship, along with considering the per-
son to be friendly, trustworthy, and easy to
talk with (Blieszner, 1995 ; Johnson, 1989).
In the Andrus Study, person perception
was the most common of the 13 cognitive
processes evident in participants’ narratives

(91% of the sample mentioned friends’ per-
sonal characteristics), followed by perceived
similarities (83%), perceived understand-
ing (42%), attributions (30%), relationship
monitoring (30%), and perceived compati-
bility (25%; Blieszner, 1995).

Affective Processes

Evidence of emotional processes within fam-
ily relationships in the second half of life
comes mainly from studies of spouses and
parents in which emotions are typically
examined as outcomes of interaction but
often not explicitly as interactive processes.
Field, Minkler, Falk, and Leino (1993) stud-
ied the connection between stability or
change in older adults’ health over time,
their contact with family members, and their
feelings of satisfaction with various family
relationships. As would be expected, those
in better health had more contact with
and felt closer to their relatives. Socioemo-
tional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1992)
posits that emotional resources will be con-
served for the most important relationships
as older adults become increasingly frail, and
more casual ties will be allowed to fade.
Allen and Walker (1992) applied the con-
cept of attentive love, originally formulated
as a way of understanding mothers’ car-
ing for children, to the situation of daugh-
ters’ caring for their mothers. In contrast to
research focusing only on emotional stresses
related to caregiving, Allen and Walker iden-
tified demonstrations of attentive love in the
daughters’ efforts to include their mothers
in decisions about their own care, to pre-
serve their mothers’ dignity and autonomy,
and to protect them from further health
declines. Montgomery and Sorrell (1997)
compared endorsement of different styles of
love among 250 adults aged 17 to 70 who
reported on romantic partners. The greatest
differences occurred between young single
persons and all married persons, with the
young singles more likely to endorse types
of love related to playing around (ludus) and
fostering uncertainty (mania). The findings
showed that romantic, passionate love (eros)
and self-giving love (agape) occur within all
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stages of adulthood and are not just the
province of the young.

For many people, emotional depth is
one of the defining elements of friendship.
Friendships provide opportunities for ex-
periencing affection, happiness, excite-
ment, and contentment as well as sad-
ness, competitiveness, anger, and grief
(de Vries, Blieszner, & Blando, 2002 ; Fehr,
1996; Nardi, 1992 ; O’Connor, 1992). Inter-
actions with friends can alleviate feelings
of loneliness, social isolation, and boredom
(Larson, 1990). In the Andrus Study men-
tioned earlier, 19 affective processes were
discerned in the participants’ discussions
of their friends, including feelings related
to respect (mentioned by 49% of partici-
pants), liking (40%), feeling secure and that
the friend is dependable (34%), enjoyment
(25%), indifference (reflected in discussions
of problematic friends, 25%), love (23%),
and trust (23%). Note that the proportion
of study participants referring to emotions
was smaller than the proportions mentioning
friend-related thoughts and actions. Often,
they responded with statements about cog-
nitive processes even when asked specifically
how events and situations made them feel
(Blieszner, 1995).

Interactions with relatives and friends do
not always yield positive emotional reac-
tions. Negative social exchanges such as
offering intrusive or unsound advice, fail-
ing to be responsive in times of need, dis-
playing insensitive or critical behavior, and
conveying rejection or neglect of the per-
son or relationship elicit distress, disap-
pointment, frustration, anger, sorrow, and
reservation about the partner or the relation-
ship (Rook, Sorkin, & Zettel, 2004). These
negative emotions detract from the health
and well-being of the partners as well as
from the quality of and satisfaction with the
relationship.

Behavioral Processes

Although the number of behavioral pro-
cesses that could be expressed in adult
close relationships is vast, most of the fam-
ily gerontology literature focuses on issues

surrounding provision of assistance and care-
giving (Allen et al., 2000). Family mem-
bers supply instrumental, emotional, and
social support to one another across the
generations and throughout the life span.
The nature of care and assistance, the types
of support exchanged, and the extent of
reciprocity change with shifts in develop-
mental stages and normative roles of the
individuals in the immediate and extended
family. For example, in a follow-up study
12 years after the original data collection,
Scott (1998) found that although old rural
U.S. women had experienced family changes
marked by death of their husbands, sib-
lings, and adult children, they also experi-
enced stability in that their remaining off-
spring continued to provide support and
often helped more than they had in the
past. Walter-Ginzburg, Blumstein, Chetrit,
Gindin, and Modan (1999) found similar
evidence of support stability in a longitu-
dinal study of old Israelis that compared
social networks and support received over
3 .5 years. Probing into gender differences in
family support to old relatives over a 2-year
period, Gurung, Taylor, and Seeman (2003)
demonstrated that the support men received
increased for all types of support (more
emotional, more instrumental, less negativ-
ity) from all sources, whereas the women
received increased support in all three areas
from their children, other relatives, and
friends but not from their husbands. The
fact that women reported fewer ties over-
all (an average of 9.53 compared with 10.77

for men) yet received more emotional sup-
port from a broader range of ties than the
men suggests the advantages of maintain-
ing a diverse social convoy, especially for
women who are less apt to report receiv-
ing emotional support from their spouses.
Nevertheless, even though the number of
social ties tended to decline over time, the
amount of support that the elders received
did not, highlighting continuity of support-
ive exchanges across the adult years (Gurung
et al., 2003). Data from Von Dras, Williams,
Kaplan, and Siegler (1996) suggest that
such gender differences are long-standing.
Using a large representative sample of
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middle-aged Americans, they found that
women reported both having greater avail-
ability of social support than men and also
giving more support than they received.
In contrast, Walter-Ginzburg and associates
(1999) did not find gender differences in
receipt of instrumental and emotional sup-
port among very old Israelis.

Some of the support that family mem-
bers provide is direct care to frail or ill
aged relatives. Caregiving ranges from occa-
sional monitoring to providing daily assis-
tance with all personal functions, household
tasks, financial affairs, and arrangements
with social and professional contacts. Much
of this work is done by spouses (particularly
wives) and adult children (usually daugh-
ters), although siblings, grandchildren, other
relatives, friends, and neighbors also con-
tribute various forms of aid (Lowenstein,
1999; Piercy, 1998; Stephens & Franks, 1999).
Piercy (1998) pointed out that the complex-
ities of helping dependent elders involve not
only performing the various caregiving tasks,
but also balancing the needs of other family
members and the demands of the caregivers’
personal responsibilities against the needs of
the care recipients. Thus, although caring
for family members can be satisfying and
rewarding, it may simultaneously be stress-
ful and demanding, especially when the care
recipient is very frail or has dementia. Role
and time conflicts, physical exhaustion, lim-
itations on social activities, feelings of guilt
or resentment, financial pressures, and worry
about the future are some of the difficulties
experienced by family caregivers (Stephens
& Franks, 1999).

Friends provide extensive social and emo-
tional support to one another, as well as
occasional instrumental assistance. Friends
display affection, bolster self-esteem, offer
companionship, and impart advice and
information (Blieszner & Adams, 1992 ;
Dykstra, 1990). The effect of culture on
norms for exchanges with friends is illus-
trated in research on confiding and self-
disclosure in different countries. Whereas
Parker and Parrott (1995) found that Amer-
ican elders were more likely to confide in
family than friends for most functions of self-

disclosure, Siu and Phillips (2002) found that
old women in Hong Kong were more likely
to confide in and exchange intimate feelings
and emotional support with friends as com-
pared to relatives. In the Andrus Study, the
participants identified at least 21 behavioral
processes in the course of discussing their
friendship interactions. The most frequently
mentioned were related to contact (94% of
the elders described what they did together),
displays of support and caring (reported by
79% and 43% of participants, respectively),
communication and self-disclosure (cited by
53% and 36%, respectively), and recommen-
dations related to what one should avoid say-
ing or doing when trying to form new friend-
ships (stated by 66% and 47%, respectively;
Blieszner, 1995).

The numerous interactive processes that
form the substance and expression of close
relationships in adulthood reflect the accu-
mulation of ongoing development and expe-
riences. In turn, the interactive processes and
resulting relationships have many effects on
the development and well-being of those
who participate in them. The following sec-
tion provides a summary of some exciting
research that has extended static investiga-
tions of the effects of relationships to lon-
gitudinal analyses of these effects over both
longer and shorter periods of the life span.

Influences on and Effects of Close
Relationships in Middle
and Late Adulthood

In keeping with the life span developmen-
tal perspective, scholars have recently begun
to investigate the effects of early relational
experiences on close relationships in the sec-
ond half of life. Data from a prospective
longitudinal study of Boston residents when
they were 5 and 31 years old show that dif-
ferences in adult value orientations could
be traced back to treatment by parents in
childhood (Kasser, Koestner, & Lekes, 2002).
A Swedish prospective longitudinal study
found that persons who had reported warm
and trusting relationships with their parents
during their adolescent years were likely to
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report satisfaction with their partner rela-
tionships in midlife, with ties between ado-
lescent boys and their fathers being partic-
ularly influential in this regard (Möller &
Stattin, 2001). A longitudinal follow-up
investigation of middle-aged English women
who had all experienced a poor relationship
with one or more of their parents in child-
hood or adolescence likewise yielded evi-
dence of the effects of earlier experiences
on midlife relationships. On the one hand,
women who displayed insecure (avoidant
or ambivalent) attachment styles had sig-
nificantly greater negative functioning in
romantic relationships than those with a
secure attachment style and were signifi-
cantly more likely to have cohabited with a
partner having a history of criminal offenses
or substance abuse. On the other hand,
women with secure attachment despite their
childhood difficulties were more success-
ful in their adult relationships (McCarthy,
1999). Based on an extensive review of 115

longitudinal studies about marriage in the
United States, Karney and Bradbury (1995)
developed a conceptual model of influences
on marital stability and quality. They postu-
lated that the capacity of couples to adapt
to various stresses and sustain their mar-
riages depends upon both the existing per-
sonal characteristics and vulnerabilities they
bring into the marriage and the degree of
stress they experience. Using a Dutch sam-
ple, Broese van Groenou and van Tilburg
(2003) established a link between childhood
and adult socioeconomic status and social
network size in old age. Those with per-
sistent low socioeconomic status tended to
have smaller networks and to rely more on
kin than nonkin for instrumental support
compared with those whose socioeconomic
circumstances improved over the course
of life. That pattern potentially limits the
sources of assistance and sustenance in late
life for those with the fewest resources, who
are already more vulnerable physically and
socially than their more advantaged peers.

Relational events taking place within a
narrower span of time also have effects on
relationships and the persons involved in
them. For example, when studying well-

being in midlife, Vandewater, Ostrove, and
Stewart (1997) examined personality and
social role involvement in two longitudi-
nal data sets from female college gradu-
ates. One group was assessed at ages 31,
43 , and 48 and the other at ages 28 and
47. The researchers found evidence of the
cumulative effects of experiences in social
roles intersecting with personality devel-
opment to influence well-being over time.
Specifically, having multiple social roles in
early adulthood predicted identity devel-
opment, which in turn predicted midlife
role variables that were related to midlife
well-being. A second example comes from a
16-year, three-phase study of late-life friend-
ship in Wales, in which Jerrome and Wenger
(1999) found that many friendships faded
away or were lost due to illness, relocation, or
death. The effects of these relational changes
varied, with some elders disengaging and
finding contentment in a smaller network
and others continuing to use social engage-
ment skills to seek replacement friendships
when needed. Coping strategies built up
over a lifetime seemed to influence the
relational strategies employed in old age.
Also, friendship norms were more fluid than
in earlier life; some elders made new friends
with atypical partners, such as younger or
opposite-sex persons.

Even short-term longitudinal studies are
useful for documenting the effects of close
relationships. Using daily diaries kept by
old adults for 2 weeks, Nezlek, Richardson,
Green, and Schatten-Jones (2002) identified
connections between aspects of encounters
with close others and psychological well-
being. Particularly for spousal interactions,
enjoyment, feeling in control, believing the
partner to be responsive, and being socially
active were positively related to measures of
life satisfaction.

Close relationships can also be prob-
lematic, as when social network members
are too demanding, are undependable, and
get on one another’s nerves (Antonucci,
Akiyama, & Lansford, 1998). One of the
key findings of research on the causes and
consequences of relational difficulties in
adulthood is that negative dimensions of
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interactions have stronger effects than posi-
tive ones on relationship quality and satisfac-
tion. Rook (1990) identified potential expla-
nations for this finding, including frequency
and salience (rare unpleasant exchanges are
more salient than frequent pleasant ones),
attributions (the interpretation of negative
behavior is less ambiguous than the inter-
pretation of normative, positive behavior),
and adaptive significance (people are more
vigilant toward potential threats or risks
than toward pleasures or benefits). Newsom,
Nishishiba, Morgan, and Rook (2003) pro-
vided strong empirical confirmation of the
greater salience of negative interactions in a
short-term longitudinal study of exchanges
in older adults’ close relationships. A recent
issue of the Journal of Gerontology: Psycholog-
ical Sciences was devoted to negative interac-
tions in close relationships (Lachman, 2003),
providing insights into conflict and stress
associated with particular relationships and
situations.

Studies that link personal and rela-
tional characteristics and examine patterns
of effects over time contribute greatly to
extending knowledge and understanding
about close relationships in the middle and
later years. Findings such as those described
in this section were not widely available
previously, but the accumulation of long-
standing data sets coupled with new statisti-
cal procedures contributes to building signif-
icant new research evidence. Another aid to
the advancement of research on close rela-
tionships in middle age and the later years is
the emergence of new theoretical perspec-
tives. Some highlights are provided in the
next section, along with additional exam-
ples of longitudinal studies and a summary of
some interesting approaches to relationship
interventions in the second half of life.

Advances in Research on Mid-
and Late-Life Close Relationships

New Theoretical Perspectives

Several important theories for studying adult
family and friend relationships were men-

tioned in the introduction. Besides those,
new applications of existing theory and sev-
eral new conceptualizations of relationships
are discussed here. Attachment theory, long
the province of research about children’s
ties with their mothers, has been extended
into the adult years. The various attach-
ment styles, whether secure, avoidant, or
ambivalent, have differential implications
for romantic relationships and approaches
to parenting in adulthood, as well as for
psychological well-being (Volling, Notaro,
& Larson, 1998). McCarthy’s (1999) study
of relationship problems associated with
poor attachment in middle-aged women was
described previously.

Theories related to social and emotional
regulation address other personal charac-
teristics that affect relational dynamics.
Carstensen’s (1992) socioemotional selec-
tivity theory, mentioned earlier, has given
rise to studies of the motives and mecha-
nisms for regulation of social relationships
in late adulthood (Lang, 2001). Those who
can proactively sustain or eliminate rela-
tionships according to their own goals fare
better psychologically than those who are
less successful at meeting their relational
needs. Hansson’s theory of relational com-
petence (Hansson & Carpenter, 1994) pro-
vides a framework for examining the per-
sonal attributes and interpersonal skills of
old adults that contribute to their success in
initiating and enhancing relationships.

Several new frameworks are particu-
larly appropriate for studying motives and
dynamics in intergenerational relationships.
Fingerman (1996) coined the term develop-
mental schism to signify differences in devel-
opmental stage and socioemotional needs
and goals of family members from differ-
ent generations. When goals, expectations,
and needs conflict, problems can arise in the
relationship. Lüscher and Pillemer (1998)
labeled contradictory attitudes or emotions
toward the relational partner or the relation-
ship itself as intergenerational ambivalence.
In the case of aging mother–adult daughter
relationships, an example of developmen-
tal schism would be the daughter’s inter-
est in offering suggestions related to the
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mother’s health and safety conflicting with
the mother’s wish to retain her perceived
right and responsibility to be the advice giver
in the dyad. Intergenerational ambivalence
would occur when the daughter both rec-
ognizes her duty to provide assistance to her
frail mother and resents having to alter other
plans to accommodate her mother’s wishes.
From the mother’s point of view, intergen-
erational ambivalence would be reflected in
ongoing love for her daughter coupled with
disappointment in her daughter’s lack of
progress in achieving various adult statuses
and roles.

Methodological Improvements

Throughout this chapter, I have referred
to many short- and long-term longitudi-
nal studies of close relationships in mid-
dle and old age. Grounded in assumptions
that both relationships and relational part-
ners change over time and searching for
antecedents and consequences of interaction
with significant others, these studies have
contributed greatly to understanding rela-
tional dynamics. A special section of Psy-
chology and Aging (Light & Hertzog, 2003)
provides useful technical details on longitu-
dinal methods. In addition, recent scholar-
ship that places adult relationships in the
context of development across the life span
has employed a wider lens for examining
close relationships than in the past, thus also
expanding understanding of antecedents and
consequences of dynamic interaction pat-
terns. Lang and Fingerman’s edited volume
(2004) takes this approach from the per-
spective of different disciplines, examin-
ing structural features of relationships such
as marriage, friendship, and parent–child
associations along with processes such as
emotion, stress, social support, and social
cognition.

Another contribution to advancing re-
search on relationships is use of rela-
tional dyads rather than collecting data
only from individuals. For example, using a
social context model, Townsend and asso-
ciates (2001) probed depression as a rela-
tional rather than only an individual phe-

nomenon. In a study of middle-aged and
old married couples, they found that couple-
related variables such as net worth were
significant covariates of depression, along
with individual-level variables such as sex,
race, and health. Looking at a different
topic, Lyons, Zarit, Sayer, and Whitlatch
(2002) examined caregiving from the per-
spectives of caregivers and receivers. With
this approach, the authors uncovered exten-
sive discrepancies in appraisals of caregiv-
ing difficulties, even though both partners
agreed on the care receivers’ needs. This
finding helps to explain the greater relation-
ship strain reported by caregivers compared
with care receivers. As these studies illus-
trate, dyadic data can yield insights into rela-
tional dynamics that are not apparent when
only one partner is assessed.

Relationships Interventions

Another new focus in adult close relation-
ship research is assessment of interventions
aimed at improving relational functioning
and reducing social isolation. Examples of
the former are research-based recommen-
dations for assisting with dilemmas experi-
enced by adult children and their aging par-
ents (Myers, 1988) and strategies aimed at
helping grandparents who are rearing grand-
children (Roberto & Qualls, 2003). With
regard to the latter, interventions designed
to foster friendship formation and provide
social support range from an educational
program in the Netherlands that teaches
appropriate expectations for friendship and
skills for forming and maintaining friend-
ships (Stevens, 2001), to a befriending pro-
gram in the United Kingdom in which
visitors are assigned to make short weekly
visits to elderly clients (Andrews, Gavin,
Begley, & Brodie, 2003), to an Internet
training program for nursing home residents
in the United States (White et al., 2002).
Although these and other such interven-
tions are usually deemed at least some-
what successful at reducing social isola-
tion, Findlay (2003) reviewed evaluation
results from 17 programs and found weak
support for such claims, often because of
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methodological flaws. She pointed out that
little is known about the long-term impact
and cost-effectiveness of social intervention
programs and called for evaluation research
to be designed into future programs as they
are implemented.

Conclusion

Since publication of the first decade review
article on family gerontology (Troll, 1971)
and the first compendium of research on
late-life friendship (Adams & Blieszner,
1989), much progress has been made in the
study of close relationships in the middle and
later years. The quality of research has been
bolstered by its grounding in life span devel-
opment and life course perspectives and by
incorporation of creative theoretical frame-
works that permit not only solid description
of relational phenomena but also explana-
tion of findings. Research quality has also
been enhanced by methods that support
investigating the effects of earlier experi-
ences on later development and of rela-
tionships as dynamic rather than merely
static bonds. Attention has been given to the
effects of relationship structures and interac-
tion processes, and their implications for the
formation and sustenance of relationships
as well as changes in relationships and rela-
tional partners over time. The array of rela-
tionships investigated has broadened beyond
a focus on marriage and parent–child ties to
include a range of family and friend types.
The field has matured enough to permit
attempts at introducing intervention pro-
grams to strengthen relationships in the sec-
ond half of life.

Still, research challenges remain for both
gerontologists and scholars of other life
stages. A fuller understanding of the role
of old people in families and communi-
ties awaits more and detailed research with
children and teenagers about their rela-
tionships with adult friends and relatives,
not merely their perceptions of old peo-
ple. When databases intended to provide
the foundation for longitudinal analyses are
created, they should include comprehensive

rather than superficial relationship assess-
ments to permit examination of the effects
of relationship structures and interaction
processes over the long term. All of the top-
ics mentioned in this chapter warrant study
in samples that reflect the diversity of the
populations around the world, and more
investigations are needed of new and vary-
ing types of family and friend experiences
across social groups. Relationship structures
and processes have been described, but fur-
ther research is needed on their implica-
tions for personal and relational well-being.
If rare forms of social support were tapped,
such as studies of elderly brothers provid-
ing intensive caregiving or friends creating
intentional living communities in retire-
ment, new insights into personal and rela-
tional resiliency would emerge. In general,
additional research on many topics related
to close ties in the second half of life is
needed, because the demographic transition
that is taking place around the world (move-
ment from high fertility and mortality to
low fertility and mortality) means that the
proportion of old people is increasing and
more people are living to be very old (Kin-
sella, 1995). With that shift come numerous
consequences for relationships among fam-
ily members and friends of all ages.
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Since the time of the ancient Greeks, peo-
ple have assumed that personality traits
affect what happens in close relationships.
Indeed, many contemporary relationship
models reserve a special place for how indi-
vidual difference factors might affect both
daily relationship function and long-term
relationship quality (Karney & Bradbury,
1995). Throughout the 20th century, per-
sonality factors were examined in studies
of romantic and other close relationships.
As part of a special issue of the Journal
of Personality (Cooper, 2002a) devoted to
personality and relationships, Cooper and
Sheldon (2002) traced 70 years of research.
Table 13 .1 shows the main foci of the work
they surveyed, and their article provides
more information on trends in the litera-
ture (e.g., the proportion of studies involv-
ing cross-sectional designs, self-report meth-
ods of data collection, and student samples
increased from the 1950s until the 1990s).

Relatively meager progress, however, has
been made toward understanding when,
how, and why certain personality traits
affect close relationships (Cooper, 2002b).
This has led some scholars (e.g., Reis,

Capobianco, & Tsai, 2002) to question
whether a focus on higher level personality
traits is misplaced, and whether lower level
measures that assess relationship-specific or
partner-specific factors should be the prin-
cipal focus of research. From the standpoint
of personality psychology, however, neglect-
ing the potential impact that higher level
traits might have on relationships and inter-
personal behavior is problematic. After all,
one of the fundamental missions of person-
ality psychology is to identify and under-
stand how basic, cross-culturally robust per-
sonality dimensions influence individuals’
thoughts, feelings, and behavior in impor-
tant life contexts. Needless to say, few social
contexts are more important than those that
occur within close relationships.

Why has progress at the intersection
of personality and relationships been so
limited? To begin with, it is difficult to study
the effects that individual differences have
on ongoing dyadic relationships because
individuals’ reactions to events are colored
not only by their own dispositions, motives,
goals, and needs, but by their partners’ as
well. Complicating matters, personality and
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Table 13 .1. Constructs and Measures Widely
Used in 70 Years of Research on Personality and
Close (Romantic) Relationships

Construct Percentage

Intraindividual and personality constructsa

Broadband, multidimensional trait
measures

37

Three/Five Factor Models 20

MMPI 7

Temperament 4

Other broadband 5

Personal adjustment/distress 27

Personality disorders 7

Midrange/narrow traits 63

Self-constructs 14

Interpersonal circumplex 14

Attachment styles 7

Aggressive traits 5

Gender-role attitudes 5

Social skills, competence 5

Socioemotional orientation 5

Impulsivity, sensation seeking 4

Relationship constructsb

Global satisfaction/relationship
adjustment

46

Relationship status/stability 26

Assortative mating/homogamy 24

Specific behaviors and dimensions 50

Intimacy, trust, caregiving 16

Sexual behavior 9

Communication, problem
solving, decision making

8

Conflict 8

Violence, aggression, abuse 7

Power, dominance, equity 5

Role relationships/division of
labor

4

Attraction 4

Other behaviors, dimensions 4

Note: Percentages sum to >100 because one study
could examine multiple variables. Adapted from
“Seventy years of research on personality and close
relationships: Substantive and methodological trends
over time,” by M. L. Cooper and M. S. Sheldon, 2002 ,
Journal of Personality, 70, pp. 800 and 803 .
a Positive emotionality, negative emotionality,

and constraint or extroversion, neuroticism, and
psychoticism.

b Extroversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agree-
ableness, openness.

relationship researchers have not engaged in
much cross-talk, a situation that has led each
discipline to work with less-than-optimal
knowledge of each other’s cutting-edge the-

ories and ideas (Reis et al., 2002). Perhaps
most important, however, investigators
have not developed and tested models that
specify when and how certain situations
may interface with certain dispositions
to activate specific relational schemas.
Once activated, these schemas are likely
to guide the way in which individuals feel,
think, and behave during interactions with
their partners, shunting relationships down
different developmental pathways.

Our chapter is structured around the
premise that certain personality traits may
be markers of two biologically based sys-
tems that regulate perceptions and behavior
in certain social contexts: (a) a behavioral
activation or approach system, and (b) a
behavioral inhibition or avoidance system.
The approach system is believed to gov-
ern psychological tendencies to approach
and acquire positive stimuli, outcomes, and
goals, as reflected in appetitive (Gable &
Reis, 2001) and promotion-focused (Higgins,
1998) orientations to relationships. The
avoidance system, on the other hand, pre-
sumably regulates psychological tendencies
to avert negative stimuli and outcomes, as
evident in aversive or prevention-focused
orientations.

The chapter contains three major sec-
tions. In the first section, we describe the
two major dimensions of temperament and
specify the major personality traits that
map on to each one. We then discuss the
theoretical and empirical ties that each
dimension has with appetitive–promotion-
focused tendencies and aversive–preven-
tion-focused tendencies. In the second sec-
tion, we provide a representative review of
how traits believed to be markers of each
dimension correlate with relationship out-
comes, including relationship functioning,
relationship quality, and relationship sta-
bility. In the final section, we introduce
a process model that outlines the possi-
ble routes through which each tempera-
ment dimension might generate relation-
ship outcomes, particularly perceptions of
relationship quality. We suggest that cer-
tain situations may activate approach or
avoidance motivations and their underly-
ing relational schemas, especially in people
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who possess chronic approach or avoidance
orientations. Once elicited, these schemas
may influence patterns of interaction with
and perceptions of relationship partners,
which may then affect how individuals in
approach or avoidance states view their
relationships.

Major Personality Traits As Markers
of Approach and Avoidance
Temperaments

Personality psychology has three overarch-
ing goals: (a) to identify the basic dimen-
sions (the “building blocks”) of personality,
(b) to understand their structure, and (c) to
document the ways in which they sys-
tematically affect how individuals think,
feel, and behave in important social con-
texts. Historically, these goals have been
pursued using three distinct approaches to
the study of personality (Clark & Watson,
1999): trait adjective approaches, affective
disposition approaches, and motivational
systems approaches.

Three Approaches to Personality

The trait adjective approach assesses traits
by simply asking people (or their peers)
to report what they are like on adjec-
tives found in everyday language. This
approach has produced two major mod-
els of personality: The Big Five traits (con-
sisting of Openness to Experience, Con-
scientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness,
and Neuroticism; Digman, 1990; John, 1990;
McCrae & Costa, 1987), and the Big Three
traits (consisting of Extraversion, Neuroti-
cism, and Psychoticism; Eysenck & Eysenck,
1985). The neuroticism and extraversion
measures identified in the Big Five model
and in Eysenck’s three-dimensional model
are essentially identical (Costa & McCrae,
1992 ; Eysenck, 1992). A vast amount of
research has revealed that highly neurotic
people are more emotionally unstable, prone
to anxiety and worries, and insecure about
life. Highly extraverted people, by compari-
son, are more sociable, outgoing, impulsive,
active, and optimistic.

A second tradition, the affective disposition
approach, has identified two emotionality-
based dimensions that are conceptually
and empirically related to extraversion
and neuroticism. Tellegen (1985) suggested
that individual differences in affectivity
(emotionality) form three basic dimen-
sions, which he labeled positive emotion-
ality, negative emotionality, and constraint.
Watson and Clark (1993) referred to these
same dimensions as positive temperament,
negative temperament, and disinhibition.
Considerable research has documented that
people who score high in positive emo-
tionality experience greater positive affect
and approach life in a more positive, opti-
mistic manner. Those who score high in
negative emotionality experience more neg-
ative emotions and approach life in a more
guarded, cautious manner.

A third tradition, the motivational sys-
tems approach, has attempted to identify
major traits through the operation of motiva-
tional systems. This approach also has iden-
tified two conceptually similar dimensions –
one that facilitates behavior and produces
positive affect (approach motivation), and
another that inhibits behavior and gener-
ates negative affect (Cacioppo & Berntson,
1994 ; Lang, 1995 ; Panksepp, 1998). Indeed,
Gray (1970, 1990) claimed that basic indi-
vidual differences exist within two sepa-
rate biologically based systems, one that pro-
motes behavior and positive affect (termed
the behavior activation system or BAS) and
one that inhibits behavior and generates neg-
ative affect (termed the behavioral inhibi-
tion system or BIS).1

There is growing consensus that each tra-
dition has measured the same two funda-
mental dimensions (Elliot & Thrash, 2002 ;
Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999).
Adherents of each tradition assume that
(a) both dimensions reflect distinct biolog-
ically based systems that may have evolved
to serve unique functions, (b) each sys-
tem operates within different neuroanatom-
ical structures in the brain, and (c) individ-
ual differences on each dimension should
be heritable, emerge early in development,
and remain reasonably stable across the life
span. Many scholars now believe that these
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dimensions are manifestations of adult tem-
perament (Clark & Watson, 1999; Eysenck,
1970; McCrae et al., 2000; Zuckerman,
1991), which Allport (1937, pp. 54) defined
as “the characteristic phenomena of an indi-
vidual’s emotional nature, including his [sic]
susceptibility to emotional stimulation, his
customary strength and speed of response,
the quality of his prevailing mood, and
all peculiarities of fluctuation and intensity
of mood.”2

Approach and Avoidance
Temperament Dimensions

Certain individual difference measures an-
chor each temperament dimension. Elliot
and Thrash (2002), for example, have shown
that self-report measures of extraversion,
positive emotionality, and the BAS all load
highly on a single factor, which they labeled
approach temperament. Measures of neuroti-
cism, negative emotionality, and the BIS, in
contrast, all load highly on an orthogonal fac-
tor termed avoidance temperament (see also
Carver, Sutton, & Scheier, 2000; Gable, Reis,
& Elliott, 2003). This research is consistent
with earlier studies that have also found large
bivariate correlations between the traits pre-
sumed to define each temperament dimen-
sion (see Elliot & Thrash, 2002).

Figure 13 .1 depicts the approximate loca-
tion of these trait measures within this
two-dimensional space. According to Gray
(1990), measures of the BAS and the BIS
lie roughly 30 degrees counterclockwise
from the extraversion and neuroticism axes,
respectively. Within Eysenck and Eysenck’s
(1985) two-dimensional model of person-
ality, therefore, the BAS primarily taps
impulsivity (approaching possible rewards),
whereas the BIS reflects general anxiety
(avoiding possible punishments). Measures
of emotional positivity are located slightly
closer to the extraversion axis, whereas mea-
sures of emotional negativity fall nearer
to the neuroticism axis (Watson et al.,
1999).

In essence, the approach temperament
dimension captures an individual’s general
sensitivity to potentially rewarding stimuli,

either actual or imagined. People who score
high on this dimension are more cognitively
aware of, emotionally responsive to, and
behaviorally attracted to rewarding stimuli
(Elliot & Thrash, 2002 ; Gray, 1990). As a
result, they exhibit the sociable, outgoing,
and optimistic features of extraverts, the ele-
vated positive affect of persons who evince
emotional positivity, and the impulsivity and
behavioral facilitation characteristic of high
BAS scorers.

The avoidance temperament dimension,
on the other hand, reflects an individual’s
general sensitivity to actual or imagined neg-
ative or aversive stimuli. People who score
high on avoidance are cognitively vigilant to,
emotionally reactive to, and avoid or with-
drawal from potentially punishing situations.
Accordingly, they possess the anxiety-prone,
emotionally unstable, and brooding charac-
teristics of neurotics; the heightened neg-
ative affect of persons high in emotional
negativity; and the restraint and behavioral
inhibition of high BIS scorers.3

Multiple lines of research have identi-
fied the principal features of each orienta-
tion. Avoidance-oriented individuals (high
BIS scorers), for example, report greater
anxiety when they believe that unpleasant
events will occur if they perform poorly
on a task, whereas approach-oriented indi-
viduals (high BAS scorers) report greater
happiness when they believe that rewards
will follow good performances (Carver
& White, 1994). In addition, avoidance-
oriented people are biased to detect nega-
tive cues (especially those signaling poten-
tial loss), whereas approach-oriented people
are biased to perceive positive cues, par-
ticularly those indicating potential gain
(Derryberry & Reed, 1994). These differ-
ences may be partially rooted in brain
functioning. Sutton and Davidson (1997)
have confirmed that individuals who have
different temperament orientations display
different resting prefrontal brain asymme-
tries. Specifically, individuals who have
an approach orientation (high BAS per-
sons) have greater left prefrontal activation,
whereas those with an avoidance orientation
(high BIS persons) experience more right
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Figure 13 .1. The approach and avoidance temperament dimensions
within the extraversion–neuroticism circumplex model (Eysenck &
Eysenck, 1985). High scores on the approach orientation lie between
extraversion and high impulsivity. High scores on the avoidance
orientation lie between neuroticism and high anxiety.

prefrontal activation. This research is illumi-
nating because anticipating rewards is typi-
cally associated with greater left prefrontal
activation, whereas fearing punishment cor-
responds to greater right prefrontal activa-
tion (Sobotka, Davidson, & Senulis, 1992).
Most recently, Elliot and Thrash (2002) have
shown that individuals who have approach
tendencies (high BAS people) adopt mas-
tery and performance-approach goals when
engaging in tasks, but not performance-
avoidance goals. Avoidance-oriented indi-
viduals (high BIS people), however, adopt
performance-approach and performance-
avoidance goals, but not mastery ones.

Appetitive–Promotion and
Avoidance–Prevention Orientations
in Relationships

Psychological processes that bear striking
similarities to approach and avoidance ten-
dencies may also govern how partners think,
feel, and behave in close relationships. Gable
and Reis (2001), for instance, proposed the
existence of general two systems: an appet-
itive system (analogous to the approach
system just discussed) and an aversive sys-

tem (analogous to the avoidance system).
They claimed that the processes that regu-
late happy, fulfilling relationships (e.g., affil-
iation and intimacy) may be different from
those that regulate reactions to negative rela-
tionship events (e.g., safety and security). As
we shall see, various lines of evidence are
consistent with this view.

Higgins (1998) has proposed a concep-
tually related two-dimensional model of
self-regulatory systems that involve promo-
tion and prevention foci. The promotion
system facilitates the fulfillment of nurtu-
rance needs, hopes, and aspirations. The
prevention system, in contrast, fosters the
fulfillment of security needs, duties, and
obligations. Similar to approach-oriented
people, those who have a promotion-focus
are sensitive to the presence and absence
of positive outcomes (e.g., gains, rewards)
and actively seek accomplishments. Anal-
ogous to avoidance-oriented people, those
who have a prevention-focus are sensitive
and reactive to the presence and absence
of negative outcomes (e.g., losses, punish-
ments), which they actively avoid to feel
safe and secure. Unlike Gable and Reis’s
model, Higgins’s model is structured around
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the specific self-regulation functions served
by promotion and prevention tendencies.

A Representative Review
of the Personality and
Relationships Literature

Research investigating how approach and
avoidance orientations might affect relation-
ships is relatively new. Therefore, the per-
sonality traits that correspond with each ori-
entation must be used to infer how each
orientation is likely to be related to differ-
ent relationship processes and outcomes. In
this section, we present a selective yet repre-
sentative review of what is currently known
about how various trait markers of the
approach and avoidance dimensions covary
with measures of relationship functioning,
quality, and stability in different contexts.
Although the review covers multiple types
of relationships (e.g., friendships, work rela-
tionships), most research has focused on the
ways in which certain personality traits are
differentially associated with outcomes in
romantic relationships.

Markers of Approach
and Relationship Outcomes

Several studies indicate that markers of the
approach dimension – especially extraver-
sion and positive affect – are associated
with having more numerous and sometimes
higher quality nonromantic relationships. In
organizational settings, for instance, more
extraverted people engage in more network-
ing, socialize more, and become involved
in more professional activities (Forret &
Dougherty, 2001; Wanberg & Kammeyer-
Mueller, 2000). In work settings, extraverts
are more likely to use integrating and col-
laborating styles to manage conflicts and
are less likely to use conflict avoidance tac-
tics (Antonioni, 1998). During interactions
with same-sex strangers, more extraverted
people have higher quality interactions as
rated by both themselves and observers
(Berry & Hansen, 2000). When interacting
with friends, they report feeling emotion-

ally closer, which their friends corroborate
(Berry, Willingham, & Thayer, 2000).

Similar effects have been found in
other types of nonromantic relationships.
Asendorpf and Wilpers (1998), for example,
examined how personality is related to rela-
tionships with peers, mothers, fathers, and
siblings across time. Extraversion and its sub-
factors (sociability and shyness) predicted
various relationship outcomes, but not vice
versa. After controlling for initial relation-
ship quality, for instance, extraversion pre-
dicted higher rates of interaction in differ-
ent types of relationships, forming more new
relationships, and having better opposite-
sex peer relationships (e.g., perceiving more
support).4 Over time, more extraverted
people also report greater increases in
the closeness and the importance of their
relationships with friends and colleagues
(Neyer & Asendorpf, 2001).

Parallel effects have been discovered for
positive affectivity (PA). Individuals who
report higher PA spend more time social-
izing with their friends (Watson, 1988;
Watson, Clark, McIntyre, & Hamaker, 1992)
and are involved in more different social
interactions (Berry & Hansen, 1996). In
terms of friendship quality, higher PA indi-
viduals also report feeling closer to their
friends, find them less irritating, and have
fewer conflicts (Berry et al., 2000). Con-
nections between extraversion and PA and
feelings of greater closeness appear to be
mediated by how extraverts and high PA
individuals handle interpersonal conflicts
(Berry et al., 2000). For example, the
relation between extraversion and feelings
of greater closeness is mediated by the
reluctance of extraverts to use exit tac-
tics (active, destructive behaviors) during
relationship conflicts. On the other hand,
the relation between PA and feelings of
greater closeness is mediated by the ten-
dency of the friends of high PA individ-
uals not to display neglect tactics (pas-
sive, destructive responses) during conflicts.
Gable, Reis, and Elliott (2000) suggest that
people who score higher in approach ten-
dencies may experience greater positive
affect because they are more often exposed
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to – or expose themselves to – positive
daily events.

More research has investigated how
markers of approach correlate with var-
ious outcomes in romantic relationships.
With regard to relationship functioning,
higher PA individuals are more likely to be
involved in romantic relationships, report
having higher quality relationships, and feel
more committed to them (Berry & Will-
ingham, 1997). When relationship conflicts
arise, they display more active–constructive
behaviors (voice tactics) and fewer passive–
destructive (neglect tactics) and active–
destructive (exit tactics) behaviors. In addi-
tion, the link between PA and heightened
relationship quality appears to be medi-
ated by high PA individuals’ unwillingness
to respond to relationship conflicts with
exit tactics and by their tendency to use
more voice tactics. PA often should be a
good predictor of relationship quality dur-
ing the early stages of relationship develop-
ment when partners are polite, are learn-
ing much about one another, and are still
displaying “good manners.” However, NA
should be – and usually is – a better predictor
of relationship quality in more established
relationships (Watson, Hubbard, & Wiese,
2000). Finally, Campbell, Simpson, Stew-
art, and Manning (2003) have found that
more extraverted men display more leader-
ship behaviors in small, all-male groups, but
only when they are motivated to impress an
attractive female evaluator.

A few studies indicate that markers
of approach predict greater satisfaction in
romantic relationships, but several do not.
Watson et al. (2000) found that higher PA
and extraversion both predicted greater mar-
ital satisfaction and that higher satisfaction
was primarily a function of individuals’ own
traits rather than their partner’s traits (see
also Russell & Wells, 1994). Other stud-
ies, however, either have not found these
effects (e.g., Botwin, Buss, & Shackelford,
1997; Kurdek, 1993) or have found extraver-
sion to be negatively related to marital sat-
isfaction (Lester, Haig, & Monello, 1989).
In a comprehensive review of the litera-
ture, Karney and Bradbury (1995) concluded

that extraversion is associated with slightly
greater marital satisfaction and marital insta-
bility, but these effects are small.

Having a chronic promotion-focus should
be another good marker of an approach ori-
entation. Studying friendship strategies used
by chronically promotion-focused versus
prevention-focused people, Higgins, Roney,
Crowe, and Hymes (1994) documented
that promotion-focused individuals typically
select approach strategies when dealing with
their friends (e.g., being generous and giv-
ing of oneself), whereas prevention-focused
people habitually use avoidance strategies
(e.g., trying not to neglect friends).

Most recently, Gable (2003) has shown
that approached-based dispositional motives
and current goals jointly predict less lone-
liness and more satisfaction in different
types of close relationships over time. These
effects are partially mediated by the greater
exposure that approach-oriented people
have to positive life events, which in turn
facilitate their overarching goals of having
happier, more satisfying relationships.

In sum, approach-oriented people be-
come more actively involved in socially
rewarding situations in different types of
relationships. They may also play a direct
role in creating and shaping positive relation-
ship experiences, as indicated by the more
constructive ways in which they manage
conflict in their relationships. These propen-
sities not only appear to affect the quality of
their own experiences in social interactions
(e.g., feeling closer to their relationship part-
ners), they also seem to affect their partners’
experiences. Nevertheless, the precise pro-
cesses that generate these effects are not well
understood.

Markers of Avoidance
and Relationship Outcomes

Stronger and more consistent relationship
effects have been documented for markers of
avoidance. Using event-contingent sampling
methods and examining mainly nonroman-
tic interactions, Côté and Moskowitz (1998)
found that highly neurotic people engage
in fewer behaviors that typically generate
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positive affect (e.g., agreeable or slightly
dominant acts) and experience less positive
affect when they do. Conversely, such per-
sons display more behaviors known to pro-
duce unpleasant affect (e.g., submissive and
quarrelsome acts) and report greater nega-
tive affect when they do. Across time, more
neurotic people are also more inclined to
experience declines in security and close-
ness with friends and colleagues (Neyer &
Asendorpf, 2001).

Furthermore, both higher NA persons
and their friends report less emotional close-
ness and greater irritation (Berry et al.,
2000). Higher NA individuals also report
using more exit tactics during relationship
conflicts, and they and their friends both
report using more neglect tactics. Berry et al.
(2000) also confirmed that more neurotic
individuals have friends who, in a reciprocal
manner, report feeling less close to them.
This effect is mediated by highly neurotic
individuals’ greater use of exit tactics dur-
ing relationship conflicts and by their friends’
tendencies to display neglect tactics, perhaps
to avoid aversive or relationship-damaging
interactions. Gable et al. (2000) presented
evidence that people who have avoidance
tendencies may experience greater negative
affect because of their stronger emotional
reactions to negative daily events.

Studies of interactions between same-
sex strangers, however, have not found that
markers of avoidance predict less relation-
ship quality (Berry & Hansen, 1996, 2000).
Markers of avoidance, therefore, appear to
have stronger and more pernicious effects
on well-established nonromantic relation-
ships than on newly developed ones. This
suggests that the temperament dimensions
might influence nonromantic relationships
at different stages of relationship devel-
opment, with approach orientations hav-
ing stronger effects during relationship ini-
tiation and avoidance orientations having
more powerful effects once relationships are
established and require maintenance.

With regard to romantic relationships,
robust effects have also been found for
markers of avoidance. In terms of mar-
ital functioning, more neurotic individ-
uals report poorer marital adjustment

(Bouchard, Lussier, & Sabourn, 1999) and
express or feel less positive affect and more
negative affect when embroiled in mari-
tal conflicts (Geist & Gilbert, 1996). When
addressing marital difficulties, highly neu-
rotic spouses are also more likely to use
distancing and avoiding tactics (Bolger &
Zuckerman, 1995 ; Bouchard, 2003), which
represent higher level emotion-focused cop-
ing strategies. Although such tactics can dis-
sipate distress in the short term, they rarely
yield good, permanent solutions to major
marital problems.

Similar marital effects have been found
for negative affectivity (NA), another mar-
ker of avoidance. In dating relationships,
for instance, higher NA individuals report
engaging in more active, destructive behav-
iors (exit tactics) combined with more
passive, destructive behaviors (neglect tac-
tics) when engaged in relationship conflicts
(Berry & Willingham, 1997). In marriages,
higher NA persons make more maladap-
tive attributions for their spouses’ poten-
tially negative actions (Karney, Bradbury,
Fincham, & Sullivan, 1994). Not surpris-
ingly, highly neurotic and high NA individu-
als both tend to have less satisfying marriages
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995), not only concur-
rently (Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Thomsen
& Gilbert, 1998) but also across large seg-
ments of time (Kelly & Conley, 1987). Fur-
thermore, the spouses of highly neurotic
people report greater marital dissatisfaction
(Botwin et al., 1997), a pattern that also
holds for the spouses of high NA individuals
(Watson et al., 2000).

Russell and Wells (1994) have also doc-
umented that neuroticism predicts reduced
personal happiness with marriage in both
spouses. The relation between neuroticism
and reduced happiness is mediated by each
spouses’ perceptions of lower marital qual-
ity. As a result, neuroticism also reliably fore-
casts greater marital instability and divorce
(Kelly & Conley, 1987; Kurdek, 1993 ; Tucker,
Kressin, Spiro, & Ruscio, 1998; for a review
see Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Some of the
strongest and most replicable associations
between personality traits and relationship
outcomes, in fact, have involved markers of
avoidance, particularly neuroticism.
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Possessing a chronic prevention focus
should also be a prime marker of avoid-
ance. Ayduk, May, Downey, and Higgins
(2003) have investigated how being chroni-
cally prevention-oriented interacts with high
rejection sensitivity (HRS) to predict cop-
ing when rejection seems imminent. HRS
individuals who are also more prevention-
focused use more covert and passive forms
of negative coping (e.g., self-silencing) in
these situations. Moreover, when they per-
ceive rejection from a potential romantic
partner or during real relationship conflicts,
these individuals express greater passive hos-
tility by being cold and distant, refrain from
showing positive or accepting behaviors such
as love or support, and suppress active hos-
tility. These tactics reflect a heightened state
of vigilance, which is a cardinal feature of
the prevention system.

Gable (2003) has recently shown that
people who possess avoidance-based
motives and goals are lonelier, hold more
negative social attitudes, and feel less secure
about their relationships. These effects are
partially mediated by the highly negative
and reactive manner in which avoidance-
oriented people respond to negative events
that might destabilize the security of their
relationship bonds.

To summarize, avoidance-oriented peo-
ple react strongly and often negatively in
different types of relationships, particularly
when they encounter events that could
destabilize their relationships. Indeed, they
may aggravate negative relationship experi-
ences through the corrosive and damaging
ways in which they handle interpersonal
conflicts. These tendencies may influence
not only the quality of their own experi-
ences (e.g., reduced satisfaction), but their
partners’ experiences as well. The pro-
cesses responsible for these effects, however,
remain poorly understood.

Linking Approach and Avoidance
Orientations to Relationship
Processes and Outcomes

To comprehend when, how, and why
approach and avoidance orientations might

affect relationships, one must first identify
the major functions that each orientation
serves. From an evolutionary perspective,
the avoidance system might have evolved
to help humans deal with immediate dan-
gers in their environments rapidly and effec-
tively. Although this system operates in all
people, some individuals are more sensi-
tive to negative events in their environ-
ments because of genetic differences that are
likely to be reinforced by difficult or painful
life experiences or by parents who were
overprotective or overly punishing (Higgins
& Silberman, 1998). Thus, when negative
events are encountered, avoidance-oriented
adults react more strongly to them, most
likely because they have lower or more sen-
sitive threat activation thresholds.

Approach tendencies may reflect an
entirely separate evolved system, one that
operates independently of the avoidance sys-
tem. The approach system may motivate
people to move toward potentially reward-
ing outcomes in their environments, which
must often be actively sought or inten-
tionally created. Because of genetic differ-
ences that may be amplified by a history
of positive social experiences or by parents
who encouraged accomplishment and risk
taking (Higgins & Silberman, 1998), some
individuals have lower approach activation
thresholds, compelling them to pursue social
rewards more frequently and more fervently.

Because the presence of rewards and
costs may be uncorrelated in most situ-
ations, each evolved system should oper-
ate independently. Moreover, the two sys-
tems may be functionally and conceptually
independent because they reflect the oper-
ation of two separate neurobiological sys-
tems in the brain, a proposition first intro-
duced by Gray (1970) that has now received
support from extensive neurophysiologi-
cal research (e.g., Harmon-Jones & Allen,
1997; Sobotka, Davidson, & Senulis, 1992 ;
Sutton & Davidson, 1997). Being managed
by distinct neurobiological structures, the
sensitivity levels of approach and avoidance
systems can combine in various ways in dif-
ferent individuals (Carver & White, 1994).
For example, some people should be low
on both approach and avoidance tendencies
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(possibly resulting in indifference), whereas
others should be high on both (perhaps gen-
erating ambivalence; see Gable et al., 2003).
Still others should be low on approach and
high on avoidance, or vice versa. Gable et al.
(2003) suggested that under certain condi-
tions, the behavioral manifestation of these
two systems may be inversely related, occa-
sionally concealing their functional inde-
pendence. Cacioppo, Gardner, and Berntson
(1997), in fact, found that people can either
approach a stimulus or avoid it at any given
moment, regardless of their attitude toward
the stimulus. When extremely high levels of
arousal are experienced, however, the two
systems may functionally merge to minimize
uncertainty, with high levels of one system
effectively dampening the sensitivity of the
other system. As a rule, however, approach
and avoidance orientations ought to gener-
ate distinct patterns of relationship corre-
lates similar to those discussed in the fore-
going literature review.

Models of Personality and Relationships

Models explaining how personality traits
could influence relationship processes and
outcomes fall into two categories: gen-
eral personality models, and models rele-
vant to specific traits (e.g., approach and
avoidance). A prime exemplar of a gen-
eral personality model has been advanced by
Reis et al. (2002). This model attempts to
explain how personality traits generate dif-
ferent patterns of interaction in relationships
(e.g., negative affect reciprocity, demand–
withdrawal). According to this model, the
situational context and personality traits
of each partner should jointly affect rou-
tine interaction patterns in relationships.
Traits may initially affect the types of sit-
uations that certain individuals choose to
enter (transition into) or exit (transition out
of), based on the perceived rewards versus
costs of earlier interactions. Once in a sit-
uation, the situational context should gov-
ern whether a trait becomes activated and,
if so, the degree to which it guides interper-
sonal expectations, information processing,

social behavior, and subjective emotional
experiences.

Reis et al. (2002) also conjectured that
traits should affect relationships most
strongly in situations in which one part-
ner feels vulnerable or both partners have
competing motives or goals (i.e., “trust”
situations; see Kelley et al., 2003). They sur-
mised that partner and relationship-specific
expectations should mediate connections
between personality traits and interaction
outcomes, with interpersonal expectations
operating as interpretative filters or com-
parison standards. Thus, as relationships
develop, general expectancies should give
way to partner- and relationship-specific
expectations, meaning that traits should
exert weaker effects on relationships as they
develop (see Zayas, Shoda, & Ayduk [2002]
for a similar model).

Gable and Reis (2001) developed a
more delimited model that explains how
approach and avoidance orientations might
influence relationships. Guided by evo-
lutionary thinking, they proposed that
the appetitive (approach) and aversive
(avoidance) systems ought to affect dif-
ferent types of relationship outcomes and
influence interpersonal behavior via distinct
processes. In support of this, Gable et al.
(2000) showed that individuals who score
higher on avoidance measures experience
more negative affect in their daily lives,
most likely in response to their stronger
emotional reactions to negative interper-
sonal events. Individuals scoring higher on
approach measures, in contrast, experience
more positive affect, ostensibly because
they enter or create situations that facilitate
positive moods. Accordingly, Gable and Reis
(2001) proposed that the appetitive system
fosters positive experiences in relationships
(e.g., intimacy, feelings of emotional con-
nection, enhanced personal growth) by
motivating these people to select, create, or
initiate positive interactions with relation-
ship partners. The aversive system, on the
other hand, regulates negative relationship
experiences (e.g., feelings of uncertainty,
jealousy, anger) by amplifying adverse emo-
tional reactions in these people, especially
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Figure 13 .2 . A model of how certain situations interact with the
temperament dimensions en route to generating perceived relationship
quality.

when negative social interactions are
encountered.5

Extending this analysis, Gable (2003)
proposed that approach and avoidance dis-
positional motivations may instigate more
focused approach and avoidance goals in cer-
tain situations. She claimed that approach
motivations and goals are likely to operate
through differential exposure processes to
achieve positive relationship outcomes (e.g.,
attaining satisfying intimate bonds), whereas
avoidance motives and goals might operate
via differential reactivity processes to avert
negative relationship outcomes (e.g., losing
secure bonds). If achieved, both outcomes
should generate enhanced personal well-
being, although approach-focused individ-
uals should experience greater relationship
quality. Gable also speculated that when
relationship satisfaction is average or rela-
tionship prospects are unclear, dispositional
motives should override situation-specific
goals. However, when satisfaction is high or
low, situational circumstances should have a
stronger bearing on which specific goals indi-
viduals pursue.

A Process Model

Informed by previous findings and mod-
els, we have developed a process model
that links approach and avoidance temper-
aments to relationship outcomes via partic-

ular modes of thinking, feeling, and inter-
acting in romantic relationships. Our model
attempts to explain how situational and indi-
vidual difference factors might jointly influ-
ence perceived relationship quality and, for
avoidance, perhaps even relationship stabil-
ity. In essence, we propose that approach and
avoidance temperaments should differen-
tially affect perceptions of relationship qual-
ity through (a) the situations that approach-
and avoidance-oriented individuals choose
to enter, exit, or avoid with their relationship
partners; (b) how they construe and frame
situations once in them; (c) how they per-
ceive their partners’ behaviors, goals, inten-
tions, and motives; and (d) how they then
interact with their partners.

Figure 13 .2 depicts the model once rela-
tionship partners have entered a specific
situation. According to the model, certain
situations ought to activate promotion or
prevention foci in most people. Situations
that are concordant with an individual’s own
chronic regulatory focus (i.e., prevention-
activating situations for prevention-focused
people and promotion-activating situa-
tions for promotion-focused people) should
amplify the cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral effects in these individuals. Once trig-
gered, the activated focus should guide
how individuals feel, think, and behave
in interactions with their partners. Espe-
cially in situations that could be highly
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diagnostic of how partners really view
one another and the relationship (e.g.,
in “trust” situations; Kelley et al., 2003),
certain routine patterns of interaction might
generate positive or negative short-term
relationship outcomes, such as temporary
shifts in perceptions of relationship qual-
ity, closeness, conflict, or support. If such
patterns become stable “interaction sig-
natures” that characterize a relationship,
their repeated occurrence might eventually
produce long-term changes in relationship
perceptions and evaluations, fueling either
relationship growth–enhancement or rela-
tionship damage–deterioration. We first dis-
cuss how approach-based motives and situ-
ations might impact relationships.

approach motives and situations

As we have seen, traits that define an
approach orientation tend to be associated
with greater perceived relationship qual-
ity, especially when relationships are being
formed. According to our model, these posi-
tive outcomes could be partly attributable to
the situations that approach-oriented peo-
ple selectively enter and, thus, to which
they preferentially “expose” their develop-
ing relationships. When getting to know rela-
tionship partners, highly approach-oriented
people may enter, create, or transform
social interactions in ways that encourage
greater openness, more rapid and intimate
personal self-disclosure, and more mutual
responsiveness. This, in turn, should foster
greater intimacy at earlier points in rela-
tionship development (Reis & Shaver, 1988).
Approach-oriented people might also enter
or gravitate toward novel and challenging sit-
uations, which can accelerate self-expansion
and promote feelings of greater closeness
(Aron, Norman, Aron, & Lewandowski,
2002).

As shown in Figure 13 .2 , certain situations
should activate the approach system in most
people, particularly in those who possess
a chronic (dispositional) approach orienta-
tion. For example, situations that are viewed
as safe or benign (Friedman & Förster, 2001),
those in which potential rewards far out-

strip possible costs (Higgins, 1998), and
those in which individuals believe they
have greater power (Keltner, Gruenfeld, &
Anderson, 2003) are all likely to launch
the approach system, especially in highly
approach-oriented people. Once this sys-
tem is activated, individuals should enter a
promotion-focused state.

Promotion-focused states have several
cardinal features. In terms of emotional pro-
cesses, promotion-focused people experi-
ence positive outcomes (e.g., gains, unex-
pected surprises by partners) more intensely
than prevention-oriented people do, and
therefore they report more cheerfulness-
related emotions. Negative outcomes (e.g.,
losses, rejection by partners) are felt less
intensely (Idson, Liberman, & Higgins,
2000). With regard to cognitive features,
promotion-focused people exhibit more dis-
junctive thinking (believing that any success-
ful route to achieving a promotion goal is
a good one; Brockner, Paruchuri, Idson, &
Higgins, 2002) and remain open to change
in the hope of finding better ways to achieve
their promotion goals (Liberman, Idson,
Camacho, & Higgins, 1999). They also dis-
play riskier styles of cognitive processing
and think more abstractly (Higgins, 1997),
generate and endorse more hypotheses for
interpersonal actions (Liberman, Molden,
Idson, & Higgins, 2001), and take person and
situation explanations into account when
making inferences about others’ behav-
ior (Liberman et al., 2001). In terms of
behavioral features, promotion-focused peo-
ple eagerly approach matches to desired
end states by pursuing multiple routes to
attaining their goals (Higgins et al., 1994),
use eagerness means (i.e., tactics that will
advance goal attainment; Higgins et al.,
2001), display more approach-related behav-
iors (Shah, Higgins, & Friedman, 1998), and
feel greater motivation the closer they get to
accomplishing their goals (Förster, Higgins,
& Idson, 1998).

Collectively, these emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral tendencies may lead peo-
ple who are in promotion-focused states
to enter, explore, and take fuller advantage
of novel and challenging interactions with
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their partners. When doing so, they are
likely to experience greater excitement, less
boredom, more rapid self-expansion, and
the type of pleasant interruptions believed
to generate positive emotions (Berscheid,
1983). Novel or challenging activities may
include attending cultural events together
(e.g., concerts, plays), engaging in outdoor
activities (e.g., skiing, hiking), or doing social
activities (e.g., dancing). These tenden-
cies might also help people in promotion-
focused states to deal more effectively and
constructively with interpersonal conflict
because they experience negative emotions
less intensely; because their more flexi-
ble, disjunctive styles of handling prob-
lems yields better resolutions; or because
they find ways to promote closeness and
intimacy, even during conflicts. Promotion-
focused people may also display more pro-
relationship behaviors and encourage their
partners to do the same, which should
enhance relationship quality (Kumashiro,
Finkel, & Rusbult, 2002). They might also
gravitate to “joint control” interactions in
which both partners agree on what to do
before a final decision is reached (Kelley
et al., 2003). Couples who normally inter-
act in joint control situations tend to be
more happily married (Wagner, Kirchler, &
Brandstatter, 1984).

Promotion-focused individuals might also
perceive greater relationship quality due to
their strong focus on achieving positive rela-
tionship outcomes. Because they are more
sensitive to the presence and absence of pos-
itive outcomes, promotion-focused people
might notice and give more “credit” when
their partners display positive attributes or
behaviors during interactions. To the extent
that promotion-focused people define suc-
cessful relationships as those that yield
rewards and positive outcomes, their greater
awareness and acknowledgment of posi-
tive partner behaviors should generate more
intense positive emotions and, thus, height-
ened perceptions of relationship quality.
When involved in relationships that pro-
vide fewer positive outcomes, promotion-
focused people should experience rel-
atively less intense negative emotions

and only moderately lower perceptions
of relationship quality. According to our
model, therefore, if individuals who are
prone to experiencing promotion states (i.e.,
approach-oriented people) routinely engage
in these positive types of interactions and
have more positive perceptions of their part-
ners’ positive actions, this would explain
why they perceive higher relationship qual-
ity, especially when initiating relationships.

Updegraff, Gable, and Taylor (2004)
recently showed that highly approach-
motivated people base their global judg-
ments of satisfaction more on past posi-
tive emotional experiences and less on past
negative experiences. They proposed that
highly approach-motivated people not only
experience more positive emotions across
time, they also place greater weight on
positive emotional experiences when judg-
ing their own well-being. Although this
research was not conducted in a relationship
context, it nevertheless supports the preced-
ing propositions.

avoidance motives and situations

As reviewed earlier, traits that underlie
the avoidance orientation are commonly
associated with poorer relationship out-
comes. These negative outcomes might, of
course, be partly attributable to the situ-
ations that highly avoidance-oriented peo-
ple either choose to enter (e.g., situations
that typically provoke disagreements) or
not to enter (e.g., situations that could be
novel and exciting). The most deleterious
effects of avoidance, however, are witnessed
in well-established relationships that require
maintenance.

Returning to Figure 13 .2 , a different
set of situations should activate the avoid-
ance system in most people, especially in
those who have a chronic avoidance ori-
entation. For example, situations perceived
as threatening (Friedman & Förster, 2001),
in which potential costs loom large rela-
tive to possible gains (Higgins, 1998), or in
which individuals believe they have little
power (Keltner et al., 2003) should elicit
the avoidance system, particularly in highly
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avoidance-oriented people. Once activated,
individuals should enter a prevention-
focused state.

In terms of emotional processes, preven-
tion-oriented people experience negative
outcomes more intensely than promotion-
oriented people do, and accordingly, they
experience more agitation-related emo-
tions. They also experience positive out-
comes less intensely (Higgins, 1998; Idson
et al., 2000). As for cognitive features,
people in prevention-focused states engage
in more conjunctive thinking (believing
that multiple courses of action must all
be successful to achieve their prevention
goals; Brockner et al., 2002), and they
prefer stability over change (e.g., staying
with old, reliable solutions even when new
ones might work better; Liberman et al.,
1999). They also adopt more conserva-
tive cognitive processing styles and think
more concretely (Higgins, 1997), gener-
ate and select fewer hypotheses for inter-
personal actions (Liberman et al., 2001),
and differentiate between person and sit-
uation explanations when making infer-
ences about others’ actions (Liberman et
al., 2001). Elliot and Church (2003) pro-
posed that prevention-focused states engen-
der two self-protective cognitive strategies:
defensive pessimism or self-handicapping
(or both). With regard to behavioral charac-
teristics, people in prevention-focused states
avoid mismatches to desired end states (Hig-
gins et al., 1994), focus on vigilance means
(i.e., not using tactics that might impede
goal attainment; Higgins et al., 2001), display
more avoidance-related behaviors (Shah et
al., 1998), and exhibit greater motivation the
closer they are to the outcomes they want to
avert (Förster et al., 1998).

Viewed together, these tendencies should
lead prevention-focused people to man-
age relationship conflicts poorly, perhaps
because they feel negative emotions more
intensely, because their conservative, con-
junctive styles of problem solving pro-
duce poorer resolutions, or because their
strong security concerns overwhelm con-
structive behavioral responses. Prevention-
focused people might also unwittingly create
demand–withdrawal interaction patterns in

their relationships, whereby the prevention-
focused individual initially protests and
issues demands, which then generates with-
drawal on the part of the partner (Chris-
tensen & Heavey, 1990). Alternately, if indi-
viduals are involved with partners who
confront relationship difficulties, people in
prevention-focused states could become
locked in escalating cycles in which nega-
tive affect is continually reciprocated. Cou-
ples who become entrenched in either of
these negative interaction patterns tend to
be less happy and are more likely to divorce
(Gottman, 1994).

Prevention-focused individuals might
also perceive lower relationship quality
given their strong focus on avoiding neg-
ative relationship outcomes. Because of
this focus, prevention-focused people may
notice and place greater weight on their
partners’ negative attributes and behaviors
during interactions. Given that prevention-
focused people define successful relation-
ships as those characterized by the absence
of negative outcomes, their accentuated
awareness and acknowledgment of neg-
ative partner actions might generate less
intense positive emotions and, hence, more
modest perceptions of relationship quality.
When they find themselves in relationships
that have negative outcomes, prevention-
focused people should experience more
intense negative emotions and very low
perceptions of relationship quality. Thus,
according to our model, if individuals who
are vulnerable to experiencing prevention
states (i.e., avoidance-oriented people)
regularly have these damaging interaction
patterns and harbor more negative percep-
tions of their partners’ negative actions,
this might explain why they report lower
relationship quality.

the role of the partner

Relationship partners assume a pivotal role
in our model. As shown in Figure 13 .2 ,
partners influence not only the situational
contexts in which many relationship inter-
actions occur, they also act as one of the
principle situational forces to which indi-
viduals are exposed each day. Over time,
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partners may affect an individual’s chronic
level of approach or avoidance as well as how
often she or he enters promotion or preven-
tion states. Shah (2003), in fact, confirmed
that representations of significant others can
implicitly affect an individual’s own regu-
latory focus. Partners might also influence
long-term relationship outcomes that are
not mediated through the upstream vari-
ables in our model. Partners may, for exam-
ple, leave relationships if new or better alter-
natives arise (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), even
if individuals are frequently in promotion
states and the bulk of daily relationship inter-
actions are positive and fulfilling. The fact
that separate lines run from the “partner” to
each of the other variables in Figure 13 .2 sig-
nifies that partners are likely to have unique,
independent effects on individuals at each
juncture of our model.

qualifications

Several qualifications must be considered
before applying this model. First, infor-
mation must be gathered from both rela-
tionship partners. One reason for doing so
is that certain dyad-level combinations of
approach and avoidance orientations (such
as two highly avoidant partners) or pro-
motion and prevention states (such as two
highly prevention-focused partners) may
yield outcomes that are different from what
might be expected based on each partner’s
individual-level scores. Second, several fac-
tors not represented in our model might
also affect relationship quality. For instance,
the quality or availability of alternative part-
ners, assorted structural factors (e.g., reli-
gious beliefs, finances, children), or major
life events (e.g., declining health, losing a
job) should also affect relationship quality as
it is perceived by one or both partners. Third,
although the model is depicted as unidirec-
tional, there are bound to be reciprocal feed-
back loops. Over time, for example, changes
in perceived relationship quality might alter
individuals’ chronic approach or avoidance
orientations; the situations they decide to
enter, exit, or avoid with their partners; and
their likelihood of entering promotion or
prevention states. Fourth, our model may

account for variation in relationship qual-
ity better than variation in relationship sta-
bility (i.e., dissolution) because decisions to
terminate a relationship are often made by
only one partner. Finally, as partners gradu-
ally learn more about one another, partner-
and relationship-specific beliefs and expec-
tations should assume increasingly larger
roles in shaping relationship outcomes.

Conclusion

One of the reasons little progress has
been made toward understanding how
personality traits affect relationship out-
comes might be that sufficiently clear and
precise models have not been proposed.
Although tentative and most likely incom-
plete, our model suggests that certain trait-
by-situation configurations should channel
individuals into promotion- or prevention-
focused states, which in turn should affect
interaction patterns, perceptions, and judg-
ments of relationship quality. If certain pat-
terns become “interaction signatures” of rela-
tionships, their repeated occurrence could
exert long-term effects on perceptions of
relationship quality and, in the case of avoid-
ance, perhaps relationship stability. What
makes this model novel is its emphasis
on how certain trait-by-situation configu-
rations might activate more specific goal-
oriented states that then promote recurrent
interaction patterns and positive or nega-
tive perceptions of partners within close
relationships.
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Footnotes

1. There are, of course, more than three major
approaches to the study of personality. Per-
sonality theorists have, for instance, used
empirical keying techniques to identify major
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dimensions of personality (see Burisch, 1984).
They have also investigated how measures of
Murray’s (1938) primary needs organize and
guide personality and social behavior, rang-
ing from achievement (McClelland, Atkin-
son, Clark, & Lowell, 1953), to intimacy
(McAdams, 1992), to power (Winter, 1973).
However, neither empirical keying perspec-
tives nor the fundamental needs perspective
has identified higher order dimensions of per-
sonality similar to those discovered by the
three major approaches discussed here.

2 . Although correlated, the traits that measure
each temperament dimension are conceptu-
ally distinct (Rusting & Larsen, 1997, 1999).

3 . The approach and avoidance dimensions par-
allel Gray’s (1990) behavioral activation sys-
tem (BAS) and behavioral inhibition sys-
tem (BIS) in several ways. Nevertheless,
the two temperaments are believed to be
associated with a larger network of semi-
independent and interacting neuroanatom-
ical structures and neurochemical/neuroen-
docrinological processes than is true of the BIS
and the BAS (Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson,
1999; Panksepp, 1998). Thus, the tempera-
ment dimensions include, but are broader
than, Gray’s original conceptualization of the
BIS and the BAS (Elliot & Thrash, 2002).

4 . In this study, neuroticism did not interfere
with the development of relationships, sug-
gesting that neuroticism may be irrelevant
when new relationships are being established.

5 . This does not imply that the appetitive sys-
tem is exclusively associated with “good” rela-
tionship outcomes and the aversive system is
always associated with “bad” ones. Indeed, in
some situations, a strong or highly activated
appetitive system might lead to poor relation-
ship outcomes, such as when an individual
becomes obsessed with certain highly reward-
ing aspects of his or her relationship (e.g.,
good sex) and ignores other vital aspects (e.g.,
good communication). A strongly activated
appetitive system might also lead individuals
to become so focused on attaining reward-
ing relationship outcomes that they ignore or
overlook negative information suggesting that
their relationships are in jeopardy, such as not
fully processing cues that their partners are
unhappy about certain relationship matters. In
other situations, a strong or highly activated
aversive system might actually protect rela-
tionships from devastating consequences, such
as when individuals exaggerate the poten-

tial costs of leaving a steady current part-
ner for a highly provocative yet unstable or
incompatible one. Given the heightened vigi-
lance to negative outcomes that accompanies
a highly activated aversive system, these indi-
viduals might also be more aware of potential
threats to their relationships at an earlier stage,
enabling them to address potential threats
before they turn into severe problems. Nei-
ther system, therefore, is uniquely tied to the
generation of “good” versus “bad” relationship
outcomes.
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C H A P T E R 14

Attachment Theory, Individual
Psychodynamics, and Relationship

Functioning

Phillip R. Shaver
Mario Mikulincer

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982 ,
1973) has been extremely successful at
stimulating research on the formation and
quality of emotional bonds and the com-
plex interplay between individual and
relationship-level processes in all phases of
the life span (Shaver & Hazan, 1993). In
this chapter, we review and assess some
of the empirical findings and propose inte-
grative ideas concerning both normative
and individual-difference aspects of personal
relationships in adulthood. First, we present
a theoretical model of the activation and
psychodynamics of the attachment behav-
ioral system in adulthood (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2003) and describe the intrapsychic
and interpersonal manifestations of the sense
of attachment security and the regulatory
strategies of hyperactivation and deactiva-
tion. Next, we focus on romantic relation-
ships, the site of some of the most important
emotional bonds in adulthood, and explore
implications of variations in attachment-
system functioning for the formation and
maintenance of these relationships. Specifi-
cally, we discuss (a) the contribution of these
variations to relationship quality in differ-

ent stages of a romantic relationship (initi-
ation, consolidation, and maintenance) and
(b) the interpersonal processes that explain
this contribution. Finally, we extend our the-
oretical analysis to other kinds of relation-
ships, such as relationships within family sys-
tems, friendships, therapeutic relationships,
and both intra- and inter-group relations.

Attachment Theory: Basic Concepts

In his classic trilogy, Bowlby (1969/1982 ,
1973 , 1980) conceptualized the attachment
behavioral system as an innate psychobio-
logical system that motivates human beings
of all ages (although most obviously so in
infancy) to seek proximity to significant
others (attachment figures) in times of need
as a means of protecting oneself from threats
and alleviating distress. Bowlby (1973)
also described important individual differ-
ences in attachment-system functioning.
Interactions with attachment figures who
are available and responsive in times of
need facilitate the optimal functioning of
the attachment system, promote a sense
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of attachment security (a feeling or sense –
“felt security” (Sroufe & Waters, 1977) –
based on expectations that key people will
be available and supportive in times of
need), and lead to the formation of posi-
tive working models of relationships (mental
representations of the self and others dur-
ing attachment-related interactions). When
attachment figures are not reliably available
and supportive, however, a sense of secu-
rity is not attained, negative working models
of self and others are formed, and strategies
of affect regulation other than appropriate
proximity seeking are adopted.

In the late 1980s, Hazan and Shaver (1987;
Shaver, Hazan, & Bradshaw, 1988) suggested
extending Bowlby and Ainsworth’s attach-
ment theory (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters,
& Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1969/1982), which
was designed to characterize human infants’
love for and emotional attachments to
their caregivers, to create a framework for
studying romantic love in adulthood. The
core assumption was that romantic part-
ners become most adults’ primary attach-
ment figures in adulthood, such that prox-
imity maintenance to these partners in times
of need becomes a crucial source of sup-
port, comfort, and reassurance (Zeifman &
Hazan, 2000). The attachment behavioral
system discussed by Bowlby (1969/1982) is
often highly activated during couple inter-
actions, separations, and losses; hence, indi-
vidual differences in the functioning of
that system are important for understanding
variations in the quality of romantic rela-
tionships. It is important to remember that
Hazan and Shaver (1987) did not equate
romantic love with attachment, but argued
that romantic relationships involve a com-
bination of three innate behavioral systems:
attachment, caregiving, and sex. The three
systems often influence each other and work
together to determine relationship charac-
teristics and outcomes.

Attachment Styles

To study individual differences in
attachment-system functioning within
romantic relationships, Hazan and Shaver
(1987) created a simple categorical measure

of what has come to be called “attachment
style.” The three relational styles assessed
by that measure – avoidant, anxious, and
secure – were modeled after the three
major patterns of infant–mother attach-
ment described by Ainsworth et al. (1978).
Infants and adults who have a secure
attachment style find it relatively easy to
trust others, open up emotionally, and feel
confident about their partner’s goodwill.
Those with an anxious style are uncertain
about being loved, worthy of love, or likely
to be supported by a partner. This causes
them to be unusually vigilant, dependent,
intrusive, and excitable. Those with an
avoidant style have learned to prefer to rely
heavily on themselves and not openly seek
support from a partner, even when (espe-
cially in the case of infants) such support
is necessary for survival and optimal devel-
opment. In adulthood, this “compulsively
self-reliant” stance (Bowlby, 1969/1982)
is often bolstered by self-glorification
and disdain for others’ neediness and
weaknesses.

For a number of years, attachment
researchers used the three-category mea-
sure of adult attachment style (see Shaver
& Hazan, 1993 , for a review). However,
subsequent studies (e.g., Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver,
1998) indicated that attachment styles
are more appropriately conceptualized as
regions in a continuous two-dimensional
space, an idea compatible with early dimen-
sional analyses of infant attachment reported
by Ainsworth and her colleagues (e.g., 1978,
p. 102). The first dimension, attachment
avoidance, reflects the extent to which a per-
son distrusts relationship partners’ goodwill
and strives to maintain behavioral indepen-
dence and emotional distance from partners.
The second dimension, attachment anxiety,
reflects the degree to which a person worries
that a partner will not be available in times
of need, partly because of doubts the person
harbors about his or her own lovability and
value. People who score low on both dimen-
sions are said to be secure or to have a secure
attachment style. Throughout this chapter,
we refer to people with secure, anxious,
and avoidant attachment styles, or people
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who are relatively anxious or avoidant.
Although the categorical shorthand can mis-
takenly foster typological thinking, we are
always referring to fuzzy regions in a two-
dimensional space, a space in which people
are continuously distributed.

Attachment styles are formed initially
during early interactions with primary care-
givers (as documented in an anthology
edited by Cassidy and Shaver, 1999), but
Bowlby (1973) contended that impactful
interactions with others throughout life have
the effect of updating a person’s work-
ing models. Moreover, although attachment
style is often conceptualized as a global ori-
entation toward close relationships, there
are theoretical and empirical reasons for
believing that this style is part of a hier-
archical cognitive network that includes a
complex, heterogeneous array of episodic,
relationship-specific, and generalized attach-
ment representations (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2003 ; Overall, Fletcher, & Friesen, 2003).
In fact, research indicates that (a) reports
of attachment orientations can change, sub-
tly or dramatically, depending on context
and recent experiences (see Pietromonaco,
Laurenceau, & Barrett, 2002 , for a review),
(b) people possess multiple attachment
schemas (e.g., Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns,
& Koh Rangarajoo, 1996), and (c) actual
or imagined encounters with supportive or
nonsupportive others can activate congruent
attachment orientations (e.g., Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2001), even if they are incon-
gruent with a person’s global attach-
ment style.

Strategies of Responding to Activation
of the Attachment System

Based on an extensive review of adult attach-
ment studies, we (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2003 ; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002) proposed
a model of the dynamics of the attachment
system in adulthood. Following Bowlby’s
(1969/1982) analysis, we assumed that the
monitoring of unfolding events – both in
the world and in a person’s imagination –
results in activation of the attachment sys-
tem when a potential or actual threat is
encountered. This activation is manifest in

efforts to seek or maintain actual or sym-
bolic proximity to external or internalized
attachment figures. Once the attachment
system is activated, a person, in effect, asks
whether an attachment figure is sufficiently
available and responsive. An affirmative
answer results in the appropriate function-
ing of the attachment system, character-
ized by reinforced mental representations
of attachment security and consolidation of
security-based strategies of affect regulation
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). These strate-
gies are aimed at alleviating distress, forming
comfortable, supportive intimate relation-
ships, and increasing personal adjustment.
These strategies also set in motion a
“broaden and build” cycle of attachment
security (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002),
which facilitates other behavioral systems
and broadens a person’s perspectives and
capacities.

Security-based strategies consist of declar-
ative and procedural knowledge about the
self, others, and affect regulation. The declar-
ative knowledge consists of optimistic beliefs
about distress management, optimistic and
trusting beliefs about others’ goodwill, and
a sense of self-efficacy about dealing with
threats. The procedural knowledge is orga-
nized around three main coping strategies:
acknowledgment and display of distress,
support seeking, and instrumental problem
solving. Acknowledging and expressing feel-
ings and seeking emotional support work in
the service of downregulating distress so that
problem-focused coping attempts can pro-
ceed effectively. These tendencies are the
ones Epstein and Meier (1989) called con-
structive ways of coping – active attempts
to remove the source of distress, manage the
problematic situation, and restore emotional
equanimity without generating negative side
effects. Security-based strategies are charac-
teristic of people who score relatively low on
attachment anxiety and avoidance.

Perceived unavailability of an attach-
ment figure results in attachment insecu-
rity, which compounds the distress arising
from an appraised threat. This state of inse-
curity forces a decision about the viability
of proximity seeking as a protective strat-
egy. The appraisal of proximity as viable or
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essential – because of attachment history,
temperamental factors, or contextual cues –
can result in energetic, insistent attempts to
attain proximity, support, and love. These
intense attempts are called hyperactivating
strategies (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988), because
they involve constant vigilance, intense con-
cern, and prodigious effort until an attach-
ment figure is perceived to be available and
a sense of security is attained. Hyperactivat-
ing strategies, when used habitually, include
overdependence on relationship partners as
a source of protection; attempts to elicit
a partner’s involvement, care, and support
through clinging and controlling responses;
and cognitive and behavioral efforts aimed at
minimizing distance from partners (Shaver
& Hazan, 1993).

According to Shaver and Mikulincer
(2002), hyperactivating strategies also
involve increased vigilance to threat-related
cues and a reduction in the threshold
for detecting cues of attachment figures’
unavailability – the two kinds of cues that
activate the attachment system (Bowlby,
1973). They also intensify negative emo-
tional responses to threatening events and
heighten rumination on threat-related
concerns, keeping these concerns salient
in working memory. Because signs of
attachment-figure unavailability and rejec-
tion are viewed as important threats,
hyperactivating strategies foster anxious,
hypervigilant attention to relationship
partners and rapid detection of possible
signs of disapproval, waning interest, or
impending abandonment. As a result, mini-
mal threat-related cues are easily detected,
the attachment system is chronically acti-
vated, and psychological pain related to
the unavailability of attachment figures
is exacerbated. These concomitants of
attachment-system hyperactivation account
for many of the psychological correlates
of attachment anxiety (see Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2003 , for a review).

Appraising proximity seeking as unlikely
to alleviate distress results in the inhibi-
tion of the quest for support and active
attempts to handle distress alone. These
secondary approaches to affect regulation

are called deactivating strategies (Cassidy &
Kobak, 1988) because their primary goal
is to keep the attachment system deacti-
vated to avoid frustration and further distress
caused by attachment-figure unavailability.
These strategies involve denial of attach-
ment needs; avoidance of closeness, inti-
macy, and dependence in close relationships;
and maximization of cognitive, emotional,
and physical distance from others. They
also involve the dismissal of threat- and
attachment-related cues, and suppression
of threat- and attachment-related thoughts
and emotions. These aspects of deactivation
account for the psychological manifestations
of avoidant attachment (again, see Mikulin-
cer & Shaver, 2003 , for a review).

In summary, each attachment-related
strategy has a regulatory goal, which shapes
cognitive and affective processes related to
goal attainment. We believe these strate-
gies are extremely relevant for understand-
ing individual differences in the functioning
and quality of romantic relationships in dif-
ferent stages of their development – initi-
ation, consolidation, and maintenance. We
also believe, and have preliminary evidence
to show, that attachment-related strategies
affect the quality of other kinds of rela-
tionships in adulthood, such as parent–child
relationships, friendships, relationships with
group members, and intergroup relations.

Attachment-Related Strategies and the
Quality of Romantic Relationships

In this section, we present ideas and review
research concerning the role played by
attachment-related strategies in the forma-
tion and maintenance of long-lasting roman-
tic relationships. Specifically, we focus on
three stages of the development of romantic
relationships (flirtation and dating, consoli-
dation, and maintenance) and examine the
contribution of attachment-related strate-
gies (security based, hyperactivating, and
deactivating strategies) to the interpersonal
processes that determine relationship stabil-
ity, quality, and satisfaction at each of these
stages. In Table 14 .1, we present a schematic



attachment theory, individual psychodynamics, and relationship functioning 2 55

Table 14.1. Attachment-Related Strategies and Interpersonal Processes in the Initiation, Consolidation,
and Maintenance Stages of Romantic Relationships

Security-based Hyperactivating Deactivating
strategies strategies strategies

Initiation Stage
Interaction

climate
Positive, warm

emotional tone
Negative, anxious

emotional tone
Emotional shallowness,

detachment
Self-presentation Balanced

self-presentation
Self-defeating

presentation
Self-inflating

presentation
Self-disclosure Responsive

self-disclosure
Indiscriminate, effusive

self-disclosure
Low levels of

self-disclosure

Consolidation Stage
Relational

cognitions
Positive, optimistic

beliefs
Dysfunctional,

pessimistic beliefs
Dysfunctional,

pessimistic beliefs
Perception of

partner
Positive, constructive

appraisals
Negative, destructive

appraisals
Negative, destructive

appraisals
Commitment Strong commitment;

positive appraisal of
commitment

Weak commitment;
doubts about
partner’s
commitment

Weak commitment;
negative attitude
toward commitment

Support seeking Seeking support in
times of need

Reluctance to seek
support or excessive
reassurance seeking

Reluctance to seek
support

Support provision Sensitive, responsive
caregiving

Compulsive, intrusive
caregiving

Reluctance to provide
support

Maintenance Stage
Dyadic

communication
Constructive, mutually

sensitive, and positive
Demanding, anxious,

and inaccurate
Withdrawn, cool, and

hostile
Conflict-

resolution
strategies

Reliance on effective
strategies, e.g.,
compromising,
integrating

Reliance on strategies
that lead to conflict
escalation

Reliance on avoidant
strategies that leave the
conflict unresolved

Reactions to
partner’s
negative
behaviors

Constructive
expressions of anger;
relationship-repairing
reactions; proneness
to forgive

Intense, uncontrollable
bouts of anger,
hatred, and hostility;
relationship-
destructive
reactions

Anger is suppressed, but
expressed in
nonspecific hostility,
revenge seeking, and
reluctance to forgive

Positive emotions
toward partner

Admiration, respect,
and gratitude

Ambivalent emotional
reactions

Lack of admiration,
respect, and gratitude

Expanding
activities

Proneness to engage in
novel, arousing
activities

Reluctance to engage in
novel, arousing
activities

Reluctance to engage in
novel, arousing
activities

Quality of sexual
activities

Sexual satisfaction and
intimacy; sensitivity
to partner’s needs

Sex-related worries;
engagement in sex to
feel accepted and
loved

Emotional detachment
and lack of
commitment during
sexual activities

Attitudes toward
fidelity

Investment in the
relationship; no
tendency to seek
alternatives

Worries about losing
partner; intense
bouts of jealousy

Openness to relational
alternatives; proneness
to mate poaching
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summary of the interpersonal processes that
seem to be affected by attachment-related
strategies during each of the three relation-
ship stages.

Because the main focus of this sec-
tion is to delineate the involvement of
attachment-system functioning in the for-
mation and maintenance of romantic rela-
tionships, we do not discuss the contribution
of attachment-related strategies to the ter-
mination of these relationships. Neverthe-
less, it is important to mention that there
is accumulating evidence regarding impor-
tant attachment-style differences in the pro-
cess of coping and adjustment with separa-
tion and loss. For example, whereas securely
attached persons tend to cope construc-
tively with the termination of a romantic
relationship and maintain emotional equa-
nimity during and after termination, less
secure persons are more likely to rely on
self-defeating strategies and become over-
whelmed by distress and despair (e.g., Birn-
baum, Orr, Mikulincer, & Florian, 1997;
Simpson, 1990). Research also indicates that
security-based strategies allow people to sat-
isfy their attachment needs with alternative
or new social ties without totally severing
their previous emotional bonds. In contrast,
hyperactivating strategies perpetuate emo-
tional investment in ex-partners and dis-
tort, hasten, or impede the formation of
new relationships, and deactivating strate-
gies foster detachment from the former part-
ner and denial of the importance of the
lost relationship (Davis, Shaver, & Vernon,
2003 ; Fraley & Shaver, 1999; Mikulincer &
Florian, 1996).

The Initial Stages: Flirting and Dating

Attachment-related strategies are active
even at the very beginning of a romantic
relationship, shaping the interpersonal pro-
cesses that determine the quality of flirting
and dating interactions and thereby affect-
ing the chances of forming a more long-
lasting emotional bond with a new roman-
tic partner. Flirtatious interactions and first
dates, mainly when their goal is more than
sexual gratification, can activate the attach-

ment system. These interactions are emo-
tionally charged and can arouse fears of fail-
ure and rejection that can damage a person’s
sense of self-worth and activate habitual
attachment-related strategies of affect regu-
lation (Zeifman & Hazan, 2000). As a result,
partners’ cognitions, feelings, and behaviors
during the initial stages of their relationship
can be a direct reflection of their attachment
working models and their methods of reg-
ulating the activation of their attachment
systems. At this stage, one can observe the
“purest” effects of chronic working models
on relational behavior, because one has mini-
mal information about a new partner’s traits,
and no unique pattern of relatedness has
been formed between the partners.

Attachment-related strategies influence
the emotional tone of flirtatious and dat-
ing interactions. Security-based strategies
are constructive means of managing distress
and transforming threats into challenges
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). As a result,
secure individuals can effectively manage
the threats involved in flirtatious and dat-
ing interactions, enjoy and savor the positive
aspects of these interactions, and contribute
to the creation and maintenance of a relaxed,
positive emotional atmosphere. In contrast,
the secondary attachment strategies, hyper-
activation and deactivation, not only may
fail to promote such an atmosphere, they
may generate relational tension and distress
that results in early breakups. During flir-
tation and dating, attachment anxiety can
be directly manifested in needy, intrusive,
“hungry” displays; exaggeration of the pos-
sibility of rejection; reactivation of memo-
ries of past rejections; and rumination on
rejection-related thoughts, which in turn can
intensify distress and lead to inappropriate
and unsuccessful interactions. Attachment
avoidance can be directly manifested in the
adoption of an emotionally detached, purely
sexual, or initially rejecting stance toward a
potential partner, designed (perhaps uncon-
sciously) to protect against potential threats
to self-worth as well as engulfment in inti-
macy or threats to independence. As a result,
these interactions may be emotionally shal-
low and lack the excitement and emotional
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involvement that otherwise characterize flir-
tatious and dating interactions.

emotional tone and reactions

Although adult attachment research has
yet to provide a systematic examination of
attachment-style differences in emotional
reactions to flirting and dating, there are a
few important pieces of evidence concern-
ing associations between attachment orien-
tations and the experience of positive emo-
tions. For example, research has consistently
shown that secure individuals score higher
on self-report measures of joy, happiness,
interest, love, and affection than do inse-
cure individuals (see Mikulincer & Shaver,
2003 , for a review). More important, in
week-long diary studies in which partici-
pants completed the Rochester Interaction
Record every time they engaged in a social
interaction lasting 10 minutes or longer, anx-
ious and avoidant participants experienced
fewer positive emotions than secure partic-
ipants (e.g., Tidwell, Reis, & Shaver, 1996;
Pietromonaco & Feldman Barrett, 1997).
Interestingly, the anxious participants were
chronically worried about being disapproved
of and rejected, whereas the avoidant partic-
ipants felt bored and unengaged.

interpersonal processes: self-presentation

and self-disclosure

Attachment-related strategies are also
involved in two important interpersonal
processes that occur during the initial stages
of a romantic relationship – self-presentation
and self-disclosure. Self-presentation refers
to the way people present themselves,
which is likely to influence a potential part-
ner’s decision about whether to continue
or end a budding relationship (Schlenker,
1980). Self-presentation involves a tactical
choice concerning which aspects of the
self to reveal to a partner, and it can be
biased by secondary attachment strategies.
On one hand, anxious people’s urgent
desire to achieve some sort of closeness,
protection, support, or love can cause them
to emphasize personal weaknesses and
present themselves as helpless and needy

in an effort to elicit a partner’s compassion
and sympathy. On the other hand, avoidant
people’s desire to keep their attachment
system deactivated can cause them to
communicate to a dating partner that they
do not need anything and can handle life’s
threats and challenges alone, to present
only personal strengths, and to inflate their
self-image in the eyes of the partner even
at the risk of diminishing the partner’s own
self-image.

There is empirical evidence concerning
attachment-related biases in the process of
self-presentation. In a series of four lab-
oratory studies, Mikulincer (1998a) found
that avoidant participants reacted to threats
with more explicit and implicit positive self-
presentation. However, this self-inflation
tendency was inhibited by a message that
broke the link between a positive self-view
and self-reliance. Findings also revealed that
persons scoring high on attachment anxi-
ety reacted to threats with more explicit
and implicit negative self-presentations, and
this tendency was inhibited by a message
that broke the link between self-devaluation
and others’ positive responses. These find-
ings imply that (a) avoidant people tend to
present themselves in a self-inflated manner
to convince others of the avoidant person’s
strength and self-sufficiency, and (b) anx-
ious people tend to present themselves in
a self-devaluing manner in hopes of eliciting
others’ compassion and love. Interestingly,
secure individuals in Mikulincer’s (1998a)
study evinced no notable bias of either kind
in their self-presentations.

A second interpersonal process that facili-
tates the formation of intimate bonds is self-
disclosure – the proneness to disclose and
share personal information and feelings with
a partner (Altman & Taylor, 1973 ; Greene,
Derlega, & Mathews, this volume). Obvi-
ously, the inhibition of such a process during
flirtation and dating can hinder the transition
to a more committed and long-lasting rela-
tionship. However, premature and undiffer-
entiated disclosure of highly personal infor-
mation may also place a developing relation-
ship in jeopardy. According to Altman and
Taylor (1973), optimal self-disclosure should
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be regulated appropriately for each stage of
a developing relationship. Very early in a
new relationship, disclosure is typically lim-
ited to relatively superficial public informa-
tion, and the rapid disclosure of very inti-
mate concerns and feelings is perceived as a
sign of maladjustment. As a relationship pro-
gresses, however, partners begin to exchange
more personal information, including fears,
secrets, and stories of painful experiences. At
this stage, the inhibition of intimate disclo-
sure is experienced as a sign of lack of trust or
trustworthiness or as a lack of commitment
to the relationship, which can obviously dis-
rupt and endanger an emerging relationship.

Adult attachment research has consis-
tently shown that attachment avoidance is
associated with low levels of self-disclosure
in dating relationships (e.g., Bradford,
Feeney, & Campbell, 2002 ; Keelan, Dion, &
Dion, 1998; Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991) –
a direct reflection of avoidant individuals’
reluctance to engage in intimate interac-
tions. Mikulincer and Nachshon (1991) also
documented the ways in which attachment
anxiety shapes self-disclosure. For anxiously
attached individuals, self-disclosure can be a
means of quickly merging with others, enlist-
ing their help or support, and reducing their
fear of rejection rather than enhancing recip-
rocal intimacy. As a result, although anx-
ious people were found by Mikulincer and
Nachshon (1991) to be highly disposed to
self-disclose, they tended to disclose indis-
criminately to people who were not yet pre-
pared for intensely intimate interactions and
tended to be unresponsive to their partner’s
disclosure. In fact, Mikulincer and Nachshon
(1991) found that anxious people did not
usually deal with a partner’s disclosed infor-
mation in their own disclosures, thereby
endangering the formation of recipro-
cal intimacy.

Mikulincer and Nachshon (1991) also
described the typical pattern of self-
disclosure that characterizes securely att-
ached persons – “responsive self-disclosure.”
Secure participants in their studies scored
relatively high on measures of self-disclosure
and responsiveness to a partner’s disclo-
sure. They disclosed more personal infor-

mation to a high- than a low-disclosing
partner; they were attentive to the issues
raised in the partner’s disclosure and
expanded on them in their own discourse.
This combination of self-disclosure and
responsiveness to partner’s disclosure is
likely to be the best strategy for form-
ing intimate, long-lasting relationships –
those based on the kind of emotional
bonds that secure individuals wish to create
and maintain.

attachment-style differences

and dating outcomes

The attachment-style differences in the
emotional tone of flirtatious and dating inter-
actions, and in self-presentation and self-
disclosure during these interactions, help to
explain the recurrent finding that people,
regardless of their own attachment style,
report more positive emotions when imag-
ining a relationship with a secure rather
than an insecure partner (e.g., Chappell &
Davis, 1998; Klohnen & Shanhong, 2003 ;
Pietromonaco & Carnelley, 1994). In fact,
several investigators who have constructed
vignettes of potential partners differing in
their attachment orientations have found
that secure partners are preferred over inse-
cure partners (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1996;
Frazier, Byer, Fischer, Wright, & DeBord,
1996). This fits with our suspicion that
the positive emotional tone and responsive
self-disclosure of secure people make them
generally the most attractive partners for
people who are hoping to form intimate,
emotional bonds.

The same interpersonal processes can
explain the bulk of data documenting a pos-
itive association between attachment secu-
rity and the perceived quality of dating rela-
tionships. More than 30 studies using dif-
ferent measures of attachment style and dif-
ferent scales measuring relationship satisfac-
tion have found that secure individuals have
higher levels of satisfaction with their dat-
ing relationships than their insecure coun-
terparts (see Mikulincer, Florian, Cowan,
& Cowan, 2002 , for a detailed review of
these studies). This finding has been repli-
cated repeatedly using both cross-sectional
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and prospective research designs and can-
not be explained by other personality fac-
tors, such as the “Big Five” personality traits,
depression, self-esteem, or gender-role ori-
entation (Mikulincer et al., 2002).

The Consolidation Stage in the
Development of a Long-Lasting
Romantic Relationship

In the course of a romantic relationship, cou-
ples usually make a transition from falling
in love to loving each other. Flirtation and
dating give way to longer, less arousing
joint activities, and the sharing of inti-
mate information and discussion of personal
issues are supplemented or replaced by dis-
cussions of the prospect of implementing
shared goals in a long-lasting relationship
(e.g., Gagne & Lydon, 2001). Accordingly,
the importance of emotional supportiveness,
nurturance, and intimacy as determinants of
relationship quality increases as initial attrac-
tion, passion, and sexual satisfaction recede
in importance, and partners begin to make
changes in their activities and living con-
ditions that reflect their increasing com-
mitment to a long-term relationship (e.g.,
Brehm, 1992 ; Huston & Burgess, 1979). As
a result, the relationship partners gradu-
ally become primary attachment figures for
each other – primary sources of support,
reassurance, comfort, and relief in times of
need (Zeifman & Hazan, 2000). All of these
changes indicate that partners are consoli-
dating their attachment bonds and setting
the foundation for what they expect to be
a long-lasting, highly committed, reciprocal
relationship.

goals and beliefs

During this transition stage, attachment-
related strategies can facilitate or hinder
the consolidation of a long-lasting relation-
ship. Specifically, the interaction goals of
relatively secure individuals (closeness, inti-
macy) and their positive working mod-
els of self and others favor the forma-
tion of optimistic expectations about the
prospects of a long-lasting relationship and
positive beliefs about the partner’s trust-

worthiness, nurturance, supportiveness, and
commitment. Moreover, these goals and
beliefs encourage securely attached persons
to commit to a long-lasting relationship
(Morgan & Shaver, 1999), to treat their part-
ner as a primary attachment figure (a tar-
get of support-seeking), and to become a
primary attachment figure for their part-
ner (a sensitive and responsive caregiver). In
contrast, the interaction goals (self-focused
search for security and support; deactiva-
tion of intimacy needs), regulatory strate-
gies (rumination about relationship threats
and worries; emotional distance, detach-
ment, and self-reliance), and negative work-
ing models of insecurely attached (anxious
and avoidant, respectively) individuals can
negatively bias beliefs about the relationship
and the partner, and thus inhibit support
seeking, support provision, and commit-
ment. As a result, securely attached partners
have more chances of consolidating a long-
lasting, reciprocal, and satisfactory relation-
ship than do insecurely attached partners.

cognitions and perceptions

Adult attachment studies have provided
extensive information about the various
interpersonal cognitions that can contribute
to individual differences in the consoli-
dation of a romantic relationship. Over-
all, insecure partners, compared with more
secure partners, hold more negative interper-
sonal cognitions, such as pessimistic beliefs
about romantic relationships (e.g., Carnelley
& Janoff-Bulman, 1992 ; Pietromonaco &
Carnelley, 1994), negative frames when
thinking about these relationships (e.g.,
Boon & Griffin, 1996), and dysfunc-
tional relational beliefs (e.g., Whisman &
Allan, 1996).

There is also extensive evidence con-
cerning the negative influence of insecure
attachment strategies on perceptions of a
romantic partner. Compared with secure
individuals, insecurely attached people (a)
hold more negative views of their roman-
tic partner (e.g., Collins & Read, 1990;
Feeney & Noller, 1991), (b) perceive their
partner as less supportive (e.g., Collins &
Read, 1990; Ognibene & Collins, 1998), and
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(c) trust the partner less (e.g., Brennan &
Shaver, 1995 ; Simpson, 1990). Both anxi-
ety and avoidance are also associated with
negative expectations concerning the part-
ner’s behavior (e.g., Baldwin, Fehr, Keedian,
Seidel, & Thomson, 1993 ; Mikulincer &
Arad, 1999) and with relationship-damaging
explanations of the partner’s negative behav-
iors (e.g., Collins, 1996; Mikulincer, 1998b).
For example, Collins (1996) found that more
anxious and avoidant people were more
likely to attribute a partner’s negative behav-
ior to stable and global causes and to view
these behaviors as negatively motivated.

trust

In a series of five studies, Mikulincer
(1998b) systematically examined associ-
ations between attachment-related stra-
tegies and various aspects of trusting or
distrusting one’s romantic partner. The con-
structive nature of security-based strategies
was evident in secure persons’ tendency to
have relatively fast access to memories of
trust validation and to report more trust-
validation episodes in their current relation-
ship. Mikulincer (1998b) also found that
secure people tend to attach relatively high
importance to trust-validation episodes and
to appraise them as reflecting their part-
ner’s beneficent disposition. The attachment
strategies of insecure individuals were evi-
dent in their reactions to trust-violation
episodes. Avoidant people increased their
distance from their partner following a
betrayal of trust and dismissed the impor-
tance of this threatening occurrence. Anx-
ious people, in contrast, worried and rumi-
nated during a trust-betrayal episode and
reacted to it with strong negative emotion.

commitment

Attachment-related strategies also affect a
person’s commitment to a romantic rela-
tionship. Numerous studies have docu-
mented that secure individuals, compared
with those who are insecure, report higher
levels of commitment to their dating rela-
tionships (e.g., Shaver & Brennan, 1992 ;
Simpson, 1990). In addition, Himovitch

(2003) recently found that secure people
exhibited faster recall of episodes in which
they or their partner strengthened their
commitment to the relationship, and they
appraised these episodes more positively. In
contrast, insecure people emphasized the
threats involved in relational commitment
and displayed faster recall of episodes that
led to a decrease in commitment. However,
whereas avoidant individuals more rapidly
accessed memories of episodes in which they
decreased their commitment to the relation-
ship, which we interpret as a clear sign of
deactivating strategies, anxious individuals
more rapidly accessed memories of episodes
in which a partner decreased commitment
to them, thereby manifesting their hypervig-
ilance toward possible rejection.

support seeking and support provision

Adult attachment studies have also consis-
tently documented insecure people’s prob-
lems with support seeking and support pro-
vision. Several investigators have found that
avoidant people are reluctant to appraise
their romantic partner as a “safe haven”
and seek support from the partner in times
of need (e.g., Ognibene & Collins, 1998).
The same phenomenon has been reported
in studies examining actual support-seeking
behavior in stressful laboratory situations
(e.g., Collins & B. Feeney, 2000; Simpson,
Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992 ; Simpson, Rholes,
Orina, & Grich, 2002). For example, Simp-
son et al. (1992) told participants they would
be exposed to a frightening, potentially
painful laboratory procedure. The investiga-
tors then unobtrusively observed and coded
participants’ behavior while they were inter-
acting with their romantic partner. It was
found that avoidant participants, compared
with secure ones, exhibited greater reluc-
tance to seek proximity to and obtain com-
fort from their partners. With regard to anx-
iously attached individuals, findings reveal
a more ambivalent reaction toward support
seeking. Whereas anxious people are some-
times reticent about expressing their need
for support, especially when they suspect
that full revelation of their neediness will
result in rejection (e.g., J. Feeney, 1999),
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they are also capable of excessive reassur-
ance seeking from their romantic partner,
which can be viewed by the partner as intru-
sive and demanding (Shaver, Schachner, &
Mikulincer, 2005).

Insecure people’s difficulties in provid-
ing support to a partner were first docu-
mented by Kunce and Shaver (1994), who
constructed a self-report scale tapping care-
giving behaviors in romantic relationships.
They found that insecure individuals were
less likely than their secure counterparts to
say they provide emotional support. More-
over, whereas avoidant people’s deactivat-
ing strategies led them to maintain dis-
tance from a needy partner, anxious people’s
hyperactivating strategies led them to report
high levels of overinvolvement with part-
ner’s problems and a pattern of compulsive,
intrusive caregiving. These findings have
been replicated in subsequent, more behav-
ioral studies (e.g., Carnelley, Pietromonaco,
& Jaffe, 1996; J. Feeney, 1996; J. Feeney &
Hohaus, 2001).

The link between attachment security
and sensitive caregiving has been further
documented in observational studies by B.
Feeney and Collins (2001), Simpson et al.
(1992), Rholes, Simpson, and Orina (1999),
and Simpson et al. (2002), who video-
taped heterosexual dating couples while one
partner waited to endure a stressful task.
Overall, compared with relatively secure
participants, those who were less secure
offered less comfort and reassurance to their
distressed partner. Moreover, participants
who were relatively secure and whose dat-
ing partners sought more support provided
more support, whereas secure participants
whose partners sought less support pro-
vided less. This finding indicates sensitive
responsiveness: Secure participants recog-
nized their partners’ worries and tried to
be especially warm and supportive, but they
also recognized times when the partner was
capable of proceeding autonomously, and
they stood back and honored that auton-
omy. Compatible findings were obtained by
Collins and B. Feeney (2000), who video-
taped dating couples while one member
of the couple disclosed a personal problem

to the other. Insecure participants provided
less instrumental support, were less respon-
sive, and displayed more negative caregiv-
ing behaviors toward their distressed partner,
compared with more secure participants.

A recent study conducted by Cobb,
Davila, and Bradbury (2001) suggests that
perceptions of a relationship partner’s
attachment style, not just a person’s own
attachment style, are important in determin-
ing the degree to which supportive caregiv-
ing will occur. The authors tested a media-
tion model in which positive perceptions of
partner’s security were associated with adap-
tive support behavior, which in turn pre-
dicted increases in relationship satisfaction.
The findings supported the model and indi-
cated that positive perceptions of a partner’s
security resulted in relationship enhance-
ment partly by virtue of its influence on cou-
ple members’ supportive interactions.

the importance of relationship-specific

attachment

In this consolidation stage of a developing
relationship, part of what partners are con-
solidating is a relationship-specific sense of
attachment security (the extent to which
each person feels that the partner will be
available and supportive in times of need).
This sense can be biased by a person’s global
working models of attachment relationships,
but it can also be affected by a partner’s
actual supportive behaviors. In fact, the
relationship-specific sense of security can
become a potent regulator of attachment-
system functioning as indicated by inter-
personal cognitions and behaviors within
the relationship, even if it does not fit
a person’s global working models. Indeed,
Kobak and Hazan (1991) found that part-
ners with a relatively strong relationship-
specific sense of security were less reject-
ing and more supportive during problem-
solving and confiding interactions (in the lat-
ter case, sharing a disappointment with one’s
partner). More important, Cozzarelli, Hoek-
stra, and Bylsma (2000) and Cowan and
Cowan (2002) found that reports of secure
attachment within a specific romantic rela-
tionship were more powerful predictors of
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satisfaction with that relationship than
reports of global attachment security. This
difference between global and relationship-
specific levels of working models has
recently been explored in detail by Overall
et al. (2003).

Maintenance of a Long-Lasting
Relationship

There is now good evidence that securely
attached people maintain more stable
romantic relationships than insecure peo-
ple and report higher levels of marital sat-
isfaction and adjustment (see Mikulincer
et al., 2002 , for a review). For example,
Davila, Karney, and Bradbury (1999) col-
lected data every 6 months for 3 years from
newlywed couples and found that changes
in husbands’ and wives’ reports of secure
attachment predicted concurrent changes in
both partners’ reports of marital satisfac-
tion. Studies of marriage have also linked
attachment security with more marital inti-
macy (Mayseless, Sharabany, & Sagi, 1997),
less marital ambivalence (Volling, Notaro, &
Larsen, 1998), and stronger marital cohesion
(Mikulincer & Florian, 1999). Not surpris-
ingly, secure individuals are less likely to be
divorced (e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987).

interpersonal processes involved

in maintenance

Attachment-related strategies seem to be
involved in several interpersonal processes
that facilitate or hinder the maintenance
of a satisfactory long-lasting relationship.
One such process is marital communica-
tion. Several studies have found attach-
ment security to be associated with more
constructive, mutually sensitive patterns of
dyadic communication and negatively asso-
ciated with the demand–withdrawal pat-
tern known to be destructive to relation-
ship stability and satisfaction (e.g., J. Feeney,
1994 ; Fitzpatrick, Fey, Segrin, & Schiff,
1993). Moreover, secure partners have been
found to maintain more positive patterns
of nonverbal communication (expressive-
ness, pleasantness, attentiveness) than less
secure partners (e.g., Guerrero, 1996; Tucker

& Anders, 1998) and to be more accurate
in expressing their feelings and coding their
partner’s nonverbal messages (e.g., J. Feeney,
1994). Especially important is the fact that
the association between attachment security
and relationship satisfaction is mediated by
a constructive, mutually sensitive pattern of
communication (e.g., J. Feeney, 1994).

The way couples manage interpersonal
conflicts is also an important link between
attachment security and the maintenance
of a satisfying and long-lasting relationship.
Attachment-related strategies influence the
methods couples adopt to manage inevitable
interpersonal tensions (e.g., Gaines et al.,
1997; Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1995). Specif-
ically, secure people rely more heavily
on effective conflict-resolution strategies –
compromising and integrating their own
and their partner’s positions. They also dis-
play greater accommodation when respond-
ing to a partner’s anger or criticism. In
contrast, insecure people tend to rely on
less effective conflict-resolution strategies,
which leave conflicts unresolved and may
even lead to conflict escalation. As usual,
the different forms of insecurity encourage
different ineffective means of dealing with
distress: Whereas anxious people’s hyperac-
tivating strategies lead them to intensify con-
flict, avoidant people’s deactivating strate-
gies lead them to distance themselves from
conflictual interactions and avoid engaging
with their partner.

There are also attachment-related varia-
tions in people’s reactions to a partner’s neg-
ative behavior (e.g., Collins, 1996; Mikulin-
cer, 1998c, Rholes et al., 1999). On one hand,
secure individuals react to a partner’s nega-
tive behavior with controlled expressions of
anger, without extreme hatred or hostility,
and this appears to have beneficial effects on
their relationships. On the other hand, inse-
cure people indulge themselves in uncon-
trolled bouts of anger, hatred, or feelings of
resentment and hostility toward a partner.
However, because deactivating strategies
require the suppression of emotion, avoidant
people’s anger tends to be expressed only
in unconscious or unintended ways and can
take the form of nonspecific hostility. In
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contrast, anxiously attached individuals
experience intense bouts of anger toward
both the partner and the self, a manifestation
of hyperactivating strategies (e.g., intense
protest) and negative models of self.

Avoidant individuals’ hostile attitudes
toward relationship partners were also doc-
umented in Shaver and Mikulincer’s (2003)
recent study of forgiveness. Compared with
less avoidant individuals, people who scored
high on avoidance were less likely to forgive a
partner who had hurt them. Moreover, when
avoidant individuals were asked to recall an
episode in which they forgave a relationship
partner who had hurt them, they revealed
a negative construal of these events. Their
reactions were characterized by narcissistic
wounds, thoughts about relationship dete-
rioration, and lack of understanding of the
partner’s hurtful actions. Avoidant individu-
als’ disinclination to forgive was also noted
in a subsequent daily diary study in which
participants reported their reactions to their
partner’s negative behaviors for a period of
21 days (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2003).

The maintenance of a long-lasting rela-
tionship also depends on the extent to which
partners express affection, respect, admira-
tion, and gratitude to each other and the
extent to which they are able to create
a climate of appreciation instead of criti-
cism or contempt (Gottman, 1993). We have
preliminary evidence that attachment secu-
rity is related to the formation of such a
climate and contributes to what Gottman
(1993) called marital friendship. Specifically,
secure people report more respect, admi-
ration, and gratitude toward their roman-
tic partner (Frei & Shaver, 2002 ; Shaver &
Mikulincer, 2003) than insecure persons. In
addition, we (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2003)
found that when avoidant people were asked
to recall an episode in which they felt grate-
ful to a relationship partner, they tended
to remember more negative experiences,
involving more narcissistic threats and dis-
trust and less happiness and love. People
scoring high on attachment anxiety tended
to remember more ambivalent experiences
of gratitude-eliciting episodes: They recalled
relatively high levels of security-related

feelings, happiness, and love together with
relatively high levels of narcissistic threats
and inferiority feelings. Interestingly, data
from a subsequent diary study (Shaver
& Mikulincer, 2003) revealed that highly
avoidant people experienced relatively low
levels of gratitude even on days when they
perceived a partner’s behavior as positive.
That is, a partner’s positive behavior elicited
gratitude mainly among participants who
were not avoidant.

Another interpersonal process involved
in the maintenance of a satisfying long-
lasting relationship is the couple’s engage-
ment in novel, arousing activities that break
their routines and “expand their selves”
(to use the terminology favored by Aron,
Norman, Aron, & Lewandowski, 2002). This
engagement in shared expanding activities
depends, however, on partners’ openness to
new experiences, their tolerance of nov-
elty and ambiguity, and their inclination to
explore. Adult attachment studies have con-
sistently found that secure people are more
likely than insecure ones to engage in explo-
ration and exhibit higher levels of cogni-
tive openness (e.g., Green-Hennessy & Reis,
1998; Mikulincer, 1997; Mikulincer & Arad,
1999). As a result, attachment security is
likely to facilitate participation in shared
self-expanding activities, which, in turn, will
enhance relationship satisfaction.

Attachment security is also involved in
the extent to which romantic partners satisfy
their sexual needs (e.g., Brennan & Shaver,
1995 ; Tracy, Shaver, Albino, & Cooper,
2003). Attachment security is associated
with sexual satisfaction and is conducive
to genuine intimacy in sexual situations,
including sensitivity and responsiveness to a
partner’s wishes and openness to mutual sex-
ual exploration. In contrast, avoidant indi-
viduals tend to remain emotionally detached
during sexual activities, another manifesta-
tion of their deactivating strategies, and anx-
iously attached individuals tend to hyper-
activate sex-related worries and engage in
sex primarily to placate a partner, feel
accepted, and avoid abandonment (Davis,
Shaver, & Vernon, 2004 ; Schachner &
Shaver, 2004).
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Insecure people’s approach to sexual
activities can also hinder marital satisfac-
tion by fostering relational tensions related
to fidelity, betrayal, and jealousy. For exam-
ple, the reluctance of avoidant people to
get emotionally involved with or commit-
ted to any particular sexual partner can fos-
ter positive attitudes toward extramarital
affairs, which can place a marriage in jeop-
ardy. Indeed, Schachner and Shaver (2002)
recently found that attachment avoidance is
associated with “mate poaching” – attempts
to attract someone who is already in a rela-
tionship, and being open to being “poached”
by others – and to low scores on a rela-
tionship exclusivity scale. In contrast, the
tendency of anxious individuals to hyper-
activate vigilance and concern regarding
the possibility of losing their sexual part-
ner can lead to intense bouts of jealousy,
which in turn endanger relationship sta-
bility and quality. There is extensive evi-
dence that anxiously attached individuals
are prone to jealousy and tend to be over-
whelmed by jealous feelings (e.g., Guerrero,
1998; Sharpsteen & Kirkpatrick, 1997). Fur-
thermore, they tend to report high lev-
els of suspicion and worry during jealousy-
eliciting events and cope with them by
engaging in intensive partner surveillance
(Guerrero, 1998).

the role of coping and the other person

in relationship maintenance

Beyond these important interpersonal pro-
cesses, attachment security can contribute
to maintenance of a long-lasting relation-
ship by assisting partners in coping effec-
tively with life difficulties, personal changes,
and developmental transitions. The quality
of a long-lasting relationship can be jeop-
ardized by a broad array of extrarelational
stressors (e.g., illness or injury, financial dif-
ficulties, problems at work); changes in a
partner’s identity, preferences, and values;
and normative transitions that demand per-
sonal and dyadic readjustment (e.g., parent-
hood, aging). The optimistic and construc-
tive regulatory strategies associated with
attachment security, which facilitate coping
with and adjusting to hardships, can facili-

tate rapid repair of individuals’ feelings and
relationship damage that may occur in con-
junction with stress. In support of this idea,
recent studies show that securely attached
spouses deal more constructively with the
transition to parenthood and are able to
maintain high levels of marital satisfaction
after becoming parents (e.g., Alexander, J.
Feeney, Hohaus, & Noller, 2001; Simpson &
Rholes, 2002). Moreover, Vasquez, Durik,
and Hyde (2002) found that secure attach-
ment facilitates coping with work-related
stressors and inhibits the spread of work-
related distress into the domain of marital
satisfaction.

Before concluding this section, it is impor-
tant to note that although our theoretical
ideas and review of empirical studies are
focused mainly on the contribution of a
person’s chronic attachment orientation to
his or her relational cognitions and behav-
iors, the attachment system is affected by a
relationship partner’s behaviors, which are
partly a function of the partner’s attachment
system. There is increasing evidence that one
partner’s attachment orientations add to the
prediction of the other partner’s relational
cognitions and behaviors beyond the contri-
bution made by the partner’s own attach-
ment orientation (e.g., Brennan & Shaver,
1995 ; Collins & Feeney, 2000; J. Feeney &
Hohaus, 2001). Moreover, a person’s scores
on attachment anxiety and avoidance have
differential effects on relational cognitions
and behaviors depending on the partner’s
attachment orientation. These studies sug-
gest a need for systemic models of attach-
ment dynamics that characterize and explain
the complex ways in which both partners’
attachment systems shape the quality of
their relationship.

Extending Adult Attachment Theory
and Research to Other Kinds
of Relationships

Although adult attachment research has
focused mainly on dating and marital
relationships, the interpersonal manifesta-
tions of attachment-related strategies are
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relevant to other kinds of relationships as
well. Variations in attachment-system func-
tioning bias access to specific mental repre-
sentations of relationship partners and, with
time, engender global attitudes toward close-
ness, support seeking, and support provision
as well as recurrent problems in the inter-
personal domain. These chronically acces-
sible representations, global attitudes, and
recurrent problems tend to crystallize in par-
ticular patterns of relatedness and profiles
of relationship functioning, which become
aspects of personality that can be mani-
fested in different kinds of relationships.
Research has shown, for example, that self-
reports of attachment anxiety and avoidance
are related to specific kinds of interpersonal
problems, as measured by the Inventory of
Interpersonal Problems (e.g., Bartholomew
& Horowitz, 1991; Cyranowski et al., 2002).

Dyadic Relations

Following this line of reasoning, it has been
proposed that attachment-related strategies
are relevant to explaining the quality of best
friendships that involve intimacy, support
seeking, and support giving. Preliminary evi-
dence suggests that the attachment-style dif-
ferences observed in romantic relationships
are replicated in the realm of close friend-
ship. Specifically, secure, compared with
insecure, individuals have more satisfying
friendships (e.g., Bippus & Rollin, 2003 ;
Markiewicz, Doyle, & Brendgen, 2001), dis-
play more intimate patterns of communi-
cation with their friends (e.g., Grabill &
Kerns, 2000; Mayseless et al., 1997), and
rely on more constructive strategies for
resolving conflicts with friends (e.g., Bip-
pus & Rollin, 2003 ; Creasey, Kershaw, &
Boston, 1999). The interpersonal manifesta-
tions of attachment-related strategies were
also observed in Mikulincer and Selinger’s
(2001) study of adolescents’ same-sex friend-
ships. Whereas secure adolescents flexi-
bly engaged in a wide variety of activi-
ties (support seeking, creating opportuni-
ties to have fun) with their best friend,
anxiously attached adolescents narrowed
their interactions to the seeking of support

and reassurance, and avoidant adolescents
tended to dismiss the importance of friend-
ship and maintain emotional distance even
from their best friend.

The interpersonal manifestations of
attachment-related strategies should also be
evident in every kind of relationship that
involves support seeking and support giv-
ing, such as parent–child relationships and
relationships between clients and therapists
or counselors. With regard to parent–child
relationships, Rholes, Simpson, Blakely,
Lanigan, and Allen (1997), for example,
reported that both avoidance and anxiety
were associated with less (self-perceived)
ability to relate to one’s children and less
expected warmth in child rearing among
a sample of college students who were
not yet parents. In observational studies
of maternal behavior (e.g., Crowell &
Feldman, 1988, 1991), secure mothers were
warmer, more supportive, and more helpful
toward their child and more attuned to
their child’s affect than insecure mothers.
Similar associations between attachment
style and caregiving have also been noted
when observing fathers’ interactions with
their children (e.g., Cohn, Cowan, Cowan,
& Pearson, 1992).

With regard to therapist–client relation-
ships, more securely attached therapists tend
to form stronger and more trusting ther-
apeutic bonds with their patients – typi-
cally called a working alliance (e.g., Sauer,
Lopez, & Gormley, 2003) and to respond
more empathically to clients’ narratives
(Rubino, Barker, Roth, & Fearon, 2000).
A client’s attachment style also has impor-
tant effects on the therapeutic relation-
ship. Sauer et al. (2003) found that secure
clients established better working alliances
with their therapists, and Satterfield and
Lyddon (1995) found that clients who felt
they could depend on others to be avail-
able when needed were more likely to
establish a secure personal bond with their
therapist. Similar benefits of client secu-
rity have been noted even in studies involv-
ing more severely troubled patients (Dozier,
1990). Greater patient attachment secu-
rity was associated with better treatment
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compliance, whereas avoidant tendencies
were associated with rejection of treatment
providers, less self-disclosure, and poorer use
of treatment.

Group Relations

Attachment theory is even useful for under-
standing intragroup relationships. People
often feel attached to groups; they seek
proximity with other group members in
times of need; and the group as whole can
be a source of support, comfort, and relief
(e.g., Hogg, 1992). More specifically, Smith,
Murphy, and Coats (1999) found that peo-
ple can develop feelings of attachment anx-
iety and avoidance toward a group and that
higher scores on group-specific attachment
anxiety and avoidance are related to lower
identification with social groups, stron-
ger negative emotions toward groups, and
lower perceived support from groups.
Recently, Rom and Mikulincer (2003) found
that people who are secure in their close
relationships, compared with less secure
people, have more positive memories of
group interactions, appraise group interac-
tions in more challenging and less threaten-
ing terms, react to these interactions with
more positive affect, and function well,
instrumentally and socioemotionally, during
team work.

In a recent study, we (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2001) extended attachment theory
to the realm of intergroup relationships,
focusing on intergroup prejudice and hostil-
ity. We reasoned that if the sense of attach-
ment security helps to regulate children’s
fear of strangers (which it does), it can
also regulate adults’ reactions to outgroup
members, perhaps even members of groups
that are in conflict with one’s own. We
hypothesized that the sense of attachment
security would attenuate negative reactions
to outgroups. In examining this hypothe-
sis, we measured a person’s chronic attach-
ment style, contextually primed attachment
security representations, and assessed eval-
uations and willingness to interact with a
variety of outgroup members. We found
that both the sense of chronic attachment

security and the contextual priming of secu-
rity representations were associated with
more positive evaluations of outgroup mem-
bers and heightened willingness to inter-
act with them. These effects were medi-
ated by threat appraisal and were found
even when participants were led to believe
they had failed on a cognitive task or their
national group had been insulted by an out-
group member.

Conclusions

Attachment theory was originally created
to explain the behavior of young chil-
dren in relationships with their primary
caregiver, usually mother, and the long-
term personal and social outcomes of early
secure or insecure relationships. The the-
ory was broad from the start because
Bowlby rooted it in psychoanalysis, primate
ethology, control systems theory (an early
form of cognitive psychology), and cogni-
tive developmental psychology. He consid-
ered a vast amount of evidence related to
emotions, attachments (which he conceptu-
alized as emotional bonds), separation expe-
riences, losses (especially through death),
psychological defenses, and psychopathol-
ogy. Amazingly, despite its original breadth,
the theory and the evidence it encompasses
and continues to generate is enormously
greater now than when Bowlby was writ-
ing, thanks to the extension of the theory
to adult romantic and marital relation-
ships, close friendships, helping relation-
ships, and intra- and inter-group processes.
Underlying the continuously branching and
expanding body of knowledge is a relatively
simple model of the attachment behavioral
system and the forms it takes in response
to security-enhancing or security-denying
relationships. The relational and affect-
regulation strategies adopted by people with
varying degrees of attachment security and
types of insecurity play a huge role in inter-
personal relations, are an important target
for educational and clinical interventions,
and are an endless source of fascination for
researchers.
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“His” and “Her” Relationships? A Review
of the Empirical Evidence

Emily A. Impett
Letitia Anne Peplau

Comparing the experiences of men and
women in intimate relationships is a fasci-
nation – some might say an obsession – that
has long intrigued laypeople and researchers
alike. The public appears to crave informa-
tion about how men and women differ in
their approaches to love and relationships,
a point reflected in the continuing popular-
ity of John Gray’s (1993) best-selling book,
Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus.
Social scientists, too, have tackled this topic.
Thirty years ago, sociologist Jessie Bernard
(1972) proposed that in every marriage there
are actually two relationships – “his” and
“hers.” In the intervening years, relationship
researchers have energetically investigated
the possibility of important gender differ-
ences in close relationships, extending their
analyses beyond marriage to include cohab-
iting partners, gay and lesbian couples (see
Diamond, this volume), and other intimate
relationships.

A comprehensive history of theory and
research on gender in close relationships
has yet to be written, but a few landmarks
are illustrative. Early analyses, primarily by
sociologists and anthropologists, focused on

the family (see review by Glenn, 1987).
Working from a functionalist perspective,
theorists such as Parsons (1955) suggested
that the existence of the traditional nuclear
family provided evidence that differenti-
ated male–female roles serve vital functions,
including the socialization of children and
the stabilization of adult personality. In the
1970s, emerging feminist perspectives crit-
icized prevailing theories as justifying the
status quo. Instead, feminist scholars urged
analyses of male–female relationships that
considered gender ideology, power inequal-
ities, the division of labor, and the social
context (e.g., Bernard, 1972). Although fem-
inists often argued for the social origins
of traditional gender patterns in relation-
ships, the development of sociobiology pro-
vided an alternative perspective rooted in
human evolution. Symons’ (1979) influen-
tial book, The Evolution of Human Sexuality,
laid the groundwork for evolutionary anal-
yses of mate selection, parental investment,
and other topics that continue to be stud-
ied today. In the 1970s, empirical projects
such as the Boston Couples Study (e.g.,
Peplau, Hill, & Rubin, 1993) paid increasing
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attention to the impact of changing gen-
der attitudes and roles on young couples.
Early studies of gay and lesbian couples also
began to appear (e.g., Peplau & Jones, 1982).
The American Couples study (Blumstein
& Schwartz, 1983) provided extensive sur-
vey data on thousands of couples, includ-
ing not only married heterosexuals, but
also cohabiting heterosexual, gay, and les-
bian couples. Analytic reviews of research
on women and men in personal relation-
ships became more common (e.g., Glenn,
1987; Huston & Ashmore, 1986). Empir-
ical research on gender in close relation-
ships continued to grow in the 1980s and
1990s, and books devoted to this topic began
to appear. These included Gendered Rela-
tionships (Wood, 1996), Gender and Close
Relationships (Winstead, Derlega, & Rose,
1997), and Gender and Families (Coltrane,
2000a). A further indication of the wealth
of research on gender and relationships
comes from a search of the PsychINFO
database, which, in February 2004 , listed
1,042 articles, books, chapters, and disserta-
tions published since 1960 that combined
the thesaurus terms “human sex differences”
and “couples.”

A major critique of sex difference
research is that many studies are purely
descriptive (e.g., Yoder & Kahn, 2003).
Those studies that are theory-based tend
to focus on a limited set of experiences,
with evolutionary theorists studying mate
selection, social interdependence theorists
studying commitment, social role theorists
addressing the division of labor, and so on.
This lack of theoretical grounding is prob-
lematic because gender itself does not pro-
vide an explanation for documented differ-
ences between the sexes. Demonstrating, for
instance, that marriage is more beneficial
for the health of husbands than of wives
does not explain this gender effect. In other
words, sex difference findings do not pro-
vide answers but rather lead to more ques-
tions. Observed male–female differences are
likely to reflect a wide range of factors
including an individual’s biological makeup
and personal dispositions, his or her loca-

tion in the social hierarchy of status and
economic resources, attitudes about how
men and women should behave in rela-
tionships, and the social opportunities avail-
able at a given historical moment (Winstead
et al., 1997).

In this chapter, we take stock of the exten-
sive empirical research comparing men’s and
women’s experiences in intimate relation-
ships. Of practical necessity, this review
concentrates on six major domains: what
men and women want in relationships,
relationship orientation, sexuality, family
work, power and influence, and health. We
have selected areas in which there is suf-
ficient empirical research to identify reli-
able patterns. In addition, this review is
limited to adult romantic relationships and
focuses on describing gendered patterns
rather than tracing their origins. We hope
that our review will spur relationship schol-
ars to develop more integrative theoretical
accounts of men’s and women’s experiences
in close relationships.

What Men and Women Want
in Relationships

We begin our review with research investi-
gating whether women and men approach
close relationships with different values and
preferences in a mate.

Values about Relationships

Proponents of the position that women
and men inhabit “different cultures” sug-
gest that women and men hold distinc-
tive standards for their intimate relation-
ships and have different beliefs about
effective communication (e.g., Wood, 1996).
For example, whereas women may pre-
fer emotion-focused messages that elabo-
rate on a distressed person’s feelings, men
may prefer instrumentally oriented mes-
sages that focus on fixing a problem rather
than expressing feelings. Empirical research
provides little empirical support for this
argument (see review by Burleson, 2003).
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Instead, whereas women rate emotion-
focused skills as more important than do
men, and men rate instrumentally oriented
skills as more important than do women,
both sexes rate emotion-focused skills as
considerably more important than instru-
mental skills. These results highlight the
importance of examining both between-sex
and within-sex effects. That is, although
there are mean differences in the impor-
tance that men and women place on
emotion-focused versus instrumental com-
munication, both sexes value communica-
tion focused on emotions more highly.

Whereas the “different cultures” argu-
ment holds that women and men have dif-
ferent relational standards, the “different
experiences” model holds that the sexes
approach their relationships with the same
values and goals, but that the behaviors typ-
ically displayed by women are more likely
to fulfill men’s relational standards. Avail-
able research supports the latter position.
In an illustrative study, individuals in long-
term relationships evaluated the importance
of 30 relational standards (e.g., trust, affec-
tive accessibility, flexibility) as well as the
degree to which their current relationship
fulfilled each of these qualities (Vangelisti
& Daly, 1997). Results showed that men
and women attached equal importance to
each of the relational standards, but men
were more likely than women to report
that their standards were fulfilled. Vangelisti
and Daly suggested that women’s caring and
nurturing role, along with their more inti-
mate style of interacting and communicat-
ing with a partner, create a context in which
men’s standards are more likely to be met
than women’s.

Another possibility is that men and
women may have different standards for
more specific things such as the preferred
frequency of household work or sexual activ-
ity. For instance, men may have considerably
lower standards than women for household
work, and women may have lower standards
than men for frequency of sexual activity.
Differences in these more specific standards
could set the stage for relationship conflict.

This would be a useful direction for future
research.

Mate Preferences

What are men and women looking for in
selecting a romantic partner? The extensive
research on heterosexual mate selection doc-
uments two consistent sex differences. First,
although both sexes appreciate good looks,
men place greater value on the physical
attributes of a partner than do women. For
example, in a national survey of Americans,
men were less willing than women to
marry someone who was not “good look-
ing” (Sprecher, Sullivan, & Hatfield, 1994).
Second, women place greater emphasis on
a partner’s status and economic resources
than do men. In a national survey, women
indicated greater interest than men in mar-
rying someone who had a steady job, earned
more, and had more education (Sprecher
et al., 1994). Men’s greater interest in physi-
cal attractiveness and women’s greater inter-
est in status and resources have been found
not only in the United States but in a wide
range of other cultures as well (e.g., Buss &
Schmitt, 1993).

However, digging deeper into findings
about mate preference indicates that neither
men nor women put good looks and eco-
nomic resources at the top of their wish list.
In a recent study that assessed 18 mate char-
acteristics (Buss, Shackelford, Kirkpatrick,
& Larsen, 2001), “good looks” ranked 8th
on men’s list (and 13 th on women’s list).
“Good financial prospects” ranked 11th on
women’s list (and 13 th on men’s). At the
top of both men’s and women’s lists were
mutual attraction, dependability, emotional
maturity, and a pleasing disposition. Taken
together, these results find evidence of both
gender similarities and gender differences.
More broadly, they highlight the importance
of taking a balanced view of gender com-
parisons, one that considers not only dif-
ferences between the sexes but also indi-
vidual differences among men and women,
and features that are common to humans
in general.
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Relationship Orientation

Social theorists from diverse perspectives
have proposed that women are more
relationship-oriented than are men (e.g.,
Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982). Recent
empirical studies provide converging sup-
port for this proposition (see Cross &
Madson, 1997, for a review). Women’s rel-
atively greater relationship orientation is
reflected in cognition (i.e., how individuals
think about themselves in relation to oth-
ers), motivation (i.e., the drive or desire to
maintain relationships), and behavior (i.e.,
the activities that individuals engage in to
maintain relationships).

Cognition

The ways people construe themselves in
relation to important people in their
lives indicate their relationship orientation.
Research has identified two contrasting self
concepts. For a person with an indepen-
dent self-construal, self-definition is based to
a large degree on his or her own unique
attributes, and emphasis is placed on main-
taining a sense of autonomy from others
(Markus & Kitayama, 1994). In contrast, for
a person with an interdependent self-construal,
relationships are viewed as integral parts of
his or her very being. Emphasis is placed on
connection with others, so that the self is
defined, at least in part, by important rela-
tionships with close others.

In U.S. society, women are more likely
than men to construct an interdependent
self-view, and men are more likely than
women to construct an independent self-
view. In a comprehensive review of research
on gender and self-construal, Cross and
Madson (1997) showed that women describe
themselves in more relational terms, rank
relationship-oriented aspects of their iden-
tity as more important, pay closer atten-
tion to others, talk more about their rela-
tionships, and have a better memory for
close others and relationship events than do
men. Across eight samples, women scored
higher than men on a composite mea-

sure of the relational-interdependent self-
construal (effect size of d = −0.41), more
frequently endorsing such items as “My
close relationships are an important reflec-
tion of who I am” (Cross, Bacon, & Morris,
2000). Some theorists have challenged this
gender difference, asserting that whereas
women’s self-construal focuses on the self
in intimate, dyadic relationships, men’s
focuses on the collective or group self (e.g.,
Baumeister & Sommer, 1997). Nonethe-
less, in the context of dyadic relationships
(which is the focus of this review), women’s
and men’s self-construals may differ in
important ways.

Gender differences in self-construal can
influence the characteristics that men and
women value in an intimate relationship.
Specifically, women may value closeness and
intimate connections more than men, and
men may value individuality and auton-
omy more than women. Indeed, a major
source of conflict in marriage concerns the
amount of closeness or intimacy that spouses
desire in their relationships (see Eldridge &
Christensen, 2002 , for a review). In mar-
riage, it is more often the wife who wants
greater closeness and the husband who
desires greater autonomy. Therapists report
that the most common complaint of women
in distressed marriages is that their hus-
bands are too withdrawn, whereas men com-
plain that their wives are overly expres-
sive, emotional, and nagging (e.g., Markman
& Kraft, 1989). These ideas are also con-
sistent with research showing that women
are most angry and upset when their part-
ners behave in an inconsiderate, neglect-
ful, emotionally restrictive, or condescend-
ing manner, whereas men are most angry and
upset when their partners are possessive and
dependent (Buss, 1991).

Consistent with what we might expect
from research on self-construal, several stud-
ies have documented gender differences in
adult attachment styles. Women are more
likely than men to be “preoccupied” as mea-
sured by both self-reports and interviews
(e.g., Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1994). That
is, women place an extremely high value
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on feeling intimate with a romantic partner
but are anxious about abandonment and fear
that their partners will not want to get as
close as they would like. In contrast, men
in most cultures around the world are more
likely than women to be “dismissing” (e.g.,
Schmitt, Alcalay, Allensworth, Allik, Ault,
Austers, et al., 2003). Men are more likely
to report that it is important to feel inde-
pendent and self-sufficient, and they prefer
not having to depend on others or have oth-
ers depend on them.

Motivation

Evidence that women are more motivated
than men to maintain their romantic rela-
tionships comes from research on commit-
ment. Commitment has been defined as the
degree to which an individual experiences
long-term orientation toward a relationship,
including the desire to maintain the rela-
tionship for better or worse (e.g., Rusbult,
1980). Although gender differences are not
invariable, when they do arise, it is typically
women who show greater relationship com-
mitment. In a recent meta-analysis of 52

published and unpublished studies, Le and
Agnew (2003) found a moderate effect size
for gender (d = −0.36); women felt signifi-
cantly more committed to their relationships
than did men. Three important factors that
influence commitment are relationship satis-
faction, the quality of perceived alternatives
to the current relationship, and the amount
that a person has already invested in the rela-
tionship (see Rusbult & Van Lange, 1996, for
a review). In the meta-analysis by Le and
Agnew (2003), women were more satisfied
(d = −0.31), felt that they had invested
more into the relationship (d = −0.13),
and perceived fewer alternatives to the cur-
rent relationship (d − 0.21) than did men.
In short, not only did women report “want-
ing” their relationships to continue – as
indicated by their higher levels of satis-
faction, they also reported “needing” their
relationships to continue, reflected by their
greater investments and fewer perceived
alternatives.

This gender difference in commitment
has also been documented in a gay and les-
bian sample. Duffy and Rusbult (1985 /1986)
found that women, both heterosexual and
lesbian, reported that they were more com-
mitted to maintaining their relationships and
had invested more in their relationships than
did men. In this sample, gay men reported
the lowest levels of commitment and invest-
ment in their relationships. It will be valu-
able for future research to replicate the find-
ings from this single study.

Behavior

For a relationship to persist over time, per-
haps especially in societies where divorce is
commonplace, partners need to engage in
ongoing relationship “work” to maintain the
relationship. In a typical study of relation-
ship maintenance, dating or married partic-
ipants indicate in an open-ended format the
kinds of things they do to maintain their
relationships (e.g., Stafford & Canary, 1991).
Common strategies include acting cheer-
ful around a partner, talking openly about
the relationship, assuring a partner of one’s
love, surrounding the relationship with val-
ued friends and family who support the
relationship, and performing tasks. Although
men and women do not differ in the types
of behaviors they list as important, women
report engaging in these behaviors more fre-
quently than do men (e.g., Dindia & Baxter,
1987; Ragsdale, 1996).

Three maintenance strategies appear to
be particularly gendered. First, women are
more likely than men to express their love
and affection for a partner (e.g., Ragsdale,
1996; Stafford, Dainton, & Haas, 2000). Sec-
ond, women are more likely to engage in
sexual activity that they do not desire in
an effort to maintain a valued intimate rela-
tionship (see Impett & Peplau, 2003 for a
review). Third, in communicating with their
partner, women are more likely than men to
report being cheerful and polite, and initi-
ating open and direct discussions about the
nature of their relationship (e.g., Dainton &
Stafford, 1993).
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Sexuality

In recent years, empirical research compar-
ing men’s and women’s sexuality has flour-
ished. A consensus appears to be emerg-
ing about several basic areas of difference
(see reviews in Harvey, Wenzel, & Sprecher,
2004 ; Okami & Shackelford, 2001; Peplau,
2003). Our review focuses on five areas of
difference.

Sexuality and Relationships

One consistent gender difference is women’s
greater tendency to emphasize relationships
and commitment as a context for sexual-
ity, and men’s greater tendency to sepa-
rate sexuality from love and commitment
(see review by Peplau, 2003). For example,
men and women differ in their definitions
of “sexual desire.” Women are more likely
than men to “romanticize” the experience
of sexual desire; men more often equate sex-
ual desire with physical pleasure and sexual
intercourse. In an illustrative study (Regan
& Berscheid, 1996), more men (70%) than
women (43%) believed that sexual desire
was aimed at the physical act of sex. In con-
trast, more women (35%) than men (13%)
cited love or emotional intimacy as the goal
of sexual desire. Further, women’s sex fan-
tasies are more likely to include a familiar
partner, to include affection and commit-
ment, and to describe the setting for the
sexual encounter. In contrast, men’s fan-
tasies are more likely to involve strangers,
anonymous partners, or multiple partners
and to focus on specific sex acts or body
parts. Compared with women, men have
more permissive attitudes toward casual pre-
marital sex and toward extramarital sex.
The size of these gender differences is rel-
atively large, particularly for casual premar-
ital sex (d = 0.81, Oliver & Hyde, 1993).
The term sociosexual orientation has been
used to capture this correlated set of sex-
ual attitudes, preferences, and behaviors (see
review by Simpson, Wilson & Winterheld,
2004). Significant gender differences are
reliably found on measures of sociosexuality,
both in the United States and in more than

50 other countries (Schmitt, Alcalay, Allik,
Ault, Austers, Bennett, et al., 2003).

The gender difference in emphasizing the
relational aspects of sexuality is also found
among lesbians and gay men (see review
by Peplau, Fingerhut, & Beals, 2004). Com-
pared with gay men, lesbians have less per-
missive attitudes toward casual sex and are
more likely to become sexually involved
with partners who were first their friends.
Lesbians’ sex fantasies are more likely to be
personal and romantic. Lesbians report hav-
ing fewer lifetime sex partners than do gay
men. Indeed, gay men report substantially
more sex partners than either lesbians or
heterosexuals and score significantly higher
than other groups on a general measure
of sociosexuality (Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, &
Gladue, 1994). Gay men in committed rela-
tionships are more likely than any group to
report that they have sex with partners out-
side the relationship (Blumstein & Schwartz,
1983 ; Peplau, Fingerhut, & Beals, 2004).

Erotic Plasticity

Erotic plasticity is the extent to which an
individual’s sexual beliefs and behaviors can
be shaped and altered by cultural, social,
and situational factors. In a comprehensive
review of empirical research, Baumeister
(2000) showed that women’s sexuality tends
to be more malleable or “plastic” than men’s.
One sign of plasticity is that a person’s sex-
ual attitudes and behaviors are responsive to
social and situational influences. Such fac-
tors as education, religion, and accultura-
tion are more strongly linked to women’s
sexuality than to men’s. For example, col-
lege education is associated with more per-
missive sexual attitudes and behavior, but
this correlation is greater for women than
for men. Another indicator of plasticity con-
cerns changes in aspects of a person’s sexu-
ality over time. For example, the frequency
of women’s sexual activity is more variable
than men’s. If a woman is in an intimate
relationship, she might have frequent sex
with her partner. Following a breakup, how-
ever, she might have no sex at all, including
masturbation, for several months. Men show
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less temporal variability: following a roman-
tic breakup, men may substitute masturba-
tion for interpersonal sex and so maintain
a more constant frequency of sex. There is
also growing evidence that women are more
likely than men to change their sexual ori-
entation over time (e.g., Diamond, 2003).

Sexual Desire

Many lines of research demonstrate that men
show more interest in sex than do women
(see review by Baumeister, Catanese, &
Vohs, 2001). Compared with women, men
think about sex more often. Men report
more frequent sex fantasies and more fre-
quent feelings of sexual desire. Across the
life span, men rate the strength of their own
sex drive higher than do their female age-
mates. Men are more interested in visual sex-
ual stimuli and more likely to spend money
on such explicitly sexual products and activi-
ties as x-rated videos and visits to prostitutes.
Men and women also differ in their preferred
frequency of sex. Masturbation provides a
good index of sexual desire because it is not
constrained by the availability of a partner.
Men are more likely than women to mas-
turbate, start masturbating at an earlier age,
and do so more often. In a review of 177

studies, Oliver and Hyde (1993) found large
male–female differences in the incidence
of masturbation (effect size of d = 0.96).
When dating and marriage partners dis-
agree about sexual frequency, men usually
want to have sex more often. In hetero-
sexual couples, actual sexual frequency may
reflect a compromise in the desires of the
male and female partner. In gay and les-
bian relationships, where sexual frequency is
decided by partners of the same sex, lesbians
report having sex less often than gay men or
heterosexuals.

Caution is needed in interpreting evi-
dence of men’s greater sexual desire. First,
it is important to avoid inadvertently using
male standards such as penile penetration
and orgasm as the basis for understand-
ing women’s sexuality. Some have suggested
that other activities such as intimate kiss-
ing, cuddling, and touching may be uniquely

important to women’s erotic lives (e.g.,
Peplau & Garnets, 2000). This would be
consistent with women’s tendency to define
sexual desire in romantic, relational terms.
Second, because women’s sexual desire may
vary across the menstrual cycle, it may
be more appropriate to describe women’s
desire as periodic rather than weak or limited
(Gangestad & Cousins, 2001). Finally, as with
all the male–female comparisons reviewed,
there are many exceptions to this general
pattern. Blumberg’s (2003) recent study of
“highly sexual” women is illustrative.

Sexual Aggression

A fourth gendered pattern concerns the
association between sexuality and aggres-
sion. This link has been demonstrated in
many domains. Andersen and her colleagues
(1999) investigated the dimensions that indi-
viduals use to characterize their own sexu-
ality. Both sexes described themselves along
a dimension of being romantic, with some
individuals seeing themselves as very pas-
sionate and loving, and others less so. Men’s
sexual self-concepts were also character-
ized by a dimension of aggression, reflected
in men’s self-ratings on such adjectives as
aggressive, powerful, experienced, and dom-
ineering. There was no equivalent aggression
dimension for women’s sexual self-concepts.
A second example concerns men’s greater
use of physical coercion to influence an inti-
mate partner to have sex. It has been esti-
mated that 62% of the sexual assaults com-
mitted against women are committed by
relational partners (Christopher & Kisler,
2004). Many women who are battered by
a boyfriend or husband also report sexual
assaults as part of the abuse. Although men
are sometimes victims of sexual aggression
by women, this is relatively uncommon and
less likely to involve sexual intercourse. Sex-
ual aggression has been documented in both
gay and lesbian relationships (Christopher
& Kisler, 2004), although the use of conve-
nience samples makes it difficult to ascertain
typical rates of sexual aggression in this pop-
ulation. (For a review of violence in relation-
ships, see Johnson, this volume.)
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Gendered Patterns of Sexual Initiation
and Response

Starting in the 1950s, U.S. researchers (e.g.,
Ehrmann, 1959) documented that in hetero-
sexual couples men typically took the lead in
initiating sexual intimacy and women served
as gatekeepers, determining whether and
when the couple engaged in sexual activities.
This pattern was viewed as consistent with
men’s greater interest in sex and women’s
greater stake in preserving a good reputation
and avoiding pregnancy. During the 1970s,
when many young people were inspired
by feminist ideas about sexual equality,
researchers continued to find evidence that
whether a dating couple had intercourse and
how early in the relationship they did so
were related to the woman’s attitudes and
prior experience more than to the man’s
(e.g., Peplau, Rubin, & Hill, 1977). There is
considerable evidence for the persistence of
this gendered pattern today. In heterosex-
ual relationships, men are commonly more
assertive and take the lead in sexual inter-
actions (see Impett & Peplau, 2003 , for a
review). Early in a heterosexual relationship,
men typically initiate touching and sexual
intimacy. When college students describe a
typical script for a first date, they consis-
tently depict the man as the active part-
ner who takes the lead in initiating sexual
contact (Rose & Frieze, 1993). In ongoing
relationships, men report initiating sex about
twice as often as their female partners or
age-mates (Impett & Peplau, 2003). To be
sure, many women do initiate sex, but they
do so less frequently than their male part-
ners. As a result, women are more often
in the position to respond. As in earlier
eras, women sometimes act as gatekeepers,
slowing the pace of sexual intimacy in a
new relationship or determining whether
a couple will have sex on a particular
occasion.

One factor contributing to this gendered
pattern is the persistence of a sexual dou-
ble standard (see Crawford & Popp, 2003 ,
for a review). Today, only a minority of
religious and ethnic groups in the United
States endorse an absolute double standard

prohibiting sex outside marriage for women
but not for men. Nonetheless, in many social
settings, women are judged more harshly
than men for initiating sexual activity, hav-
ing casual sex, having sex at a young age,
or having sex with many partners. Further,
men may use more restrictive standards in
evaluating a woman as a potential marriage
partner versus a dating partner. Although the
specifics of the sexual double standard differ
across ethnic and social groups, the persis-
tence of more permissive attitudes toward
men’s sexual activities continues.

Of course, women do not always strive
to limit a couple’s sexual activity but may
instead welcome a male partner’s sexual
advances, either because of their own sex-
ual desire or because of their concerns about
the relationship. Recently, researchers have
analyzed a gendered pattern of sexual ini-
tiation and response known as sexual com-
pliance (see Impett & Peplau, 2003 , for a
review). This term refers to situations in
which one partner consents to sexual activ-
ity that he or she does not personally desire.
For example, despite personal misgivings, a
teenage girl may agree to have sex with her
older boyfriend to preserve their relation-
ship. In ongoing male–female relationships,
women are roughly twice as likely as men
to report complying with a partner’s request
when they would personally prefer not to
have sex. This pattern builds on many of the
sex differences noted earlier including men’s
greater desire for sex, men’s taking the lead
to initiate sex, and women’s more relational
orientation to sex, which may encourage
them to resolve a dilemma about unwanted
sex by taking their partner’s welfare
into account.

Finally, although male–female differences
in sexuality are larger than those found in
areas of human cognition and social behavior
such as math performance or interpersonal
communication, they are not dichotomous.
Researchers studying men’s and women’s
sexuality have consistently emphasized the
importance of within-sex variability (e.g.,
Simpson et al., 2004) and the impact of
differences among social and ethnic groups
(e.g., Crawford & Popp, 2003).
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Family Work

A basic tenet of traditional marital roles
has been a division of labor by sex, with
men cast as economic providers and women
as homemakers. During the past 50 years,
women’s participation in the paid labor force
has increased dramatically, and attitudes
about distinctive marital roles for men and
women have decreased substantially (e.g.,
Twenge, 1997). Nonetheless, women con-
tinue to shoulder primary responsibility for
homemaking and child care. Social scien-
tists refer to the unpaid activities required
to feed, clothe, shelter, and care for adults
and children as family work.

Family Work Is Still Women’s Work

The basic facts about family work are sim-
ple. Women who live with men typically
do the majority of housework and, if they
have children, the majority of child care.
This is true whether the woman is a full-
time homemaker, is employed part time, or
has a full-time job (Shelton & John, 1996).
Despite minor variations, the same pattern
is found across U.S. ethnic groups (Coltrane,
2000b) and throughout the industrialized
world (e.g., Batalova & Cohen, 2002). Con-
sequently, marriage has opposite effects on
the domestic labor performed by men and
by women (Coltrane, 2000b). Single and
cohabiting men do more housework than
married men. Single and cohabiting women
do less housework than married women.

In recent years, employed women in the
United States have significantly decreased
the amount of time they spend on
housework: Those who can afford it often
pay for domestic services, and Americans
are eating fewer home-cooked meals. The
amount of time that men devote to house-
work and child care has increased slightly
over time. Together, these changes for
women and men have decreased the gender
gap in family work. Nonetheless, Coltrane’s
(2000b, p. 1212) recent review concluded
that “the average woman still does about
three times the amount of routine house-
work as the average man.” Even when house-

work is shared or delegated to assistants,
women typically act as household managers.
Further, although it is not usually included
in discussions of the division of family work,
women are much more likely than men
to provide care to family members, includ-
ing aging parents and children who are ill
or disabled (e.g., Cancian & Oliker, 2000).
Not surprisingly, employed wives have less
leisure time than their husbands.

Many factors affect the magnitude of
sex differences in the division of labor (see
reviews by Coltrane, 2000a, 2000b; Shelton
& John, 1996). We highlight several consis-
tent findings.

employment and income

Not surprisingly, employed wives spend
about a third less time on housework than do
full-time homemakers. In general, the more
hours a woman works outside the home and
the more money she earns, the less work she
does at home and the more balanced the
division of labor. Although work hours and
earnings can make a difference, most women
nonetheless continue to do the majority of
housework. Interesting exceptions to this
pattern sometimes occur, for example, when
work schedules constrain women’s ability
to perform domestic work. The impact of
shift work is illustrative (e.g., Deutsch &
Saxon, 1998). In some couples, particularly
working-class couples with young children,
husbands and wives work different shifts,
perhaps with the husband working during
the day and the wife leaving for a night shift
just as her husband returns home. In such
cases, it is more common for husbands to
take charge of child care and housework in
the wife’s absence.

gender attitudes

Individuals’ attitudes about gender and mar-
ital roles are related to the amount of fam-
ily work they perform, although the magni-
tude of this effect is often fairly small (e.g.,
Shelton & John, 1996). The match between
partners’ attitudes may be especially impor-
tant. An analysis of data from the National
Survey of Families and Households by
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Greenstein (1996a) is illustrative. Men with
nontraditional attitudes whose wives also
had nontraditional attitudes did the most
family work. Men with traditional atti-
tudes did relatively little work regardless of
their wives’ attitudes. Other research has
sought to understand how couples who have
traditional gender attitudes interpret behav-
iors that are inconsistent with their ideol-
ogy. Deutsch and Saxon (1998) studied tradi-
tional blue-collar married couples in which
economic necessity led the wife to take a
job and the husband to fill in as primary par-
ent when his wife was at work. Despite their
nontraditional behavior, these couples main-
tained the core belief that the husband was
really the primary breadwinner and the wife
was really the primary caregiver.

gay and lesbian couples

Several studies have examined the division
of labor in same-sex couples (see review by
Peplau & Beals, 2004). Most lesbians and
gay men are in dual-earner relationships, so
that neither partner is the exclusive bread-
winner and each partner has some degree of
economic independence. The most common
division of labor at home involves flexibility,
with partners sharing domestic activities or
dividing tasks according to personal prefer-
ences or time constraints. In an illustrative
study, Kurdek (1993) compared the alloca-
tion of household labor in gay, lesbian, and
heterosexual married couples, all of whom
were cohabiting and childless. Among het-
erosexual couples, wives typically did most
of the housework. In contrast, gay and les-
bian couples were more equal in the division
of labor. Gay male partners tended to arrive
at equality by each partner specializing in
certain tasks; lesbian partners were more
likely to share tasks. A recent study com-
paring lesbian and gay couples who obtained
civil unions in Vermont to heterosexual mar-
ried couples also found much greater equal-
ity in housework among same-sex couples
(Solomon, Rothblum, & Balsam, in press).

parenthood

Among heterosexual couples, the transition
to parenthood typically increases the gen-

der gap in family work, with many women
adding primary responsibility for child care
to their primary responsibility for house-
work and sometimes reducing their hours of
paid work to compensate (Coltrane, 2000a).
Fatherhood may also increase men’s work-
load, but it appears that men are more likely
to increase their family work by spending
time with children rather than doing more
housework. It has become more common on
weekends to see fathers taking their children
to the park or supermarket. A nationally rep-
resentative study of families with at least one
child under age 13 (Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-
Kean, & Hofferth, 2001) documented this
“weekend father” role among Anglo, Black,
and Latino American families. During the
week, these fathers spent much less time
with their children than their wives did,
but on weekends, fathers’ time with chil-
dren increased from 80% to 94% of mothers’
time. For some activities, such as coaching or
teaching a child sports, fathers spent consid-
erably more time than mothers. On week-
days, dads who earned more money and had
longer work hours spent less time with their
children than dads with less demanding jobs.
In contrast, fathers’ work hours did not affect
how much time they spent with children on
the weekend.

Although research on parenthood among
gay and lesbian couples is very limited, it
suggests that same-sex partners continue to
share major family responsibilities after the
arrival of a baby. For example, Chan, Brooks,
Raboy, and Patterson (1998) compared 30

lesbian couples and 16 heterosexual couples,
all of whom became parents using anony-
mous donor insemination. In this highly
educated sample, both lesbian and hetero-
sexual couples reported a relatively equal
division of paid employment, housework,
and decision making. However, lesbian cou-
ples reported sharing child-care tasks more
equally than did heterosexual parents.

Fairness and Marital Quality

In recent years, researchers have addressed
a seeming paradox in male–female relation-
ships: Although women perform the major-
ity of family work, most partners view
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their division of labor as fair (Coltrane,
2000b; Shelton & John, 1996). If the observ-
able “facts” of the matter do not fully deter-
mine assessments of fairness, what other fac-
tors make a difference? Individuals’ gender
attitudes appear to be important. Using the
National Survey of Families and Households,
Greenstein (1996b) found that wives are
more likely to perceive the division of house-
hold labor as unfair if they have egalitar-
ian rather than traditional gender attitudes.
Based on models of justice (e.g., Major,
1993), it has been suggested that women
will be most likely to perceive the division
of labor as unfair when their relationship
differs from their expectations, when they
compare their own level of family work to
that of their male partner (not to female
peers), and when they perceive no legitimate
justification for an unequal distribution of
family work. Some support for these pre-
dictions has been found (Coltrane, 2000a,
Kluwer, Heesink & van de Vliert, 2002).
Finally, researchers are also investigating the
symbolic meaning that partners attach to
family work, for instance the extent to which
women may view housework not merely
as “work” but also as an important sign of
love and caring for their family. Perceptions
of fairness may have much to do with the
broader meanings that individuals attach to
housework and child care.

Marital quality is more closely linked to
spouses’ beliefs about their division of labor
than to the actual amount of time each per-
son contributes (see Shelton & John, 1996,
for a review). Marital quality tends to be
higher when spouses agree about the allo-
cation of family work. Relationship satisfac-
tion is also higher when partners perceived
the distribution of family work to be fair,
and this effect is stronger for wives with
egalitarian rather than traditional attitudes
(Greenstein, 1996b). In general, women are
more likely than their husbands to have
egalitarian attitudes about marital roles and
to be dissatisfied with the balance of fam-
ily work. If women voice concerns about
fairness, relationship conflict may ensue. As
Coltrane (2000b) noted, “Women are thus
faced with a double bind: They can push for
change, threatening the relationship, or they

can accept an unbalanced division of labor,
labeling it ‘fair’ (p. 1225).”

Power and Influence

Traditional conceptions of marriage endorse
the idea that the husband should be the
head of the family, the patriarch with greater
authority in leading the family and mak-
ing important decisions. Newer conceptions
of intimate relationships emphasize a more
egalitarian model in which partners share
in authority and influence (e.g., VanLear,
Koerner, & Allen, this volume). Today, advo-
cates for both positions can readily be found,
with the traditional view most common
among certain religious and ethnic com-
munities and the egalitarian view gaining
ground in the mainstream of life in the
United States.

Power refers to one partner’s ability
to influence deliberately the behavior,
thoughts, or feelings of the other. In some
relationships, there is an imbalance of power,
with one person making more decisions,
controlling more of the joint activities and
resources, winning more arguments and, in
general, being in a position of dominance.
In other couples, both partners are equally
influential. Researchers often assess this bal-
ance of power by asking partners to give
their personal evaluations of their relation-
ship. Results of the American Couples Study
(Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983) are typical. In
this sample of more than 3 ,000 married cou-
ples, 64% reported that the balance of power
in their marriage was equal. Most other cou-
ples said the husband was more powerful
and less than 9% said the wife was dominant.
Contrary to popular stereotypes, research on
Mexican American and African American
families has found similar patterns, with a
majority of married couples reporting power
equality (see Peplau & Campbell, 1989, for
a review). Of course, relative equality of
power can be achieved in a variety of ways,
with some couples engaging in joint decision
making and others dividing areas of respon-
sibility based on gender roles or individual
preferences.
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Several factors can tip the balance of
power in favor of one partner over the other,
and these tend to favor the male partner in
heterosexual couples (Peplau & Campbell,
1989). In heterosexual relationships, social
norms traditionally cast the male partner as
the initiator and leader. For example, the
typical script for a first date depicts the man
as taking the lead to ask the woman out, plan
their activities, and pay their joint expenses
(e.g., Rose & Frieze, 1993). The relative
resources of the partners can also make a dif-
ference. The partner who earns more money,
has more education, or has a more presti-
gious job tends to have a power advantage,
especially if the partner with the greater
resources is a man. In couples where the
woman has a better job or earns more money,
the result is more likely to be shared deci-
sion making (e.g., Tichenor, 1999). Research
further suggests that the balance of power
is affected by each partner’s dependence
on the relationship – that is, by their rela-
tive level of involvement or commitment.
To the extent that one partner feels more
committed to a relationship and less able
to leave, he or she may be at a power dis-
advantage. This can affect both sexes, but
may be somewhat more characteristic of
women (e.g., Le & Agnew, 2003). In general
relationship satisfaction is similar in egali-
tarian and male-dominant relationships but
lower in female-dominant ones. As noted in
a recent review, “Even today, female dom-
inance in a heterosexual relationship is less
acceptable to both parties than is male domi-
nance” (Brehm, Miller, Perlman & Camp-
bell, 2002 , p. 323).

Lesbians and gay men tend to have egali-
tarian attitudes and norms about power that
emphasize shared-decision making in inti-
mate relationships (see review by Peplau
& Spalding, 2000). In an early study, 92%
of gay men and 97% of lesbians defined
the ideal balance of power as one in which
both partners were “exactly equal” (Peplau
& Cochran, 1980). In a more recent study
(Kurdek, 1995), partners in gay and lesbian
couples responded to multiitem measures
assessing various facets of equality in an ideal
relationship. On average, both lesbians and
gay men rated equality as quite important,

with lesbians scoring significantly higher on
the value of equality than did gay men. It
has been estimated that about two thirds of
lesbians and gay men describe their current
relationship as equal in power, a figure com-
parable to that typically found for heterosex-
ual couples. In same-sex couples, satisfaction
is typically higher among those reporting
equal rather than unequal power (Peplau &
Spalding, 2000). Although research is lim-
ited, it seems likely that the same factors that
affect the balance of power in heterosexual
relationships – norms, resources, and rela-
tive involvement – also apply to lesbians and
gay men.

Do men and women differ in the how
they try to influence their romantic partners?
This question has intrigued researchers for
more than 2 decades, but as yet consis-
tent answers have not emerged (e.g., Canary
& Emmers-Sommer, 1997). Consider two
examples. Some studies have found gender
differences in the use of direct styles of influ-
ence among heterosexual couples, with men
more likely to ask or bargain and women
more likely to hint, pout, or withdraw (e.g.,
Falbo & Peplau, 1980). On closer examina-
tion, however, it was found that the tac-
tics used by women were also the tactics
used by partners who, regardless of gender,
reported having less power in their relation-
ship. This same link between power tac-
tics and the perceived balance of power was
also found among lesbians and gay men. In
two laboratory experiments with mixed-sex
and same-sex dyads, Sagrestano (1992) cor-
roborated this finding, showing that when
social power was manipulated such that
one partner had greater expertise about the
topic of conflict, the use of influence tac-
tics was linked to expertise – not to gender.
Men and women in similar power positions
used the same strategies, with high-power
individuals preferring persuasion, reasoning,
and discussion.

In another line of work, Christensen
and colleagues (see review by Eldridge
& Christensen, 2002) investigated the
demand–withdraw pattern of interaction
during couple conflict. In this pattern, one
partner seeks to discuss a relationship issue
or problem and the other tries to avoid
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the topic. Overall, women are more likely
to be the pursuer and men the distancing
partner. Although gender socialization may
contribute to this pattern by encouraging
women to be expressive and relationship-
oriented, it is only part of the story. Other
factors also matter. In a study of gay, les-
bian, and heterosexual couples, Walczynski
(1997) found that the demand–withdraw
pattern was linked to the partners’ percep-
tion of power in the relationship. The part-
ner who scored higher on power was more
likely to be demanding in conflict discus-
sions. The nature of the conflict itself is also
important (Eldridge & Christensen, 2002).
The wife–demand and husband–withdraw
pattern is common when the wife wants
a change in the relationship and the hus-
band does not. In contrast, when the hus-
band wants a change, both husband–demand
and wife–demand are equally likely to occur.
In short, there is no simple way to charac-
terize “men’s” and “women’s” styles of influ-
ence. A range of factors including the goal
of the influence attempt, the partners’ rel-
ative power and expertise, and individual
differences in personality can all make a
difference.

Marriage and Health

Satisfying personal relationships enhance
the mental and physical well-being of both
women and men. Research demonstrat-
ing this point has focused on heterosexual
marriage and includes studies with a diverse
array of self-report and physiological mea-
sures (see reviews by Kiecolt-Glaser &
Newton, 2001; Waite & Gallagher, 2000).
Compared with their unmarried peers, mar-
ried individuals are less likely to die from
such leading causes of death as cancer, coro-
nary heart disease, stroke, pneumonia, cir-
rhosis of the liver, automobile accidents,
murder, and suicide. To some extent, this
marriage benefit reflects selection effects:
Healthy individuals are more likely to marry
and stay married. However, there is grow-
ing evidence that marital relations can them-
selves enrich and prolong life. Gender also
plays a role, and we will consider two sex

differences in detail. First, the health ben-
efits of marriage are greater for men than
for women, as are the detrimental effects
of divorce and bereavement. Second, the
health consequences of marriage are more
closely linked to marital quality for women
than for men.

Why Men Derive Greater Health Benefits
From Marriage Do Women

Evidence from diverse sources documents
that husbands tend to gain larger health
benefits from marriage than do wives. For
instance, unmarried women have a 50%
greater mortality than married women, but
unmarried men have a 250% greater mor-
tality than married men (Ross, Mirowsky, &
Goldsteen, 1990). Three explanations merit
consideration.

the single life

Waite and Gallagher (2000) argued that “the
reason that getting a wife boosts your health
more than acquiring a husband is not that
marriage warps women, but that single men
lead such warped lives” (p. 164). Indeed, sin-
gle men are much more likely than single
women to drink to excess, drive too fast, get
into fights, participate in dangerous sports,
and engage in other unhealthy and risky
behaviors (Umberson, 1987). Single women,
in contrast, lead relatively settled, healthy
lives, at least compared with single men. In
short, men’s health may improve dramati-
cally through marriage because men often
start off so poorly. A longitudinal study of
6,000 families is illustrative (Waite & Gal-
lagher, 2000). Among singles, 8 out of every
10 women but only 6 out of 10 men who were
alive at age 48 survived until at least age 65 .
In contrast, among the married, 9 of 10 men
and women lived until retirement age.

health promotion

Both husbands and wives benefit when a
spouse attempts to protect their health
(e.g., Umberson, 1992). However, women
are more likely than men to engage in
health-promoting activities by attempting
to monitor and control their husband’s
health (Umberson, Chen, House, Hopkins,
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& Slaten, 1996). Women generally possess
greater knowledge than men about health-
related issues and are more likely to mon-
itor their own health status. Some mar-
ried women extend these “social control”
services to their husbands by discourag-
ing drinking and smoking, cooking low-
fat meals, scheduling medical appointments,
and checking their husband’s compliance
with physicians’ orders. In a study of married
couples, 80% of men named their spouse as
the primary person who tried to control their
health, whereas only 59% of women listed
their husband (Umberson, 1992). Women,
in contrast, were more likely than men to
report that their friends and female relatives
attempt to influence their health behaviors.

emotional support

Emotional support, defined as “expressions
of care, concern, love, and interest, especially
during times or stress or upset” (Burleson,
2003 , p. 2), has well-documented effects on
physical and psychological health (Uchino,
Cacioppo, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 1996). Men may
benefit more from marriage than women
because they rely on their wives as a primary
source of emotional support and because
women are good at giving the kinds of sup-
port that men want. Men typically name
their wives as their sole or most important
source of support and the one in whom they
confide personal problems (e.g., Umberson
et al., 1996). Women, in contrast, are more
likely to turn to other female relatives and
close friends for social support. Further,
considerable evidence indicates that women
are, on average, more skillful providers of
emotional support than are men, providing
messages that acknowledge, elaborate on,
and legitimate their partner’s concerns (e.g.,
MacGeorge, Clark, & Gillihan, 2002).

The Stronger Marital Quality–Health
Link among Women Than Men

Women’s health is more closely tied to the
quality of their marriage than is true for men.
In a comprehensive review, Kiecolt-Glaser
and Newton (2001) presented evidence from
dozens of studies showing that women’s

physical health depends much more on the
quality of the marriage than does men’s.
Across such diverse dependent measures
as objective physiological responses, self-
reported health, pain, and physiological
assessments taken during marital interac-
tions, marital quality was more strongly asso-
ciated with health outcomes for women than
for men. The gender differences in physio-
logical reactions to marital conflict are par-
ticularly striking. For instance, even among a
sample of relatively satisfied couples in sta-
ble and enduring marriages (lasting an aver-
age of 42 years), women’s endocrine levels
changed considerably more during conflicts
than did men’s (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1997).
Most notably, these gender differences in
response to marital conflict are at vari-
ance with broader physiological patterns of
response to other types of acute stressors in
which men show an elevated response.

In their review, Kiecolt-Glaser and
Newton (2001) identified several gender-
linked factors that may influence the greater
association between marital quality and
health outcomes for women than for men.
First, women’s interdependent traits and
self-processes may make them more phys-
iologically and psychologically responsive to
the emotional quality of their marital inter-
actions (Cross & Madson, 1997). Second,
women’s greater tendency to focus on others
to the exclusion of themselves (referred to
as “unmitigated communion”) may increase
their vulnerability to relationship stressors
(see review in Helgeson, 1994). Third, the
stress associated with wives’ greater respon-
sibility for household labor may contribute
to pathways leading from marital function-
ing to health outcomes.

At present, systematic research on health
among gay and lesbian couples is lacking.
Given the current controversy about the
merits of legalizing same-sex marriage, such
research would be of great value.

Conclusion

In this review, we have identified six rela-
tively well-documented differences between
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women and men in intimate relation-
ships. Despite claims that men and women
value widely different characteristics in their
romantic partners, research shows that both
sexes want partners who are honest, trust-
worthy, and responsive. Men’s tendency to
seek youth and beauty and women’s ten-
dency to seek social status and resources
occur against this backdrop of commonal-
ity. Men and women in heterosexual rela-
tionships appear to have similar standards
for the ingredients in a good relationship,
but men may be more likely than women
to have a partner who meets their expec-
tations. There is evidence that relationships
are more central to women’s lives than
to men’s, as reflected in women’s greater
tendency to have an interdependent self-
concept, to report greater commitment in
relationships, and to engage in more rela-
tionship maintenance behaviors. Turning to
sexuality, gender differences in sexual inter-
est, erotic plasticity, sexual compliance, and
sexual aggression are well documented, as
is women’s preference for close relation-
ships as a context for sexuality. In hetero-
sexual couples, women continue to perform
the majority of housework and child care,
even if they work full time for pay. Today,
most couples, both heterosexual and same-
sex, describe their relationships as relatively
equal in power. When heterosexual relation-
ships are unequal in power, however, it is
more often the man who is dominant. A sat-
isfying close relationship can promote both
psychological and physical health, but these
benefits appear to be greater for men than
for women. Although research on lesbians
and gay men is limited, gender seems to be a
more important determinant of relationship
experiences than sexual orientation. Many
similarities exist between lesbian and het-
erosexual women and between gay and het-
erosexual men. The one major exception
concerns the division of family work, where
same-sex couples typically share housework
and child care to a greater extent than
heterosexuals.

Does Jessie Bernard’s (1972) character-
ization of “his” and “her” marriages stand
up to several decades of empirical research?

The answer depends on one’s perspective.
Some researchers and social commenta-
tors – the gender maximizers – view human
experience through a lens of difference.
Others – the gender minimizers – point to
the basic humanity of both sexes and empha-
size points of commonality. In some mea-
sure, the maximizer–minimizer controversy
results from attending to different aspects of
human behavior and experience. In every-
day life, men and women often do engage in
quite different activities. Women are more
likely to cook for their family, change dia-
pers, or remind a partner to refill a pre-
scription. At a more basic level, however,
men and women are remarkably similar –
both fall in love, form enduring attachments,
suffer the pain of loneliness, and benefit
from social support. Differences between
the sexes are never either–or dichotomies,
but rather matters of degree. The vari-
ability within each sex is often profound.
Some men take pride in sharing family
work responsibilities. Some women are sex-
ual enthusiasts who enjoy recreational sex
with casual partners. “His” and “her” rela-
tionships are, depending on one’s perspec-
tive, both similar and different.
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The Intimate Same-Sex Relationships
of Sexual Minorities

Lisa M. Diamond

The 1983 publication of Blumstein and
Schwartz’s American Couples marked a turn-
ing point in research on lesbian and gay rela-
tionships. During the 10 years before the
publication of this volume, which reported
the most detailed and thoroughgoing com-
parisons to date between heterosexual and
same-sex couples, less than 50 books, chap-
ters, or articles in the psychological liter-
ature had focused specifically on lesbian
and gay couples. In the 10 years after the
book’s publication, the number of publi-
cations increased five-fold, and nearly dou-
bled again during the next 10 years. The
explosion of research on this topic reflects
a growing awareness of the centrality of
intimate relationships to the lives of les-
bian, gay, and bisexual individuals – studies
have found that between 40% and 60% of
gay men and 50% and 80% of lesbians are
partnered (reviewed in Peplau & Spalding,
2000), and the majority of lesbian, gay, and
bisexual individuals would like the option
of formalizing such relationships through
same-sex marriage (Kaiser Foundation, 2001,
November).

The sophistication of research on this
topic has also increased over the past 20

years. Whereas early studies were charac-
terized by small, homogeneous samples,
collection of data from only one member
of the couple, the use of measures with
unknown psychometric properties, exclu-
sive reliance on self-report data, and lack
of long-term longitudinal assessment, all of
these weaknesses have been remedied in
more recent work. This has made it possi-
ble for researchers to move beyond the early
focus on basic differences between same-
sex and heterosexual couples to more com-
plex investigations of why same-sex couples
resemble and differ from heterosexual cou-
ples and from one another.

This chapter provides an overview of cur-
rent research on same-sex intimate rela-
tionships, emphasizing the most central and
well-researched domains: relationship initia-
tion, maintenance, satisfaction, and dissolu-
tion, gender-related dynamics, sexuality and
sexual exclusivity, and violence and abuse.
The chapter begins with a discussion of the
implicit theoretical frameworks that have
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guided research on this area and concludes
by identifying some of the most interesting
and complex questions that remain to be
addressed by future research.

First, however, definitional issues require
attention. Although the majority of research
in this area addresses the same-sex inti-
mate relationships of openly identified les-
bians and gay men, this actually provides a
somewhat restricted focus: not all lesbian-
and gay-identified individuals participate in
exclusively same-sex relationships, and not
all individuals who participate in same-
sex relationships identify as lesbian or gay.
Such individuals (i.e., bisexual and “unla-
beled” men and women) have been drasti-
cally understudied in relationship research,
despite the fact that such individuals collec-
tively outnumber openly identified lesbians
and gay men (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael,
& Michaels, 1994). In growing acknowledg-
ment of this fact, researchers increasingly
use the term sexual minorities to refer to all
men and women whose same-sex attractions
or behaviors place them outside conven-
tional heterosexual norms. This chapter uses
this terminology, but nonetheless retains the
descriptors lesbian, gay, and bisexual when
summarizing studies or research traditions
that specifically recruited research partici-
pants on the basis of lesbian, gay and bisexual
identification.

Theoretical Perspectives
on Same-Sex Relationships

Although there is no unified body of psy-
chological theory specifically purporting to
explain how and why same-sex couples do
and do not differ from heterosexual cou-
ples, much research is implicitly guided
by two explanatory frameworks. The first
emphasizes the impact of social stigmati-
zation and homophobia on sexual-minority
couples, and the second focuses on the influ-
ence of gender-related dynamics (i.e., com-
bining two men or two women in the same
relationships).

Stigmatization

Although tolerance and acceptance of same-
sex sexuality have been gradually increas-
ing (Loftus, 2001), considerable prejudice
and sometimes outright condemnation con-
tinue to exist. A recent national survey by
the Kaiser Foundation (2001) found that
more than three fourths of lesbian, gay,
and bisexual survey respondents reported
experiencing some form of prejudice or dis-
crimination. Social stigmatization creates a
range of unique social and psychological
challenges for same-sex couples, such as the
threat of physical violence (i.e., Brenner,
1995), disapproval or denial of one’s rela-
tionship from either partner’s family of ori-
gin (Caron & Ulin, 1997; LaSala, 2000;
Oswald, 2002 ; Patterson, 2000), and also
low-level stressors such as difficulty mak-
ing hotel room reservations (Jones, 1996),
receiving poor service and rude treatment
during routine shopping (Walters & Curran,
1996), or uncertainty about bringing one’s
partner to family functions (Caron & Ulin,
1997; Oswald, 2002).

Of course, such factors are likely to vary
dramatically as a function of different cul-
tures’ attitudes toward same-sex sexuality.
Given that the bulk of research on same-
sex couples is conducted in the United
States, it is important to keep in mind
that Americans are particularly conserva-
tive in this regard. Widmer, Treas, and
Newcomb’s (1998) analysis of 24 industri-
alized countries participating in the Inter-
national Social Survey Program found that
70% of Americans believe that homosexual
sex is “always wrong,” compared with 39% of
Canadians, 58% of British, 45% of Spaniards,
and 42% of West Germans. The most con-
servative attitudes were found in Northern
Ireland (80% reporting “always wrong”),
Hungary (83%), and the Philippines (84%),
whereas the most accepting attitudes were
found in the Netherlands (19%). Such varia-
tion must be taken into account when draw-
ing inferences about the relevance of social
stigma for same-sex couples across diverse
cultural contexts. It also bears noting that no
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research has systematically tested whether
same-sex couples living in more tolerant
communities, cultures, or nations have sub-
stantially different relationship dynamics or
outcomes than those living in more stigma-
tizing environments. Some research, how-
ever, has found that variation in gender- and
sexuality-related childhood rejection relates
to adult orientations toward interpersonal
relationships (Allen & Land, 1999; Landolt,
Bartholomew, Saffrey, Oram, & Perlman,
2004). Thus, links between social stigma-
tization of same-sex sexuality and couple
functioning might be mediated by immedi-
ate, day-to-day stress or by cumulative influ-
ences on the development of interpersonal
attitudes and orientations, both of which
warrant substantive research attention.

Gender

Gender differences in interpersonal atti-
tudes, cognitions, and behaviors, and their
implications for couple functioning, have
long been topics of vigorous research and
debate, and studies of same-sex couples have
provided unique opportunities to examine
how broadly gender-related effects operate.
One of the most common research ques-
tions is whether sexual-minority individuals
are “gender-inverted” in their interpersonal
functioning, such that gay men resemble
heterosexual women and lesbians resem-
ble heterosexual men, or whether sexual
minorities show the same gender differences
in relationship behavior that have been long-
observed among heterosexuals.

Research findings support the latter view.
Although some sexual-minority men and
women are, in fact, gender-atypical in
appearance, behavior, or interests (reviewed
in Bailey, 1996), this does not gener-
ally extend to relationship behavior. With
respect to well-documented gender differ-
ences such as men’s greater interest in
casual sex, their greater emphasis on a
partner’s youth and physical attractiveness,
and women’s greater interest in emotion-
ally invested relationships, gay men and les-
bians show the same gender differences that

have been observed among heterosexuals
(e.g., Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, & Gladue, 1994 ;
Hayes, 1995 ; Kenrick, Keefe, Bryan, & Barr,
1995). Some have interpreted these findings
to indicate that men and women – regardless
of sexual orientation – are endowed with
fundamentally different mating “programs”
that evolved to serve their distinct reproduc-
tive challenges (Bailey et al., 1994), whereas
others have argued that sexual minorities
simply undergo the same gender socializa-
tion as do heterosexuals (Ritter & Terndrup,
2002). Regardless of interpretation, such
studies have proven valuable in prompt-
ing researchers to articulate and empirically
test otherwise implicit assumptions about
links between sexual orientation and gender-
specific behavior. They have also prompted
useful investigations of how combining two
men or two women in a couple relationship
tends to magnify gender-specific patterns.
Results from such studies, some of which
are reviewed subsequently, have helped to
explain not only how same-sex relation-
ships differ from those of heterosexuals,
but how the relationships of sexual-
minority women differ from those of sexual-
minority men.

Keeping these implicit frameworks of
gender and social stigma in mind helps to
provide a context for interpreting the dif-
ferent ways in which research questions
in this area have historically been formu-
lated and answered. For example, studies
that emphasize social stigmatization might
presume that its effects are gender-neutral,
and may therefore fail to compare female–
female with male–male couples. In contrast,
approaches that emphasize gender may fail
to assess the specific sociocultural context
in which different couples are embedded
or to consider the possibility that “gender
magnification” effects might vary as a func-
tion of local community attitudes toward
homosexuality and toward gender confor-
mity. Clearly, future research exploring the
intersections of gender and social stigma will
produce the most useful and informative
results; for the time being, the extant find-
ings reviewed here must be interpreted with
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an eye to what different studies do and do
not assess and adjust for.

Relationship Initiation

Given the historical stigmatization and
secrecy surrounding same-sex sexuality,
much research on sexual minorities’ rela-
tionships has focused on how they find
eligible same-sex partners to begin with.
Whereas older cohorts of sexual minori-
ties did, in fact, rely on lesbian and gay
bars and clubs to find potential partners
(Berger, 1990), this is no longer necessar-
ily the case. The progressively increasing
societal openness regarding same-sex sexu-
ality has allowed many sexual minorities to
meet potential partners through a diverse
range of channels, including work, school,
friends, and recreational activities (Bryant
& Demian, 1994 ; Elze, 2002). As for indi-
viduals living in more rural, isolated areas
with smaller sexual-minority populations,
the Internet has emerged into an important
and highly utilized resource for finding and
getting to know potential same-sex partners
with minimal risk of exposure (Peplau &
Beals, 2003).

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of
sexual-minority relationship initiation is the
tendency for sexual minorities to develop
romantic relationships out of close same-
sex friendships (Nardi, 1999; Rose & Zand,
2000). Lesbians, in particular, frequently fol-
low a “friendship script” in developing new
relationships, in which emotional compat-
ibility and communication are as impor-
tant – if not more important – than explicit
sexual interest or interaction (Rose & Zand,
2000; Rose, Zand, & Cimi, 1993). Gay
men also frequently become involved with
same-sex friends, but these involvements
sometimes remain exclusively sexual rather
than developing into long-term partnerships
(Nardi, 1999). Furthermore, in contrast to
the “friendship script” of relationship devel-
opment observed among lesbians, gay men’s
relationship scripts are more likely to involve
the establishment of sexual intimacy prior
to the development of emotional intimacy

(Rose et al., 1993). Lesbian couples have also
been observed to follow a somewhat accel-
erated pathway to emotional exclusivity and
commitment compared with heterosexuals
and gay men. Cini and Malafi (1991) for
example, found that lesbian couples often
considered themselves an exclusive, emo-
tionally involved couple by the fifth date.
This emphasis on serious rather than casual
involvement appears to become more pro-
nounced at later stages of life. Rose and Zand
(2000) found that among lesbians in middle
and late adulthood, dating was so clearly ori-
ented around the search for a potential long-
term partner that women preferred to speak
of themselves as “courting” than “dating.”
As noted earlier, these findings are consis-
tent with gender differences that have been
observed among heterosexuals, particularly
regarding women’s greater “relational” ori-
entation in comparison to men (reviewed in
Cross & Madson, 1997).

Relationship Maintenance
and Satisfaction

Although same-sex relationships have
been historically stereotyped as fleeting,
unhealthy, and unhappy (Testa, Kinder,
& Ironson, 1987), numerous studies over
the past 20 years have confirmed that
same-sex couples are generally as satisfied
and dissatisfied as other-sex couples, for the
same basic reasons: the balance of perceived
rewards to perceived costs (Beals, Impett,
& Peplau, 2002 ; Duffy & Rusbult, 1985).
As with heterosexual couples, satisfaction
in same-sex couples is positively associ-
ated with partners’ similarity in attitudes
and values (Kurdek & Schmitt, 1987;
Kurdek & Schnopp-Wyatt, 1997) as well
as demographic background (R. L. Hall &
Greene, 2002), perceptions of fairness and
equity (Eldridge & Gilbert, 1990; Kurdek,
1989, 1995 , 1998b; Kurdek & Schmitt, 1986;
Peplau, Padesky, & Hamilton, 1982 ; Schreurs
& Buunk, 1996), and a mutual emphasis on
dyadic attachment – that is, shared activi-
ties, togetherness, intimacy, commitment,
and sexual exclusivity (Deenen, Gijs, & van
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Naerssen, 1994 ; Eldridge & Gilbert, 1990;
Peplau & Cochran, 1981).

Same-sex relationships also show simi-
lar levels of stability as heterosexual rela-
tionships. One survey found that 14% of
lesbian couples and 25% of gay male cou-
ples had lived together for 10 or more years
(Bryant & Demian, 1994). Blumstein and
Schwartz’s (1983) American Couples study
found that over an 18-month period, 16%
of the same-sex male and 22% of the same-
sex female couples broke up, compared with
17% of the unmarried heterosexual couples
and 4% of the married heterosexual couples.
A more recent 5 -year longitudinal study
found breakup rates of 7% among married
heterosexuals, 14% for cohabiting same-sex
male couples and 16% for cohabiting same-
sex female couples (Kurdek, 1998b).

Notably, several studies (Beals et al.,
2002 ; Kurdek, 1992 , 2000a) have found that
the basic determinants of relationship sta-
bility are the same for same-sex couples
as for heterosexual couples: specifically, the
combination of attractors to the relationship,
such as love and satisfaction, with psycho-
logical and structural barriers to dissolution,
such as the lack of desirable alternatives,
legal marriage, children, joint property, and
so on, directly consistent with Rusbult’s
(1983) investment model. The lack of social–
legal recognition for same-sex relationships
means that same-sex couples automatically
have fewer barriers to relationship disso-
lution than do married heterosexual cou-
ples, and this is directly consistent with the
fact that their breakup rates are higher than
those of married couples, but comparable to
those of unmarried cohabiting heterosexuals
(Kurdek, 1998b).

Determinants of relationship satisfaction
are also similar across same-sex and hetero-
sexual couples. Kurdek (1998b) found that
relationship satisfaction in both types of cou-
ples was associated with appraisals of inti-
macy, autonomy, equality, and constructive
problem solving. Additionally, trajectories of
change in satisfaction over a 5 -year period
were the same across couple types. These
findings are consistent with research indi-
cating that same-sex couples use the same

basic strategies to maintain their relation-
ships as do heterosexual couples. For exam-
ple, Haas and Stafford (1998) found that
the most common maintenance strategies
reported by gay and lesbian individuals were
sharing tasks, communicating about the rela-
tionship, and sharing time together, similar
to the findings for heterosexual individuals
(Dainton & Stafford, 1993).

Notably, Haas and Stafford (1998) also
identified several maintenance strategies
that are specific to sexual-minority couples,
such as choosing to live, work, or socialize
in environments accepting of lesbian, gay,
and bisexual individuals, taking part in activ-
ities geared toward these populations, and
being “out” as a couple. Yet the effects of
such strategies may not be uniform across
couples. Studies focusing on lesbians’ open-
ness versus secrecy about their relationships
(Beals & Peplau, 2001; Caron & Ulin, 1997;
Jordan & Deluty, 2000) have found that the
impact of openness on relationship quality
depends on whether it is met with accep-
tance versus rejection by family members,
friends, and coworkers, as well as correspon-
dence between partners’ degrees of open-
ness (Jordan & Deluty, 2000). Correspon-
dence between partners has also been found
to moderate the beneficial effects of lesbian,
gay, and bisexual community involvement
(Beals & Peplau, 2001).

Such findings raise important ques-
tions about the mechanisms through which
gay-specific maintenance strategies operate.
Some recent research suggests that these
strategies might work both at the level of
the dyad and at the level of the individ-
ual. Specifically, Elizur and Mintzer (2003)
found that among gay men, having a positive
gay identity and having strong social support
from peers (both of which are likely fostered
by living in gay-positive environments, par-
ticipating in lesbian, gay, and bisexual activ-
ities, and “outness”) were positively related
to gay men’s relationship durability and sat-
isfaction. Furthermore, the effect of gay
identification on these outcomes was found
to be mediated by men’s self-acceptance.
This suggests, interestingly, that relation-
ship maintenance strategies such as lesbian,
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gay, and bisexual community involvement
might prove effective not only because they
bolster social support for the dyad (which
has been previously found to enhance
sexual-minority relationship functioning, as
reviewed by Green & Mitchell, 2002), but
because they bolster each partner’s positive
self-concept as a gay individual. The notion
that positive self-concepts can enhance rela-
tionship functioning is certainly not new
to relationship research, but Elizur and
Mintzer’s work is one of the first to systemat-
ically examine how this dimension informs
our understanding of the unique dynamics
underlying sexual-minority relationships.

Another important moderator is obvi-
ously gender. Duffy and Rusbult (1985)
found that in both same-sex and hetero-
sexual relationships, women reported more
commitment to maintaining their relation-
ships than men. This, of course, is consis-
tent with theory and research suggesting that
women are socialized to define themselves
and their self-worth in the context of their
relationships (Cross & Madson, 1997), giving
them a greater “stake” in relationship main-
tenance. Interestingly, Rusbult, Zembrodt,
and Iwaniszek (1986) found that this phe-
nomena is not simply linked with gender, but
with adherence to traditional norms of fem-
ininity. They found that across both gender
and sexual orientation, greater psychological
femininity (as assessed through a personal-
ity inventory) was associated with tenden-
cies to respond to relationship difficulties
by attempting to improve them or to wait
for them to improve, whereas psychologi-
cal masculinity was associated with exiting
problematic relationships or allowing them
to deteriorate.

Altogether, this body of research suggests
that although the determinants of relation-
ship maintenance and satisfaction are largely
similar across same-sex and heterosexual
couples, same-sex couples are characterized
by unique challenges and dynamics – partly
as a function of partners’ “matched” gender
and partly as a function of social stigmatiza-
tion – that remain important areas for future
investigation.

Relationship Dissolution

The limited number of studies specifically
comparing relationship dissolution across
same-sex and heterosexual couples have
generally found no significant differences in
the reasons for and psychological effects of
dissolution (Kurdek, 1997a). In both types
of couples, dissolution can be longitudi-
nally predicted from relationship qualities
such as intimacy, equality, and problem solv-
ing (Kurdek, 1998b), as well as the expe-
rience and expectation of affectively pos-
itive partner interactions (Gottman et al.,
2003), compared with equivalent analy-
ses of heterosexual couples in Gottman &
Levenson, 1992). Gottman and colleagues’
series of studies (which, notably, followed
same-sex couples over an unprecedented
12-year period) also found that among both
same-sex and heterosexual couples, high
physiological reactivity during couple inter-
actions predicted later dissolution.

As just alluded to Kurdek (1998b) found
that across same-sex and heterosexual cou-
ples, the strongest unique predictor of rela-
tionship dissolution over a 5 -year period,
adjusting for initial relationship quality, is
the presence of barriers to leaving the rela-
tionship, consistent with the results of other
research (Beals et al., 2002). In light of
such findings, and in light of the steadily
increasing efforts to secure formal recogni-
tion for same-sex relationships, one interest-
ing question is whether couples who take
legally binding steps to affirm their mutual
commitment, such as registering for a civil
union, will have lower breakup rates over
time than couples that pursue public but
nonlegal forms of recognition, such as com-
mitment ceremonies, or couples who have
not undergone a commitment ceremony
but have established other legal ties to one
another, such as taking the same last name
(Suter & Oswald, 2003) or merging finances
(Beals et al., 2002). Comparing breakup
rates across such couples would provide
a unique opportunity to compare directly
the stabilizing effect of structural versus
personal–moral dimensions of relationship
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commitment (Johnson, 1999). Additionally,
given recent arguments over whether civil
unions represent adequate substitutes for
same-sex marriage, researchers might con-
sider whether the specific degree, breadth,
and perceived legitimacy of structural ties
between same-sex partners is linearly related
to their relationship stability.

Notably, some of these structural ties
are more robust than couples may realize.
Legal procedures for dissolving civil unions
vary widely and are often poorly under-
stood. For example, 85% of the same-sex
couples who obtained official civil unions
in Vermont by 2003 traveled there specifi-
cally for this purpose, and some have since
discovered that they cannot formally dis-
solve such unions unless they are Ver-
mont residents (Bernstein, 2003). Given
such ambiguities, and sexual minorities’
ambivalence about placing delicate matters
of money and even child custody into the
hands of potentially hostile court systems,
some expect that same-sex couples might
increasingly turn to professional mediators
to assist with relationship dissolution (Wal-
ter, 2003), and the mediation field has shown
increased awareness of – and calls for sensi-
tivity to – their unique concerns (Felicio &
Sutherland, 2001).

One issue that makes dissolution of
same-sex relationships fairly unique is the
tendency for sexual minorities to maintain
close emotional ties – sometimes even best
friendships – with their ex-partners after dis-
solution (Nardi, 1999; Shumsky, 2001), a
phenomenon often attributed to the high
value sexual minorities have been found to
place on maintaining “chosen families” of
supportive and accepting friends to com-
pensate for troubled family ties (Nardi,
1992). The difficulties that long-standing
“ex-lover” relationships introduce into indi-
viduals’ new relationships has received some
anecdotal and qualitative investigation (for
examples, see Weinstock & Rothblum, 1996)
but has not yet been the topic of sys-
tematic study across same-sex and het-
erosexual pairs. Given the contemporary
prevalence of “blended” families, involving

both stepparents and extended steprelatives,
closer investigation of the strategies used by
same-sex and heterosexual couples to bal-
ance ties to prior versus current partners is
an important topic for future research.

Gender-Related Dynamics

As noted earlier, one of the most salient
and unique dimensions of same-sex relation-
ships is their potential to magnify gender-
related dynamics. Numerous studies have
investigated this phenomenon across a range
of different relationship properties. With
regard to individuals’ perceptions of inti-
macy (typically of high value to women)
versus autonomy (typically of high value to
men) in their relationships, Kurdek (1998b)
found mixed support for the notion that
same-sex couples confer a “double-dose” of
gender-linked relationship properties. Con-
trary to the notion that gay men should
report uniquely high levels of autonomy, he
found that both lesbian and gay male couples
reported greater autonomy than did hetero-
sexual couples.

As for intimacy, Kurdek detected a small
but significant tendency for lesbian couples
to report greater intimacy with their part-
ners, assessed by self-reported factors such
as shared time together and the degree to
which partners maintained a “couple” iden-
tity. Similarly, Zacks, Green, and Marrow
(1988) found that in comparison to het-
erosexual couples, lesbian couples reported
higher levels of cohesion, adaptability, and
satisfaction in their relationships, a result the
authors attributed to women’s gender role
socialization. Recall, however, that lesbian
couples have not been found to show greater
relationship stability than either gay male or
heterosexual couples. Rather, the results of
Kurdek’s (1998b) research suggest that hav-
ing barriers to dissolving a relationship is
more important for keeping it together than
having a “double-dose” of female-typed rela-
tionship skills and maintenance strategies.
In fact, some clinically oriented researchers
have considered whether heightened levels
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of intimacy in female–female couples might
actually prove detrimental by promoting
excessive psychological “fusion” or “merger”
between partners (Biaggio, Coan, & Adams,
2002 ; Nichols, 1987). Thus, this body of
research has provided important correctives
to many implicit assumptions about the role
of “female-typed” intimacy skills in relation-
ship maintenance and quality.

Another topic of interest with regard to
gender magnification in same-sex couples
concerns power and equality in domains
ranging from decision making, influence
strategies, household labor, and problem
solving. Although stereotypes have his-
torically presumed that same-sex couples
implicitly designate one partner to take the
classically “female” role and one partner
to take the “male” role in these domains,
research does not bear out this view. Rather,
gay and lesbian couples place a high value
on equity in their relationships, and lesbians
in particular report particular success in
achieving equitable arrangements (Peplau &
Cochran, 1980). Strategies for achiev-
ing equity follow a number of different
patterns. With respect to household respon-
sibilities, research indicates that same-sex
couples develop largely idiosyncratic
arrangements, allowing their respective
interests and desires to shape daily practice
(Huston & Schwartz, 2002). Accordingly,
it is not uncommon for same-sex partners
to mix and match female-typed and male-
typed tasks and roles (i.e., Amy handles
auto maintenance and most of the cooking,
and Deb takes care of social arrangements
and financial planning). Overall, same-sex
couples show more equitable distributions
of household labor than do heterosexual
couples (Kurdek, 1993 ; Patterson, 1995).
However, male–male and female–female
couples appear to operationalize equity in
different ways, with male couples typically
having each partner specialize in certain
activities, whereas female couples tend to
share task performance (Kurdek, 1993).

This is not to suggest, of course, that
same-sex couples are uniformly success-
ful in avoiding power differentials. For
example, research has found that among

both gay male and lesbian couples, income
discrepancies tend to be associated with
power differentials (Caldwell & Peplau,
1984 ; Harry, 1984 ; Harry & DeVall, 1978;
Reilly & Lynch, 1990), more so for for
gay men than for women (Blumstein &
Schwartz, 1983). Research on influence
strategies is also instructive. Historically,
research in this area has differentiated
between “weak,” female-typed strategies
(such as withdrawal or the expression of
negative emotions) and “strong” male-typed
strategies (such as bargaining, bullying,
reasoning, or interrupting the other person).
However, research comparing heterosexual
couples to same-sex couples suggests that
gender differences in the use of weak versus
strong strategies have more to do with
power than with gender (Falbo & Peplau,
1980; Howard, Blumstein, & Schwartz,
1986). Specifically, individuals who perceive
themselves as more powerful tend to use
stronger strategies, regardless of gender or
sexual orientation, whereas individuals who
perceive themselves as less powerful tend to
use weaker strategies (Kollock, Blumstein,
& Schwartz, 1986). Furthermore, Howard
and colleagues (1986) found that for some
influence strategies, the gender of one’s
partner proved more important than one’s
own gender: Specifically, manipulation and
supplication were most common among
individuals with male partners, regardless of
the individual’s gender.

Clearly, research on how each part-
ner’s gender – and gender socialization –
shapes same-sex relationship dynamics has
important implications for understanding
such dynamics in all couples. Yet future
investigations of such topics must be paired
with more systematic assessments of indi-
vidual differences other than gender to more
clearly specify the mechanisms through
which gender-related effects operate. For
example, how might individual difference
dimensions such as locus of control (Kurdek,
1997b, 2000b; Schmitt & Kurdek, 1987),
attachment style (Gaines & Henderson,
2002 ; Kurdek, 2002), rejection sensitivity
(Downey & Feldman, 1996), and affective
states such as anxiety and depression
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(Kurdek, 1997b, 1998a; Oetjen & Rothblum,
2000; Schmitt & Kurdek, 1987) mediate or
moderate the effects of gender composition
on couple functioning? Future research
along these lines will enable researchers
to explain not only differences between
female–female, male–male, and male–
female couples, but to identify and explain
differences within each relationship type.

Sexual Behavior and Satisfaction

Sexuality obviously plays an important role
in couple functioning, and it is particularly
salient for same-sex couples given that soci-
ety defines and categorizes lesbian, gay, and
bisexual individuals on the basis of their
sexuality. However, most research on sex-
uality among sexual minorities has focused
on individuals’ desires and behaviors rather
than the relationship context of sexuality
(reviewed in Peplau, Fingerhut, & Beals,
2004). The few data available suggest that,
as with heterosexual couples (reviewed in
Sprecher, Christopher, & Cate, this vol-
ume), same-sex couples’ sexual satisfaction
is strongly related to their global relation-
ship satisfaction (Bryant & Demian, 1994 ;
Deenen et al., 1994 ; Kurdek, 1991; Peplau &
Cochran, 1981; Peplau, Cochran, & Mays,
1997). Interestingly, however, the type of
sexual relationship that some same-sex cou-
ples consider satisfying differs from typical
heterosexual norms. For example, as noted
by Frye (1990), many lesbians endorse fairly
broad conceptualizations of “sexual activ-
ity” that include behaviors such as hugging,
cuddling, and fondling one another’s bod-
ies without necessarily attempting or achiev-
ing orgasm, whereas mainstream Ameri-
can adolescents and adults endorse more
restrictive definitions of “sex” that focus
on penetration and orgasm (Bogart, Cecil,
Wagstaff, Pinkerton, & Abramson, 2000;
Pitts & Rahman, 2001; Sanders & Reinisch,
1999). Yet notably, despite granting a less
central role to orgasm in sexual activity,
lesbian couples appear to have particu-
larly high rates of orgasm (Jay & Young,
1979; Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, & Gebhard,

1953 ; Lever, 1994 ; Loulan, 1987; Peplau,
Cochran, Rook, & Padesky, 1978). Also, les-
bians appear to place a greater value than
do heterosexual couples on equality in both
initiating and refusing sexual activity, con-
sistent with the fact that lesbian couples
have been found to place a high emphasis
on equality in their relationships in a variety
of domains (Kurdek, 1995).

Considerable attention has been devoted
to the phenomenon of sexual infrequency in
long-term lesbian couples, sometimes called
“lesbian bed death” (Iasenza, 2002). As
reviewed by Peplau et al. (2004), the preva-
lence, causes, and relative “healthfulness” of
diminished sexual frequency in lesbian cou-
ples have been hotly debated. Is it a dysfunc-
tional consequence of excessive intimacy, a
side effect of women’s socialization toward
sexual passivity and shame, or a methodolog-
ical artifact of overly restrictive definitions
of “sex” in conventional questionnaires? In
wading through these debates, it becomes
clear that research on the causes and con-
sequences of this phenomenon would bene-
fit greatly from more systematic integration
with the research literature on heterosex-
ual female sexuality, particularly female
sexual dysfunction. A random, representa-
tive study of American adults found that
more than 30% of women reported difficul-
ties with sexual arousal and sexual desire
(Laumann, Paik, & Rosen, 1999). Cou-
pled with the tendency for women not to
take the lead in initiating sexual activity as
a result of conventional female socializa-
tion (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983 ; Nichols,
1988, 1990), one might question whether
most long-term heterosexual couples might
also experience “bed death” if they did
not have a reliably interested and initiatory
male partner.

Some psychologists have argued that
for some lesbian couples, low sexual fre-
quency might be perfectly healthful to
the extent that it meets both partners’
needs (Fassinger & Morrow, 1995), whereas
others may simply need to make specific
efforts to respect and manage – rather than
eradicate – differences between their sex-
ual drives (M. Hall, 2001). Clearly, we
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need to maintain a critical perspective on
contemporary definitions of – and pro-
posed clinical treatments for – female sex-
ual “problems” in general (Tiefer, 1999) to
understand the causes and consequences of
diminished sexual activity among lesbians.
These topics will receive continuing research
and debate in future years, particularly
given the possibility that younger cohorts
of sexual-minority women, who have grown
up with more open and accepting envi-
ronments regarding female sexuality, might
show different patterns of sexuality in their
long-term relationships.

Sexual Exclusivity

With respect to male couples, one fac-
tor that has received considerable atten-
tion concerns the degree of sexual exclu-
sivity in the relationship. As documented
by Blumstein and Schwartz (1983), male–
male couples are more likely than either
male–female or female–female couples to
report engaging in extradyadic sexual activ-
ity, often with the explicit knowledge of
their partner (see also Bryant & Demian,
1994 ; Harry, 1984 ; Harry & DeVall, 1978;
McWhirter & Mattison, 1984 ; Peplau et al.,
1997). Blumstein and Schwartz (1983) also
found that gay male couples were less likely
than lesbian or heterosexual couples to
report that monogamy was important to
them. However, such attitudes among gay
men may be undergoing historical change.
Contrary to what one might expect on the
basis of findings published in the early 1980s,
a 1994 survey (N = 2 ,500) conducted by
The Advocate (Lever, 1994), a lesbian and
gay magazine, found that although 48% of
gay men reported having participated in
extradyadic sexual activity in their relation-
ships, more than 70% indicated that they
preferred long-term monogamous relation-
ships to other arrangements.

The degree to which extradyadic sex-
ual activity and relationship satisfaction are
associated with one another appears to
depend on a number of factors, such as
whether it is illicit versus part of a mutual
relationship “contract” (Hickson et al.,

1992). Some couples, for example, view
extradyadic sexual encounters as having pos-
itive effects on the primary relationship
(Deenen et al., 1994). Yet even couples
with positive attitudes toward – and explicit
agreements permitting – extradyadic sex
may find that they need to revise such
agreements over time to account for unan-
ticipated reactions and situations (LaSala,
2001). In making provisions for such oppor-
tunities within their relationships, some
male couples define specific conditions
under which extradyadic sex is and is not
acceptable, often relating to safer sex prac-
tices, whether it occurs in the home, disclo-
sure to or direct involvement of the other
partner, and degree of emotional attachment
to the other partner. Notably, gay men report
feeling more threatened by a partner’s emo-
tional infidelity than sexual infidelity, exactly
the reverse of heterosexual men (Dijkstra
et al., 2001), perhaps reflecting gay men’s
expectation that men are generally more
successful than women in separating love
from sex, and hence in pursuing extradyadic
sex that is, in fact, “just sex.”

Given recent historical changes regard-
ing attitudes toward, recognition of, and
men’s participation in committed same-sex
partnerships, rates of – and rules about –
extradyadic sexual activity may change, and
deserve close attention. For example, one
recent study of gay couples in Vermont that
had obtained civil unions found that these
couples reported lower rates of extradyadic
sexual activity than have been found in prior
research (Campbell, 2002). Longitudinal
research is obviously necessary to determine
whether such associations – if they are reli-
able – represent self-selection (i.e., the most
exclusive couples are the ones most likely to
seek legal recognition for their relationship)
or whether the process of obtaining a civil
union changes partners’ attitudes toward –
and behavior within – their relationships.
Another topic for research is whether con-
temporary cohorts of young gay men, who
are exposed to a far greater number of pos-
itive images of successful gay male couples
than have been previous cohorts, might have
significantly more optimistic expectations
for forming stable and satisfying long-term
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relationships, and hence different attitudes
about sexual exclusivity.

Violence and Abuse

Contrary to the notion that domestic vio-
lence is unique to the patriarchal dynam-
ics of male–female pairings, recent years
have seen increasing documention of vio-
lence and abuse within same-sex relation-
ships, ranging from physical behaviors such
as hitting, slapping, scratching, and attack-
ing with a weapon, to nonphysical behav-
iors such as threats, denigration, and sexual
coercion (L. K. Burke & Follingstad, 1999;
Regan, Bartholomew, Oram, & Landolt,
2002 ; Walder-Haugrud, 1999; C. M. West,
1998, 2002). Although accurate prevalence
estimates are difficult to obtain, prior stud-
ies have found incidence rates ranging from
25% to 50% (Alexander, 2002 ; C. M. West,
2002). Notably, sexual-minority adolescents
are not immune from these problems: Elze
(2002) found that one third of female
sexual-minority youths in northern England
had experienced verbal or physical abuse
in their dating relationships in the previous
12 months, including 28% of the girls who
had only dated other girls.

Thus far, studies have found that the
correlates of relationship violence in same-
sex couples parallel those found in het-
erosexual couples, such as conflicts over
dependency, jealousy, money, power, and
substance abuse (McClennen, Summers, &
Vaughan, 2002). Some unique patterns,
however, have emerged. For example, a
recent study of gay male couples (Regan
et al., 2002) found that some forms of vio-
lence that typically occupy the upper end
of the severity continuum for heterosex-
ual couples, such as punching and hitting,
tended to cluster with lower-severity violent
behaviors among gay male couples. Alter-
natively, some behaviors that are lower in
severity for heterosexual couples, such as
twisting arms, pulling hair, and scratching,
cluster with higher-severity violent behav-
iors among gay men. The authors suggested
that men might resort to punching and hit-
ting earlier in a male–male conflict than

in a male–female conflict, given that this
behavior has more serious consequences
when directed toward a weaker and smaller
woman (and also potentially because some
boys become accustomed to hitting and
punching other boys in the context of child-
hood fights). With regard to hair pulling and
scratching, they argued that these behav-
iors in gay male couples might index the
escalation of a fight to a prolonged, close-
proximity struggle. Unique dynamics have
also been observed in lesbian couples. For
example, one recent study (Miller, Greene,
Causby, White, & Lockhart, 2001) found
that physical aggression was more common
than outright violence in lesbian relation-
ships, and that it was best predicted by
relationship fusion, whereas physical vio-
lence was best predicted by measures of con-
trol. Such findings raise important questions
about how male and female socialization, as
well as men’s and women’s different histo-
ries of physically aggressive conflicts in child-
hood, relates to the patterns of violence and
abuse observed in male–female, male–male,
and female–female couples.

Understanding such dynamics is critically
important for the design and implementa-
tion of effective antiviolence interventions.
For example, given that the overwhelming
majority of domestic violence in hetero-
sexual relationships is conducted by men,
the training of clinicians and social work-
ers may be inadequate to address the fac-
tors underlying female–female relationship
violence. Additionally, it is important to
consider whether sexual-minority relation-
ships might be particularly vulnerable to
relationship violence as a function of the
stress and pressure of social stigmatization,
or maladaptive patterns of social function-
ing derived from histories of parental or peer
rejection or victimization. Such information
might prove to be particularly important
in preventing sexual-minority youths from
developing stable, maladaptive patterns of
dealing with social stigma and with relation-
ship problems (see, for example, Lie, Schilit,
Bush, Montagne, & Reyes, 1991).

Along the same lines, it is important to
investigate larger social-structural responses
to same-sex relationship violence (T. W.
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Burke, Jordan, & Owen, 2002 ; Kuehnle &
Sullivan, 2003 ; Potoczniak, Murot, Crosbie
Burnett, & Potoczniak, 2003). Historically,
much attention has been devoted to the
ways in which institutionalized patriarchy
and sexism contribute to male–female rela-
tionship violence by creating a climate of
tolerance for male power over their female
partners, both at the level of community
norms and at the level of policing and legal
responses to domestic violences. Among
sexual-minority couples, the same ques-
tion might be posed with respect to insti-
tutionalized and internalized homophobia
(Tigert, 2001). Failures of local communi-
ties and policing-legal institutions to inter-
vene actively in same-sex domestic violence
might reflect and reinforce a sense that same-
sex couples are less valuable individuals.
Clearly, future research in this area is impor-
tant for understanding the multiple ways in
which the cultural stigmatization of same-
sex sexuality influences sexual minorities’
feelings and behaviors within their most inti-
mate relationships.

Replacing Old Assumptions
With New Questions: Cautions
and Future Directions

In considering directions for future research
on sexual-minority or same-sex relation-
ships, it is important to remain mindful
and critical of the cultural assumptions that
typically underlie our research questions.
For example, as noted earlier, the major-
ity (specifically, 74%) of sexual minorities
report wanting the option of legal same-
sex marriage (Kaiser Foundation, 2001). Yet
consider this finding more carefully: What
do we know (or should we try and find
out) about the one fourth of lesbian, gay,
and bisexual individuals who don’t want
the option of legal marriage? Our histor-
ical emphasis on documenting that sex-
ual minorities want and achieve the same
types of long-term relationships as do het-
erosexuals can potentially blind us to impor-
tant questions about alternative, unexpected
relationship types and desires that might

challenge our own assumptions about the
optimal form, duration, and developmental
trajectories of same-sex and other-sex inti-
mate relationships.

For example, many sexual-minority and
heterosexual scholars and laypeople have
responded to the historical exclusion of
sexual-minority individuals from the insti-
tution of marriage with critical reflection
about the political, social, legal, and personal
meaning of marriage and “marriagelike” rela-
tionships. Some have come away from such
reflections strongly critical of the patriar-
chal underpinnings of traditional marriage
and the specter of religious or governmen-
tal regulation of personal relationships. Oth-
ers, more provocatively, have argued that
an even more dangerous problem is the
hegemonic notion that exclusive, monoga-
mous sexual and romantic partnerships are
the most healthy, desirable, and worthy of
legal recognition (for a range of views on
these issues, see Butler, 2002 ; Ettelbrick,
1993 , 2001; Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 2004 ;
Sullivan & Landau, 1997; Warner, 1999).
In light of these issues, some have argued
that instead of advocating for same-sex
marriage, activists should promote greater
awareness and appreciation of alternative
relationship practices among same-sex and
other-sex couples, such as maintaining sep-
arate residences from a primary partner
(Hess & Catell, 2001); pursuing multiple or
nonmonogamous partnerships (Munson &
Stelboum, 1999; Rust, 1996; C. West, 1996);
developing romantic, emotionally primary,
but nonsexual relationships (Rothblum &
Brehony, 1993); or forgoing “primary” ties
altogether in favor of “chosen families” of
close friends (Nardi, 1999; Weinstock &
Rothblum, 1996). Researchers should take
our cue from these debates and devote
increasing attention to the prevalence and
long-term implications of such practices.

Another important area for future
research concerns the relationship expe-
riences of bisexual individuals, who have
been historically underrepresented in
research on sexual minorities. Despite
recent increases in the cultural visibility
and perceived legitimacy of “bisexual” as a
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stable sexual identity category (see Rust,
2000), it remains more highly stigmatized
than exclusive homosexuality (Eliason,
1997; Eliason, 2001; Mulick & Wright, 2002 ;
Paul, 1996) and is frequently misunder-
stood and denigrated even within lesbian
and gay communities (Mohr & Rochlen,
1999; Mulick & Wright, 2002 ; Ochs, 1996;
Rust, 1995). This can create particular
problems for bisexual individuals whether
they maintain long-term relationships with
same-sex or other-sex partners. The social
and psychological complexities involved in
transitioning between successive same-sex
and other-sex relationships also warrant
close attention because these transitions
often prompt feelings of having to “come
out” – as lesbian or heterosexual – all over
again (Diamond, 2000, 2003a).

Fluidity in sexual attractions and behav-
ior, and the way in which it shapes and is
shaped by relationship experiences, also war-
rants research attention, particularly among
women. Researchers have long noted that
some women appear to experience same-sex
desires only in the context of a single, unex-
pectedly intense emotional bond (reviewed
in Diamond, 2003b), and this phenomenon
now appears to be related to the broader
phenomenon of “situation-dependence” or
“plasticity” in sexuality, which appears to
be more common in women than in men
and which cuts across sexual orientation
(see Baumeister, 2000, for a comprehen-
sive review). Given that intimate relation-
ships appear to be among the most common
triggers for sexual fluidity, future research
should systematically investigate how com-
mon such experiences are among women
and men, the mechanisms through which
they operate, and their long-term impli-
cations for sexual experience and identity.
Another fascinating topic with regard to
fluidity concerns how same-sex and other-
sex couples manage either partner’s periodic
experience – and potential expression –
of desires that contradict his or her self-
described sexual orientation. Some research
in this vein has been conducted on bisex-
ually attracted individuals in heterosexual
relationships (Buxton, 2001; Edser & Shea,

2002 ; Reinhardt, 2002), but much more
could be gained by a broader perspec-
tive that treats incongruencies among love,
desire, and identity as its central focus, and
this does not presume neat and imperme-
able boundaries between heterosexual and
lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals and
life histories.

Finally, a fundamentally important pri-
ority for future research involves greater
investigation of ethnic-minority same-sex
relationships. Historically, the majority of
research on same-sex couples has been con-
ducted with White and middle-class sam-
ples; much greater research is needed dis-
secting the complex interacting influences
of race, culture, and class on such rela-
tionships, particularly given that such fac-
tors often influence the degree to which
one’s family and local community toler-
ates or condemns same-sex sexuality (Chan,
1992 ; Collins, 1990; Hidalgo, 1984 ; Stokes,
Miller, & Mundhenk, 1998). For example,
some foreign languages have no positive
or neutral terms for “lesbian,” “gay,” or
“bisexual” (Espin, 1997), raising fascinating
questions about how individuals with such
backgrounds come to conceptualize same-
sex relationships as they grow up and how
they perceive and speak about such relation-
ships in adulthood. Couples in which part-
ners have different ethnic or socioeconomic
backgrounds also pose particularly interest-
ing and important questions: Research on a
small group of African American lesbians,
for example, has found that social class dif-
ferences often posed salient and intractable
problems for intimate relationships (R. L.
Hall & Greene, 2002), often involving per-
ceptions that a long-term involvement with
a partner from a starkly different social class
or ethnic background might further distance
a sexual-minority from her family members
and local community.

Conclusion

In sum, during the past 20 years, the vol-
ume and sophistication of research on same-
sex intimate relationships has increased
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dramatically. In this chapter, I have focused
on seven areas of research:

1. Relationship initiation, in which same-
sex romantic relationships – particularly
among women – are distinguished by the
fact that they frequently emerge out of
friendships;

2 . Relationship maintenance and satisfac-
tion, in which many of the same ante-
cedent factors operate for same-sex as for
other-sex relationships, although a num-
ber of maintenance strategies specific to
same-sex couples have been documented;

3 . Relationship dissolution, in which simi-
lar factors (e.g., the absence of barriers)
operate in same-sex and other-sex cou-
ples, although sexual minorities are dis-
tinguished by a greater tendency to main-
tain close emotional ties to ex-partners
after dissolution;

4 . Gender dynamics, in which sexual
minorities have been found to place a high
value on equity in their relationships;

5 . Sexual behavior, in which similar links
between sexual satisfaction and global
relationship quality have been detected in
same-sex and other-sex couples, although
studies of same-sex couples raise impor-
tant definitional issues about the mean-
ing of different sexual behaviors and
experiences;

6. Sexual exclusivity, in which the historical
finding of greater nonmonogamy among
gay men appears to be shifting;

7. Violence and abuse, a relationship phe-
nomenon that has received increas-
ing attention and analysis in same-sex
couples.

Overall, the research reviewed here demon-
strates that the similarities between same-
sex and other-sex couples outnumber the
differences.

In considering the history and future of
psychological research on sexual-minority
relationships, the underlying cultural as-
sumptions and unavoidable political dimen-
sions that shape the asking and answering
of questions about same-sex relationships

warrant continual scrutiny. In an influen-
tial critique of early research on lesbian and
gay individuals, Kitzinger (1987) pointed
out that the long-standing emphasis on
documenting the lack of significant mental
health differences between gay and lesbian
and heterosexual individuals might have
appeared to represent the triumph of sci-
entific objectivity over social prejudice, but
in fact functioned to reinforce the social
disenfranchisement of sexual-minority indi-
viduals by implicitly predicating their
social acceptability on patterns of thought,
feeling, and behavior that were judged
“normal” and “healthy” by mainstream soci-
ety. Her analysis demonstrates the impor-
tance of vigilantly monitoring the multiple
sociocultural and political forces inescapably
shaping the context in which research on
sexual-minority relationships is conducted
and interpreted. We must continually check
and revisit our explicit and implicit theo-
ries of sexuality and relationships in order to
appropriately represent how these phenom-
ena develop, unfold, and interact within the
life courses of diverse sexual-minority indi-
viduals. The end result of such efforts will
be a deeper understanding of intimate rela-
tionships in the context of same-sex sexu-
ality and a deeper understanding of same-
sex sexuality in the context of intimate
relationships.
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological systems
model emphasizes the importance of under-
standing individuals within the multiple
contexts in which they live and interact.
Consistent with this model, the role of
the family context has received consider-
able attention in the research literature on
mental health. The family context is gener-
ally characterized as dynamic, including the
marital and parent–child, as well as sibling
relationships, which are interrelated, each
influencing and, in turn, being influenced
by the other (see Erel & Burman, 1995 , for
a review). While healthy families, or fami-
lies characterized by low levels of stress and
conflict, have been linked to resilience and
mental health and adjustment in both chil-
dren and adults, unhealthy families, or fami-
lies characterized by high levels of stress and
conflict, have been linked to a wide range
of adjustment difficulties, including men-
tal illness (Cummings, Davies, & Campbell,
2000). Children who grow up in families
characterized by high levels of conflict are
more vulnerable to internalizing and exter-
nalizing problems and are more likely to
engage in high-risk behaviors, including sub-

stance use and sexual risk taking. Moreover,
the consequences of family conflict may
persist beyond childhood and adolescence
into adulthood and affect not only individ-
ual adjustment (Jones, Forehand, & Beach,
2000) but also later adult romantic relation-
ships (Delsing, Oud, DeBruyn, & van Aken,
2003 ; Sabatelli & Bartle-Haring, 2003).

Marital and parent–child relations also
are associated with mental health and
well-being in adulthood, prompting the
development of marital- and family-based
interventions to treat adult mental health
problems, including mood disorders, anxi-
ety disorders, and substance use disorders
(see Baucom, Shoham, Mueser, Daiuto, &
Stickle, 1998, for a review). One area in
which the link between family relationships
and mental health has been particularly well
examined is depression.

Depression

It is not uncommon to hear someone say
that they are feeling “depressed.” Feeling
sad is a virtually universal phenomenon and
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“sadness” and “depression” are often used
interchangeably in the lay community. In
the professional community, the definition
of depression also varies. Some consider
“clinical” depression, as diagnosed by the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (4th ed.,
text revision); DSM-IV-TR; (American Psy-
chiatric Association, 2000), the gold stan-
dard for clinical outcome research. A clinical
diagnosis of depression, referred to as major
depression in the DSM-IV-TR, requires an
individual to have five symptoms for at
least a 2-week period (e.g., depressed mood,
anhedonia, loss of sleep, loss of appetite,
suicidal ideation), with the symptoms rep-
resenting a change in previous function-
ing. Additionally, one of the five symptoms
has to be either depressed mood or anhe-
donia. Alternatively, others are more inter-
ested in subclinical depression, or any state
in which depressive symptoms are present
but in which they are not present in suffi-
cient number or severity to quality for major
depression, given that such milder forms of
depression are far more common and also
disruptive (Ingram & Siegle, 2002). Given
the variability in the definition and use of
the term, the term depression is used broadly
throughout this chapter to refer to research
examining both clinical depression and sub-
clinical depressive symptoms.

Depression is the most common of all
psychiatric disturbances, affecting nearly
20% of people in the United States at
some point in their lives (Karno et al.,
1987). Notably, the prevalence of depres-
sion prompted the World Health Organiza-
tion to rank depression as the single most
burdensome disease in the world (Murray &
Lopez, 1996). Adding to the burden, depres-
sion is associated with poor physical health,
with evidence mounting for an association
between depression and cardiovascular dis-
ease in particular (e.g., Jones, Matthews,
Bromberger, & Sutton-Tyrrell, 2003), as
well as health-compromising behaviors (e.g.,
Roy, Mitchell, & Wilhelm, 2001). The eco-
nomic costs of depression are also rising,
with some estimates suggesting that lost
work productivity associated with depres-
sion in the United States exceeds $33 billion

(Greenberg, Kessler, Nells, Finkelstein, &
Berndt, 1996). For a significant portion of
these individuals, depression will result in a
suicide, with some estimates suggesting that
15% of depressed individuals will commit
suicide (Hirschfeld & Goodwin, 1988).

In addition to health, workplace, and
economic burdens associated with depres-
sion, there are also costs for family mem-
bers. Depressed individuals are more likely
to divorce (e.g., Wade & Cairney, 2000)
and the children of depressed parents are
more likely to experience depressive symp-
toms themselves (see Gotlib & Goodman,
1999, for a review). Thus, the family has
become an important context within which
to study and treat depressive symptoms in
both children and adults. Surprisingly, how-
ever, reviews of the association between
family distress and depression tend to focus
either on adults or children, rather than on
both as subsystems within a family con-
text. Marital researchers tend to focus on
the relation of marital distress and depres-
sion in adults, whereas child and family
researchers tend to focus on the relation of
family distress, including marital, parenting,
and parent–child distress on child depres-
sion, with little communication between the
two groups.

This chapter therefore integrates and
summarizes the literature linking family
relationship distress and depression, focus-
ing on both children and adults within the
family context. Understanding the associa-
tion between family distress and depression,
rather than studying children and adults sep-
arately, provides an opportunity to think
within a developmental framework that has
the potential to inform prevention and inter-
vention efforts focusing on at-risk families,
rather than targeting individuals. First, we
review the literature linking family relation-
ship distress in both adults and children.
We then summarize the literature suggesting
a bidirectional association between family
relationship distress and depression. Finally,
we discuss how our understanding of the
interrelationship of family relationship dis-
tress and depression should guide our use
of family-based prevention and intervention
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efforts. As such, this chapter is not meant
as a review of the connections between the
full spectrum of mental disorders and close
relationships. The interested reader can find
more general summaries regarding the role
of close relationships in the development
of mental disorders in Beach, Wamboldt,
Kaslow, Heyman, and Reiss (in press) and
Whisman and Bruce (1999). In addition,
more information regarding the use of close
relationships in the treatment of mental ill-
ness can be found in Baucom, Shoham,
Mueser, Daiuto, and Stickle (1998), and a
general theoretical formulation for the role
of close relationships in mental health and
well-being can be found in Baumeister and
O’Leary (1995).

Family Relationship Distress
and Depression in Adults

Recent estimates suggest that up to 20%
of adults report significant depressive symp-
toms in the past 1 week to 6 months (Kessler,
Avenevoli, & Merikangas, 2001). Rates of
major depression are much lower, suggest-
ing that more adults experience subclinical
levels of depressive symptoms than depres-
sive disorders. Whether focusing on major
depression in particular, or depressive symp-
toms more generally, depressive symptoma-
tology is associated with family relationship
distress in adults.

Marital Distress and Depression
in Adults

In a quantitative and exhaustive review
of the marital literature, Whisman (2001)
found that, across 26 cross-sectional stud-
ies, marital quality was negatively associated
with depressive symptomatology for both
women (r = −0.42) and men (r = −0.37),
indicating a significant, albeit small, gen-
der difference. Across 10 studies using diag-
nosed patient populations, Whisman (2001)
found that the magnitude of the associa-
tion was somewhat stronger for both women
and men (r = −0.66). The average Dyadic
Adjustment Scale (DAS) score for the diag-

nosed population was 93 .7 (SD = 25 .2),
indicating that the average depressed indi-
vidual is also maritally distressed (DAS cut-
off = 97). Thus, marital relationships are
often (but not always) distressed among
depressed men and women. Serious mari-
tal dissatisfaction predicts increased risk for
a major depressive episode in the year fol-
lowing initial assessment, even after control-
ling for history of depression (Whisman &
Bruce, 1999), and marital conflict with phys-
ical abuse predicts increases in depressive
symptoms over time controlling for earlier
symptoms (Beach et al., 2004). In addition
to the effect of the chronic stress of mar-
ital dissatisfaction, the effect of particular
humiliating marital events is also substan-
tial (Cano & O’Leary, 2000). Accordingly,
the influence of marital context and marital
events on depressive symptoms appears to
be substantial. Interestingly, recent work
suggests that the effect of marital satisfac-
tion is a nonshared environmental effect and
is not well modeled as resulting from the
same genetic factors that produce vulnera-
bility for depressive symptoms (Reiss et al.,
2001). This means that it is not simply the
case that the same genetic diathesis that pro-
duces depression also produces conflicted
marital relationships. Accordingly, it appears
that disturbance in intimate adult relation-
ships is important in understanding the eti-
ology of depressive symptoms for many indi-
viduals and will continue to be important as
we develop a broad bio–psycho–social devel-
opmental model of depression.

Parent–Child Relationship Distress
and Depression in Adults

It has long been noted clinically that
depressed patients report considerable dis-
tress and difficulty in their parenting rela-
tionships (e.g., Weissman & Paykel, 1974),
and some have attributed depressed moth-
ers’ level of dysphoria, at least in part, to her
belief that she is an inadequate parent (Teti
& Gelfand, 1991). Supplementing clinical
observation and patient self-report is a large
body of direct observation documenting
problems in parenting behavior. In a review



316 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

of 46 observational studies of the parent-
ing behavior of depressed women, Lovejoy,
Gracyk, O’Hare, and Neuman (2000) found
evidence that depressed mothers displayed
more withdrawn behavior with an over-
all average correlation between depression
and withdrawn behavior of 0.14 . They also
found support for Forehand, Lautenschlager,
Faust, and Graziano’s (1986) hypothesis that
depressed mothers display more negative
parenting behavior, with an overall aver-
age correlation between depression and neg-
ative parenting behavior of 0.22 , with a
stronger effect for those in a current depres-
sive episode than those with only a history
of depression. As with marital relationships,
there is reason to believe that many, but not
all depressed persons, experience difficulty
in the area of parenting.

Family Relationship Distress and
Depression in Children and Adolescents

Up to 50% of children and adolescents
report depressive symptoms in periods rang-
ing from 1 week to 6 months, with less than
1% of children and 6% of adolescents meet-
ing criteria for major depression (Kessler
et al., 2001), again, suggesting that chil-
dren and adolescents are more likely to
experience depressive symptoms than dis-
orders. Moreover, the prevalence of depres-
sion among young people has been ris-
ing, with higher rates of depression among
adolescents in more recent than in ear-
lier decades (Weissman, Bland, Joyce, &
Newman, 1993). Accordingly, understand-
ing correlates of child and adolescent depres-
sion, including the role of family relation-
ship distress, is critical for prevention and
intervention efforts (Kaslow, Deering, &
Racusin, 1994).

Marital and Parent–Child Relationship
Distress and Depression in Children

Bowlby’s (1980) theory of attachment sug-
gests that children with an insecure attach-
ment style are predisposed to developing
depression. In particular, children whose
family environments lack security, comfort,
and acceptance are less likely to view rela-

tionships positively and trustworthy and
hence will be less satisfied and more wary
of relationships in the future (Gotlib &
Hammen, 1992).

Extreme family relationship distress is
also associated with depressive symptoms in
children. Infants exposed to serious abuse
and neglect are more likely to evidence
depressive symptoms (Trad, 1994). The
infant’s response to abuse, including fail-
ure to exhibit normal emotional expressions
and heightened withdrawal, in turn, fur-
ther interferes with the parent–child rela-
tionship, heightening the risk for low-self
esteem, as well as further abuse in the future
(Lamb, Gaensbauer, Malkin, & Schultz,
1985 ; Trad, 1987). Marital conflict between
parents is also associated with other impor-
tant family outcomes, including poorer par-
enting (see Erel & Burman, 1995), poorer
child adjustment (see Grych & Fincham,
1990), problematic attachment to parents
(e.g., Owen & Cox, 1997), increased likeli-
hood of parent–child conflict (e.g., Margolin,
Christensen, & John, 1996), and conflict
between siblings (e.g., Brody, Stoneman, &
McCoy, 1994). Indeed, when manipulated
experimentally, marital conflict increased
subsequent parent–son conflict (Jouriles &
Farris, 1992), suggesting that marital con-
flict may lead to and cause disturbances
in other family subsystems, which, in turn,
may further increase a child’s vulnerability
for depression.

Aspects of marital conflict that have
a particularly negative influence on chil-
dren include more frequent, intense, phys-
ical, unresolved, child-related conflicts and
conflicts attributed to the child’s behavior
(see Cummings & Davies, 1999; Fincham &
Osborne, 1993). Accordingly, it may be that
physical violence and physical altercations
are particularly problematic with regard to
child outcomes.

Moreover, the context of marital con-
flict in the home may be important for
correctly specifying genetic effects. For
example, women who were adopted soon
after birth and who were at high genetic
risk for depression showed no evidence
of the disorder if they were reared in
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an adoptive family without marital dif-
ficulties or psychopathology in the rear-
ing parents (Cadoret, Winokur, Langbehn,
& Troughton, 1996). Accordingly, although
individuals may be genetically vulnerable
to depression, family relationships charac-
terized by low levels of distress may offer
some protection, whereas family relation-
ships characterized by high levels of distress
may exacerbate risk.

As children age, certain parenting styles
are also associated with a vulnerability to
depression. Children who perceive their par-
ents as less warm and supportive and more
controlling and intrusive are at greater risk
for depression than their peers (e.g., Stein
et al., 2000). The vulnerabilities associ-
ated with these parenting behaviors persist
beyond childhood and adolescence and into
young adulthood (Jones et al., 2000).

Families of depressed children are also
higher in conflict than families of nonde-
pressed children. Depressed children report
higher levels of conflict in the parent–child,
family, and marital relationships, including
more verbal and physical aggression (see
Kaslow et al., 1994 , for a review). In par-
ticular, it is thought that marital conflict
negatively affects the parent–child relation-
ship and parenting behaviors which, in turn,
increase children’s vulnerability to depres-
sion. Importantly, the association between
family relationship distress and child depres-
sion is not merely a function of depressed
children perceiving their families more neg-
atively. That is, both observations of fam-
ily interactions and parent reports of their
own parenting behavior confirms that fam-
ilies of depressed children have more neg-
ative interactions, are more hostile, and are
more rejecting than families of nondepressed
children (Lefkowitz & Tesiny, 1984).

Although the biological mechanisms by
which family distress may affect depression
is beyond the scope of this text, the ani-
mal literature offers an interesting possibility
in terms of the link between family distress
and child depression. For example, animal
data suggest that poor maternal care (by
rat dams of their pups) within the first 10

days of life can influence gene expression

by leading to increased hippocampal gluco-
corticoid receptor messenger RNA expres-
sion and so to enhanced glucocorticoid feed-
back sensitivity. This appears to be the basis
for lifetime sensitivity to stress of the mal-
treated pups (Liu et al., 1997). Extending
this research, the family distress and depres-
sion literature suggests that family relation-
ship characterized by high levels of dis-
tress may influence children’s psychosocial
adjustment directly, but also indirectly by
modifying their physiological stress response
systems and, in turn, emotional, cogni-
tive, and behavioral functioning. Accord-
ingly, some literature suggests that one’s vul-
nerability to depression depends on early
adverse family experiences.

Is Everyone at Equal Risk?

Are all persons equally reactive or vulner-
able to negative interpersonal events? A
large literature suggests that this is not the
case. Personality variables (Davila, 2001),
interpersonal sensitivities (Joiner, 2000),
individual differences in biological vul-
nerability (Gold, Goodwin, & Chrousos,
1988), various negative childhood experi-
ences (Hammen, Henry, & Daley, 2000;
Kessler & Magee, 1993), and other individual
difference variables have been linked to dif-
ferential vulnerability to depression, differ-
ential vulnerability to stress, and differential
vulnerability to recurrence. This literature
suggests that everyone does not start with an
equal chance of responding to negative inter-
personal events with depression, but that
early adverse experiences may exacerbate
an individual’s risk (see Goodman, 2002 for
a review). Importantly, the adverse events
examined to date have typically been asso-
ciated with the family, with events ranging
from maternal stress in utero and its effects
on a fetus’ physiological stress response sys-
tem to infants’ and children’s exposure to
maladaptive or inadequate parenting and
its effect on children’s emotional regula-
tion and social interaction. Moreover, the
impact of adverse experiences on predis-
position for depression has to be consid-
ered within a developmental framework (see
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Goodman, 2002 , for a review). That is,
depending on an individual’s developmental
accomplishments, adverse events may have
more or less of an impact. At the earli-
est stages of development, maternal stress
during pregnancy has been associated with
emotional disturbances in children. Several
theories attempt to account for this link,
including that maternal stress leads to ele-
vations in maternal cortisol (a primary stress
response), which in turn crosses the pla-
centa and may lead to irreversible elevations
in infants’ hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal
(HPA) activity (increased cortisol) and yield
subsequent dysregulation of emotion and
behavior (see Goodman, 2002 , for a review).
Experiences during infancy and early child-
hood may also shape an individual’s vul-
nerability to depression. The primary focus
of research in this area has been on mal-
adaptive parenting, with findings suggest-
ing that infants and children exposed to
maladaptive parenting, including neglectful,
harsh, and inconsistent parenting are more
likely to experience difficulties with emo-
tion regulation, social skills, and dysfunc-
tional stress responses (see Goodman, 2002 ,
for a review). Dysregulation in these physi-
ological, emotional, and behavioral systems
during early developmental periods may,
in turn, increase an individual’s predisposi-
tion to depression in response to stressors
throughout the lifetime. In support of this
hypothesis, Hammen and colleagues (2000)
reported that young women with exposure
to one or more childhood adversities, such as
family violence or parental psychopathology,
were more likely to become depressed fol-
lowing less overall stress than women with-
out such adversity.

Of course, it is also the case that not all
individuals who experience family distress
experience depression. A thorough review
of the full scope of the potential modera-
tors of the link between early family distress
and vulnerability for depression is beyond
the scope of this chapter. Given the chapter’s
focus on the role of the family, however, one
potential moderator merits mention: family
support. The buffering role of social support
against the development of depressive symp-

toms is well established (Cohen & Wills,
1985). Individuals who experience higher
levels of social support generally experience
lower levels of depressive symptoms. One
mechanism by which social support may
serve as a buffer against the development of
depressive symptoms is by influencing the
way individuals think about negative events
(Cohen & Wills, 1985). That is, social sup-
port networks may encourage individuals
to make more adaptive attributions about
negative events, in turn, leading to lower
levels of depressive symptoms. Consistent
with this prediction, Joiner and colleagues
(2001) demonstrated that higher levels of
social support were associated with lower
levels of depressive symptoms, and this asso-
ciation was partially mediated by individu-
als with higher levels of social support mak-
ing more adaptive attributions about the
causes of events. Importantly, family rela-
tions may serve as a significant source of
support. Most notably, several theorists sug-
gest that support from a marital partner may
buffer the impact of family-of-origin distress
on adult depression (see Coyne & Benazon,
2001, for a review). Evidence seems to sug-
gest that a supportive spouse may prevent
depression in response to stress in individ-
uals who have a history of early family-of-
origin distress, or at least delay the onset
of the first episode. Accordingly, although
the focus of this chapter is on the role of
family distress and depression, it is impor-
tant to note that families may also serve
supportive roles.

What Comes First the Depression
or the Family Distress?

As alluded to earlier, it is generally accepted
that the association between family distress
and depression is bidirectional. Specifically,
possible causal relationships between family
difficulties and depression include an effect
of marital or family difficulties on depres-
sion, an effect of depression on marital or
family difficulties, and a bidirectional pat-
tern of causation. It is also possible that
the nature of the relationship might change
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across different types of relationships, as a
function of the number of episodes of dep-
ression experienced, as a function of age, or
as a function of other personal or symptom
characteristics. The potential complexity of
the relationships is somewhat overwhelming
relative to currently available analytic strate-
gies (Beach, Davey, & Fincham, 1999), yet
some generalizations can be made based on
available evidence. In addition, a model is
available to guide further investigation and
to help draw implications for clinical inter-
vention.

What generalizations can be drawn
regarding the link between family relation-
ships and depression? In the marital area,
many theorists have adopted some vari-
ant of Hammen’s (1991) stress generation
theory to guide their theorizing about the
link between marital discord and depression.
Stress generation theory suggests a bidirec-
tional pattern of causation between family
relationships and depression. It is posited
that depressed individuals can generate
stress in their interpersonal environments
in a variety of ways, but this interpersonal
stress can also exacerbate depressive symp-
toms. Illustrating the vicious cycle between
depressive symptoms and marital difficul-
ties, Davila, Bradbury, Cohan, and Tochluk
(1997) found that persons with more symp-
toms of depression were more negative
in their supportive behavior toward the
spouse and in their expectations regarding
partner support. These negative behaviors
and expectations, in turn, were related to
greater marital stress. Finally, closing the
loop, level of marital stress predicted subse-
quent depressive symptoms (controlling for
earlier symptoms). Likewise, in his review
of self-propagating processes in depression,
Joiner (2000) highlighted the propensity for
depressed persons to seek negative feedback,
to engage in excessive reassurance seeking,
to avoid conflict and so withdraw, and to
elicit changes in the partner’s view of them.
In each case, the behavior resulting from the
individual’s depression carries the potential
to generate increased interpersonal stress or
to shift the response of others in a negative
direction. Joiner suggested that increased

interpersonal negativity, in turn, helps main-
tain depressive symptoms.

Recent research also provides illustrations
of the way in which stressful marital or
family events can precipitate or exacerbate
depressive symptoms among the vulnera-
ble and so initiate the stress generation pro-
cess. For example, Cano and O’Leary (2000)
found that humiliating events such as part-
ner infidelity and threats of marital dissolu-
tion resulted in a sixfold increase in diag-
nosis of depression and that this increased
risk remained after controlling for family
and personal history of depression. Further,
Whisman and Bruce (1999) found that mar-
ital dissatisfaction increased risk of subse-
quent diagnosis of depression by 2 .7-fold
in a large, representative community sam-
ple, and again the increased risk remained
significant after controlling for demographic
variables and personal history of depression.
As these studies suggest, marital distress
and specific types of marital events may be
sufficiently potent to precipitate a depres-
sive episode. Thus, in the marital area, the
broad outlines of the reciprocal relationship
between depression and marital difficulties
are already coming into focus.

In the area of parenting relationships,
the reciprocal relationships between depres-
sion, parenting behavior, and parenting stress
are also clear in broad brush. The data
reviewed thus far, for example, suggest that
parental depression is associated with a shift
toward more lax, detached, inconsistent,
and ineffective child management (see also
Cummings & Davies, 1999, for a model and
review), and problematic parenting prac-
tices in turn increase child deviance (e.g.,
Conger, Patterson, & Ge, 1995). As a con-
sequence, depressed parents perceive their
children as having more problems, their chil-
dren do have more problems on average, and
relationships between depressed parents and
their children are more distressed. Recent
research suggests that strained parent–child
relationships may also predict maintenance
of depressive symptoms (Jones, Beach,
& Forehand, 2001). Jones et al. (2001)
examined family stress generation among
intact community families with adolescent
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children and found that mothers’ depressive
symptoms generated perceived stress in both
marital and mother–adolescent relationships
1 year later. In turn, greater mother-reported
family relationship stress was related to
greater exacerbation of her depressive symp-
toms. It appears, therefore, that parenting
behavior is another area in which stress-
generation may connect depression and fam-
ily relationships.

Role of Family-Based Treatments for
Family Distress and Depression

What are the implications of stress gener-
ation theory for family interventions with
depressed persons? If depressive symp-
toms are maintained by a vicious cycle in
which symptoms lead to stress-generating
processes which in turn help maintain
symptoms, it should be useful to treat the
stress-generating processes using efficacious
interventions. Marital relationships and par-
enting relationships may provide excel-
lent points of therapeutic intervention with
depressed persons if (a) the stress-generating
behaviors in each domain are amenable to
change, (b) depressed persons can make the
necessary changes in response to treatment,
and (c) these changes can be maintained over
time. Even if intervention in these domains
did not produce rapid reduction in depres-
sive symptoms, these are areas in need of
attention by many depressed persons and
appear to be implicated in the maintenance
of depressive episodes via stress-generation
processes. In fact, a growing body of litera-
ture suggests that failure to address marital
and family issues in therapy for depression
may interfere with the recovery process and
increase the risk for relapse (cf. Hooley &
Gotlib, 2000). Accordingly, the stress gen-
eration perspective suggests that the mari-
tal and parenting relationships may be par-
ticularly useful targets of intervention for
depressed individuals. An intervention for
a vicious cycle requires the application of
some efficacious method for interrupting
the cycle. Once the vicious cycle is inter-
rupted, more beneficial feedback processes

may be set in motion, perhaps without
additional direct therapeutic intervention.
Marital and parenting interventions there-
fore seem to be appropriate and promising
starting points for family intervention with
depressed adults.

Are There Effective Interventions for
Both Depression and Family Distress?

We touch only briefly on the general effi-
cacy of interventions here because this is
the focus of another chapter in this volume
(see Baucom et al., this volume), but family-
based interventions have proven efficacious
in the treatment of both family distress and
depression.

With regard to marital distress, several
approaches to marital therapy have been
found to be efficacious, including behav-
ioral marital therapy, cognitive–behavioral
marital therapy, emotion-focused therapy,
and insight-oriented marital therapy (see
Baucom et al., 1998, for a comprehensive
review). Behavioral marital therapy, in par-
ticular, is an efficacious and specific treat-
ment for marital discord that has been suc-
cessfully applied cross-culturally (Hahlweg
& Markman, 1988), is well specified, and
is widely available for clinical application
on a broad scale (e.g., Markman, Stanley,
& Blumberg, 1994). Likewise, parent man-
agement training (Patterson, 1982 ; Patterson,
Reid, & Dishion, 1992) is an efficacious
intervention for a range of child behav-
ior problems including conduct disorder
(Kazdin, 1998) and has been elaborated and
applied to a range of child behavior prob-
lems (e.g., McMahon, Forehand, Griest, &
Wells, 1981; Taylor & Biglan, 1998). Accord-
ingly, there is substantial evidence to expect
that depressed persons could be helped to
enhance their functioning in these areas and
so interrupt stress-generation processes trig-
gered by an ongoing depressive episode. If so,
one might expect benefit both with regard
to greater relationship satisfaction and with
regard to decreased symptoms over time.

Do these approaches work to alleviate
not only family distress but also depression?



family relationships and depression 32 1

Given the reciprocal link between mari-
tal discord and depression, a number of
clinicians and researchers have suggested
that family-based interventions are indicated
in treatment of depression. Several stud-
ies have examined well-specified approaches
and have examined their efficacy in reduc-
ing symptoms of depression and in enhanc-
ing marital satisfaction. A recent review of
this literature (Beach & Jones, 2002), sug-
gests that efficacious forms for marital ther-
apy can be safely and usefully applied to a
depressed population. Furthermore, behav-
ioral marital therapy (BMT) emerges as a
specific and efficacious treatment for mari-
tal discord, even when the marital discord is
occurring in the context of depression. That
is, BMT has been shown in three indepen-
dent studies to produce significant change in
marital distress in a discordant and depressed
population; in each case, it has outperformed
a control group or an alternative inter-
vention (or both; Beach & O’Leary, 1992 ;
Emanuels-Zuurveen & Emmelkamp, 1996;
Jacobson, Dobson, Fruzzetti, Schmaling, &
Salusky, 1991). Because the marital relation-
ship appears to be an important context
for stress generation, successful interven-
tion of this sort can be viewed as particu-
larly promising and provides a strong ratio-
nale for recommending marital intervention,
where appropriate, with depressed patients.
Given the promising effects on reduction
of depressive symptoms, it is important
that work continues to establish as well
that marital therapy may be an efficacious
treatment for depression and to specify
clearly the conditions under which it may
serve as a treatment for depression in its
own right.

Although the focus of relatively less
research attention than marital therapy for
depression, growing evidence suggests that
parent training may also be an important
intervention with depressed parents. Fore-
hand, Wells, and Griest (1980) examined the
effect of a parent training program, including
teaching parents to use social reinforcement
and time-out with their children, on both
child and parent adjustment. Their find-
ings revealed that mothers of clinic-referred,

but not nonclinic-referred, children evi-
denced a significant reduction in depres-
sive symptoms from pre- to post-treatment
(for other demonstrations with depressive
symptoms, see also Dadds & McHugh, 1992 ;
and Webster-Stratton, 1994), suggesting that
alleviation of parenting stress may also alle-
viate depressive symptoms.

In a direct test of the value of parent
training for clinically depressed mothers,
Sanders and McFarland (2000) compared
two forms of behavioral family interven-
tion to examine the effect of a parent train-
ing intervention (Behavioral Family Inter-
vention; BFI) with that of a combination
cognitive therapy-parent training interven-
tion (Cognitive Behavioral Family Interven-
tion; CBFI). Those assigned to the traditional
Behavioral Family Intervention (n = 24 , with
19 completing treatment) received instruc-
tion, role-playing, feedback, and coaching in
the use of social learning principles. Those
assigned to the cognitively enhanced BFI
condition (n = 23 , with 20 completing
treatment) received cognitive interventions
that were integrated into each treatment
session and that were designed to increase
personally reinforcing family activities, iden-
tify and interrupt dysfunctional child-
related cognitions and automatic thoughts,
and increase relaxation. In each case, ther-
apy was provided individually once a week
and was accompanied by two home vis-
its each week. There were 12 sessions with
either one or both parents present, with
treatment completed over a 3 to 5 month
time period.

Of importance for our review, both par-
enting interventions produced substantial
reduction in depressive symptoms and neg-
ative cognitions, and there was no interac-
tion of condition with time of assessment.
There was also significant improvement in
child behavior problems in both conditions.
Significantly more mothers in the CBFI con-
dition (72%) than in the BFI condition (35%)
were nondepressed at follow-up, however,
suggesting a superior effect for CBFI with
regard to maternal depression at follow-
up. Accordingly, it appears that a highly
structured and comprehensive version of
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parent training can benefit parents who are
depressed, but some direct attention to cog-
nitive aspects of depression may enhance
longer term effects on depression.

Another combination approach was at-
tempted by Gelfand, Teti, Seiner, and Jame-
son (1996). They evaluated a multicompo-
nent program in which registered nurses
visited depressed mothers of infants at their
homes to assess mothers’ parenting skills,
enhance mothers’ self-confidence, and to
reinforce mothers’ existing parenting tech-
niques. Depressed mothers were assigned
either to the intervention group (n = 37)
or the usual mental health care group (i.e.,
ongoing treatment with referral source).
The intervention group involved assessment
of mothers’ needs and the development
of individualized programs including mod-
eling warm interactions with the infants,
offering mild suggestions, and building self-
confidence by appropriately reinforcing par-
enting skills. Nurses visited mothers and
infants 25 times at 3 -week intervals over a
period of 6 to 12 months, then phased out
home visits over four final visits. Although
there were no differences on depression
scores for mothers in the intervention and
control group at study entry, mothers in
the intervention group demonstrated sig-
nificantly greater improvement in depres-
sive symptoms posttherapy than those in
usual care. Once again, this program sug-
gests that parent training may be a use-
ful point of intervention to break into a
stress-generation process for some depressed
individuals.

One reason that parent training might
have been underinvestigated as an interven-
tion for parents with a diagnosis of depres-
sion is that depressed parents seem to do
somewhat less well in parent training than do
other parents. For example, depressed moth-
ers have greater difficulty learning parenting
skills (e.g., Dumas, Gibson, & Albin, 1989)
and are more prone to drop out of treat-
ment prematurely (e.g., McMahon et al.,
1981). Accordingly, one obstacle to the use
of parent training may be providing it in
a way that allows it to be successful with
a depressed population. However, a simi-

lar objection might have been raised with
regard to marital interventions for depres-
sion; there are also studies showing that
depression predicts poorer response to treat-
ment than in a general sample of couples
seeking couples therapy (Sher, Baucom, &
Larus, 1990; Snyder, Mangrum, & Wills,
1993) and that any serious individual prob-
lem predicts premature dropout from mar-
ital therapy (Allgood & Crane, 1991). In
both cases, the data reviewed here suggest
that appropriate delivery of the interven-
tions in a manner targeted at depressed
individuals can overcome whatever obsta-
cles depressed persons may experience in
untargeted marital and family interventions.
Indeed, it is possible that the most impor-
tant requirement for effective delivery of
marital and family interventions for depres-
sion is recognition that one of the partici-
pants is depressed and so may require some
special assistance.

In summary, sufficient evidence does not
exist to demonstrate that parent training
by itself is an efficacious intervention for
major depression among parents dealing
with problematic children. However, the
research does suggest that parent training,
itself an efficacious form of therapy for child-
management problems, can be provided to
depressed persons in a safe and efficacious
manner and may have beneficial effects both
with regard to child outcomes as well as
with regard to parental depression. As the
Sanders and McFarland (2000) study sug-
gests, it will be useful to consider ways to
enhance parent training to make it easier to
consume for depressed parents and perhaps
to enhance its long-term effects on depres-
sive symptoms. Combinations with various
elements of cognitive therapy may be useful
in this regard.

Accordingly, there is substantial reason
to expect that depressed persons could be
helped to enhance their functioning in these
areas and to interrupt stress-generation pro-
cesses triggered by an ongoing depressive
episode. If so, one might expect benefit both
with regard to greater relationship satisfac-
tion and with regard to decreased symptoms
over time.
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Summary and Conclusions

Depression is the most prevalent and bur-
densome of mental illnesses. It has long been
known that there are strong links between
family processes and depression. Increas-
ingly it appears that depression can not be
well understood from a developmental per-
spective or from a genetic perspective unless
marital and family processes are included
as contextual factors. Likewise, marital and
parenting relationships appear to continue
to exert important influence on depressive
symptoms in adulthood. Accordingly, mari-
tal and family interventions are important in
the treatment and management of depres-
sion as well as subclinical depressive symp-
toms. Although it might appear at first that
family interventions would be more difficult
to implement with depressed persons, and
there is evidence that depression is associ-
ated with poorer outcomes for both marital
therapy and parent training when clinicians
are not prepared to work with depressed
patients, in both cases it has been possi-
ble to overcome these difficulties by pro-
viding depressed persons with the additional
help they may need for some aspects of
the interventions. As a result, marital ther-
apy has been established as an efficacious
intervention for marital problems occur-
ring in the context of depression, and par-
ent training is well on its way to being
established as an efficacious treatment for
parenting problems in the context of depres-
sion. As a result, although there is consid-
erable room for improvement, there is also
reason for optimism that marital and par-
enting interventions will prove especially
helpful in the treatment and, perhaps, the
prevention of depressive episodes and ele-
vated symptoms.
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Communication: Basic Properties and
Their Relevance to Relationship Research

Alan L. Sillars
Anita L. Vangelisti

The terms communication and relationship,
although not synonymous, are so entangled
that it is difficult to talk about one con-
cept without presuming the other. Within
the academic study of communication, the
term communication is invariably seen as
a relational state, that is, as a “pattern of
interconnections” (Rogers, 1998), whether
between two people or between a source
and audience at some broader level of anal-
ysis. Within the study of personal relation-
ships, communication is seen as the means
by which people construct and maintain
relationships, along with a set of skills or
skill deficits that contribute to relation-
ship adjustment (Burleson, Metts, & Kirch,
2000). Thus, it is difficult to set clear bound-
aries on communication as a subtopic under
personal relationships because relationships
are entailed in all acts of communication and
communication is the central process giving
shape to relationships.

Given the difficulty of isolating, let alone
reviewing, all of the literature on communi-
cation in personal relationships, we do not
attempt such a review. Instead, we intend
to talk about communication as a particular

lens for analyzing personal relationships.
Here again, there are a few alternative ways
one could approach the task. Some reviews
of equivalent scope compare and contrast
perspectives on the study of communica-
tion (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996; Burleson
et al., 2000; Roloff & Anastasiou, 2001). The
perspectives examined in these reviews vary,
ranging from strategic approaches (which
emphasize the goals of communication) to
functional approaches (which focus on the
tasks or activities achieved through com-
munication) to indexical approaches (which
center on the outcomes associated with
communication). Comparing and contrast-
ing different perspectives can be a useful
exercise for providing conceptual order and
(if done evenhandedly) clarifying common-
place areas of argument between theoretical
traditions (Craig, 1999). On the other hand,
specific research programs are often hard to
categorize under a few perspectives because
their origins and purposes are quite diverse.
Thus, we have yet to see much agreement
on the criteria or vocabulary used to parti-
tion communication research according to
broad perspectives. Further, by focusing on
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the distinguishing attributes of perspectives,
we naturally foreground dissimilarities over
similarities. This has the inadvertent conse-
quence that central concepts and broadly
shared assumptions receive less attention
than concepts and assumptions that repre-
sent boundary issues.

In this chapter, we reverse the emphasis
on competing perspectives, choosing instead
to reflect on basic properties of communica-
tion that are often acknowledged across per-
spectives. We identify five such properties:
interdependence, reflexivity, complexity, ambi-
guity, and indeterminancy. To be sure, there
are specific debates related to each of these
properties and the relevant ideas are not uni-
formly emphasized. Nonetheless, we main-
tain that there is wide agreement (or a least a
lack of direct disagreement) about the basic
properties themselves. Thus, these proper-
ties ground what we would characterize as
a “communication perspective.” In explicat-
ing and illustrating each of the five properties
of communication, we further explore how
the study of communication and the study
of relationships intersect.

Interdependence

Interdependence refers to the idea, popu-
larized by systems theorists, that messages
simultaneously influence, and are influenced
by, those messages that precede and fol-
low. This mutual influence creates coher-
ence between messages and across interac-
tions and it accounts for the “relational”
features of communication (i.e., pattern,
process, and form), which exist in the con-
nections between events or entities (Bate-
son, 1972 ; Rogers, 1998). Although similar
to the conceptualization of interdependence
put forth by Thibaut and Kelley (1959), this
conceptualization is distinct in that it focuses
on the mutual influence of messages rather
than the ways that individuals affect each
other’s outcomes during interaction.

Interdependence is often seen as a defin-
ing feature of communication; in fact, some
authors go so far as to define commu-
nication exclusively in terms of observed

(statistical) interdependence. That is, com-
munication occurs when the probability of
one person’s behavior changes in response
to another person’s behavior and vice versa
(see Cappella, 1988; Gottman, 1982). Def-
initions on this order, reflecting the influ-
ence of information theory and cybernetics,
require no inferences about internal states
and apply to a broad range of phenomena,
potentially including machines, animals, and
nonreflective human behavior. To be sure,
other authors would see any definition of
communication that makes no reference
to intentions or symbols, for example, as
incomplete and overly inclusive (e.g., Mot-
ley, 1990). Still, definitions of communica-
tion commonly include interdependence as
at least a necessary, if insufficient, condition
(e.g., Rogers, 1998).

Interdependence accounts for the central
feature of living systems – wholeness (or non-
summativity). That is, the interdependent
relationships between components, rather
than the components themselves, account
for the unique characteristics of the whole.
The application of this principle to human
communication suggests that the structure
and complexity of a communication sys-
tem is defined by interdependent patterns
of interaction, rather than characteristics of
people or messages per se. Thus, patterns
are of primary interest, whereas objects (sin-
gular events or individual entities) are sec-
ondary (Rogers, 1998). Some past authors
have argued on this basis that the primary
focus of communication research should be
the study of sequential interaction patterns
(e.g., Fisher, 1975 ; Gottman, 1982). Altho-
ugh this argument did not fully carry the day,
as witnessed by the eclectic nature of cur-
rent communication research, several strong
research traditions have emerged focused on
mutual influence processes in interactions.

The theme of interdependence is quite
pronounced, for example, in developmen-
tal studies of infant and child communi-
cation competencies. This research builds
on the idea that, from birth, human beings
are “primed for social interaction” (Barratt,
1995) and thus, infants and adults mutu-
ally regulate one another’s behavior. For
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example, infants imitate adults’ facial ex-
pressions and finger movements (Meltzoff
& Moore, 1977), engage in coordinated vocal
interactions with their primary caregiver in a
way that approximates adult dialogue (Gins-
burg & Kilbourne, 1988), adapt vocalizations
and the latency of responses to those of
their mother (Beebe, Jaffe, Feldstein, Mays,
& Alson, 1985), and regulate activity lev-
els in an effort to gain the attention of an
unresponsive adult (Papousek, Papousek, &
Haekel, 1987). Adult communication is sim-
ilarly influenced by infants, in fact, a num-
ber of researchers suggest that infants exert
more control over adult–infant interactions
than do adults (e.g., Van Egeren, Barratt, &
Roach, 2001). Van Egeren and Barratt (2004)
explained that

mothers tend to watch until the infant
makes eye contact, which appears to
activate the mother’s vocalizing, smiling,
and touching behaviors. . . . If the infant
responds in some way, the chain of commu-
nication is continued and intensified until
the infant breaks the cycle. (p. 2 98)

Interdependence in communication is
most often conceptualized in terms of two
opposite response tendencies – a tendency to
reciprocate or match features of the other’s
communication versus a tendency to com-
pensate (see Cappella, 1987). For exam-
ple, studies of vocal behavior indicate that,
under most conditions, conversational part-
ners automatically adapt to each other to
match behaviors such as speech rate and hes-
itation (Cappella & Planalp, 1981). In other
circumstances, people may compensate for
increases in physical proximity by decreas-
ing eye gaze (Argyle & Dean, 1965) or the
directness of body orientation (Pellegrini &
Empey, 1970). Although the issue is beyond
our scope here, the conditions under which
individuals reciprocate versus compensate
aspects of another’s communication can be
complex and have given rise to several alter-
native theories of interpersonal adaptation
(see Burgoon, Stern, & Dillman, 1995).

Within the context of relationship
research, the principle of interdependence
is reflected in the study of dyadic interaction

patterns. The concept of an interaction pat-
tern presumes that there is a degree of redun-
dancy – predictability as to the way events
are ordered sequentially within interper-
sonal communication. Interaction patterns
reveal a few basic things about communi-
cation in personal relationships. First, they
demonstrate ways in which communication
and relationships are coherent and struc-
tured. For example, people can carry on
coherent conversations because they under-
stand the (usually unspoken) rules associ-
ated with turn taking and topicality (e.g.,
Duncan & Fiske, 1977). They can gather
information about others during initial inter-
actions because they know that certain
questions are appropriate and typically will
obtain predictable responses (e.g., Berger,
Gardner, Clatterbuck, & Schulman, 1976).
This is not to say that such structures are nec-
essarily highly predictable or static. Com-
munication patterns fluctuate in response
to day-to-day pressures such as economic
stress (Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Sim-
mons, 1994). They change with relational
events (Baxter & Bullis, 1986) and evolve
with the passage of time (Dickson, Chris-
tian, & Remmo, 2004). Indeed one clear
indication of mutual influence is the fact that
communication rules may be augmented,
suspended, or modified based on relation-
ship history (e.g., Denzin, 1970). However,
the changes are also, to some degree, pat-
terned. It is this patterning that allows
researchers to study developmental trends,
to examine interactions that characterize
different relational events, and to describe
communicative responses to various social
circumstances.

Second, interaction patterns reflect mul-
tiple systemic influences on communication,
both of a proximal and distal nature. Every
act of communication is enacted and inter-
preted within a particular “historical” con-
text, including the time and place, relation-
ship history, and history of the immediate
encounter (Duck, 2002). Thus, a given com-
municative act is grounded in the overall
context as well as the immediate actions
that preceded it. For example, a considerable
body of parent–child research is premised
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on a distinction between broad parenting
styles (e.g., power-assertive versus induc-
tive styles of parental discipline and per-
suasion). Yet these “styles” are, to some
extent, an adaptation to specific contingen-
cies within and across interactions, because
parents typically mix elements of induction
and power assertion, depending on how a
child has misbehaved and whether children
resist initial efforts to gain their compliance
(Wilson, Whipple, & Grau, 1996). Similarly,
a given infant–caregiver sequence may be
influenced by factors that are external to the
interaction itself, including socioecological
sources of support and stress (Belsky, 1984).
For example, if there has been a great deal of
intense conflict in the relationship between
the caregiver and his or her spouse, the care-
giver’s ability to attend to the infant’s bids
for attention may be diminished, thus dis-
rupting reciprocity and affecting compatibil-
ity in this relationship (Belsky, 1984 ; Lamb
& Gilbride, 1985).

Third, interaction patterns potentially
reveal forms of relating that mediate rela-
tionship quality over time. This is suggested
by the (presumably) bidirectional linkage
between interaction patterns and relational
outcomes (Cappella, 1987). That is, the
mutual responsiveness (or reactivity) of indi-
viduals during communication predicts sat-
isfaction, distress and so forth, over and
above what one would assume based on
overall communication base-rates. Indeed,
much of the research on communication in
marriage is concerned with identifying pat-
terns of interaction that predict couple sat-
isfaction versus distress. The most familiar
connection of this sort is the especially high
reciprocity of negative affect among dissat-
isfied married couples, over-and-above the
amount of negativity shown by these couples
generally (e.g., Gottman, 1994 ; Margolin &
Wampold, 1981).

More recently, considerable attention has
been given to a compensatory pattern that
predicts marital dissatisfaction, referred to
as the “demand–withdraw” pattern (i.e., one
partner communicates in “demanding” ways,
while the other tries to avoid the conver-
sation). A number of studies have found

gender differences, such that wives engage
in demanding behaviors more frequently
than husbands, whereas husbands withdraw
more often than wives (Baucom, Notarius,
Burnett, & Haefner, 1990; Christensen &
Shenk, 1991). However, there also is evi-
dence that this pattern varies based on the
topics discussed and the extent to which
one person desires change on a particular
issue more than the partner (Christensen
& Heavey, 1990; Heavey, Layne, & Chris-
tensen, 1993). Some researchers have even
found that husbands and wives sometimes
reverse roles, with husbands engaging in
demanding behavior and wives withdraw-
ing, when husbands are the ones who desire
change (Caughlin & Vangelisti, 1999; Kline-
tob & Smith, 1996). In either event, fre-
quent use of the demand–withdraw pat-
tern is symptomatic of marital dissatisfaction
(e.g., Heavey et al., 1993), even after con-
trolling for the effects of overall negativity
in marriage (Caughlin & Huston, 2002).

Important questions remain about the
causal impact of such interaction patterns on
marital satisfaction and other relational out-
comes (e.g., Bradbury, Rogge, & Lawrence,
2001; Erbert & Duck, 1997). As we note
later in the section on indeterminancy, it
can be misleading to regard messages (or
interaction patterns) as having fixed effects
on relational outcomes, without considering
important contextualizing factors. Nonethe-
less, the research provides a convincing illus-
tration that the (sequential) pattern of mes-
sages over multiple turns is itself, a key
element of the context for a given act of
communication.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity refers to the dual position of
communication vis-à-vis relationship struc-
ture (i.e., rules, codes, situated identities,
shared knowledge), in that communication
both creates structure and is constrained
by it. This idea reflects the classic socio-
logical problem of agency versus structure
(McPhee, 1998) but with a direct focus
on dialogue as the generative mechanism
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for the cocreation and enactment of struc-
ture and with relationships as the level of
analysis (Burleson et al., 2000). Fundamen-
tally, the principle of reflexivity suggests
that human relationships are constituted
through communication. That is, communi-
cation is “essential” (Duck & Pond, 1988) and
“strongly consequential” (Sanders, 1995). At
the same time, “Emergent patterns of rela-
tional form are given life, rest on, and circle
around the very processes from which they
arise” (Rogers, 1998, p. 70). Thus, communi-
cation processes are both creative and reac-
tive. People are “proactive actors who make
communicative choices” but also “reactive
objects, because their actions become reified
in a variety of normative and institutional-
ized practices that establish the boundaries
of subsequent communicative moves” (Bax-
ter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 13).

Few authors dispute the idea that rela-
tionships are socially constructed through
communication; however, certain research
traditions focus on this theme, and oth-
ers do not. Whereas some authors see
relationship implications in all communi-
cation (e.g., Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jack-
son, 1967), discourse and conversation ana-
lytic scholars have been reluctant to study
relationships because of the difficulty in
documenting the “procedural relevance” of
relationships to the way conversations are
conducted (Mandelbaum, 2003). Mandel-
baum offered a partial bridge, suggesting
that the relationship implications of conver-
sation are more apparent when the relative
positioning of interactants is problematic.
Speaking more broadly about relationship
research, Burleson et al. (2000) distin-
guished between “consequential–cultural”
approaches, which consider how commu-
nication fabricates, maintains, and mod-
ifies relational culture, versus “strategic–
functional” approaches, which examine how
people use communication in a more or
less skillful manner to address relation-
ship functions or goals. Close inspection
of the researchers and authors identified
with each approach suggests that there is a
fuzzy boundary between the traditions, with
at least occasional crossover. Nonetheless,

certain themes best exemplify investigation
into the reflexive nature of communication
and relationships (i.e., the consequential–
cultural approach). A few such themes
include the investigation of everyday dis-
course, relationship narratives or accounts,
and relationship cultures.

Everyday Discourse

Duck (e.g., Duck, 1995 ; Duck & Pond, 1988)
has built an extensive case for the sym-
bolic force of everyday, routine conversa-
tions in creating, manifesting, and sustain-
ing relationships. Essentially, Duck argued
that relationships are ephemeral or transi-
tory social objects, the “nature” of which
depends on agreement within some com-
munity at a given rhetorical moment. By
its very occurrence, talk serves to project an
image of the relationship as real and endur-
ing, thereby promoting its continuance. Talk
also serves as a marker of the relationship.
Once people agree that they are in a partic-
ular type of relationship and come to talk
about it as such, their discourse changes in a
number of ways. Thus, different topics are
talked about, and these topics are under-
stood in new light. Moreover, because part-
ners (and others) inevitably have different
perspectives on a relationship, talk in every-
day life reflects an ongoing dialogue between
alternative perspectives. Rather than reach-
ing a final resolution at a given stage of rela-
tionship development, this dialogue is per-
petually unfinished and largely manifested
in ordinary, mundane communication.

Studies that explore the qualities of rou-
tine, everyday discourse have adopted diary
methods to examine, for example, what peo-
ple talk about, when, and with whom; how
they identify and evaluate different forms
of talk; how these features reflect differ-
ent types of relationships; and so forth. For
example, Duck, Rutt, Hoyhurst, and Strejc
(1991) collected communication diaries from
college students and found that most inter-
actions were routine but satisfying, resulted
in little change in the relationship, and dif-
fered according to gender, days of the week,
and the type of relationship. In a study
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that combined diaries and other self-reports,
Goldsmith and Baxter (1996) identified var-
ious types of speech events experienced by
college students (e.g., gossip, joking around,
serious relationship talk, making plans).
Most of these were light, informal, and not
explicitly goal directed. This lends some
support to the idea that routine interac-
tions are the basic fabric of relationships
over more obviously strategic and instru-
mental forms of communication, at least
when viewed in terms of the relative occur-
rence of speech events. The research also
showed that different types of speech events
predominate in different types of relation-
ships (e.g., small talk among acquaintances,
gossip among close friends), thus suggest-
ing another way that relationships are con-
stituted in talk.

Relationship Narratives and Accounts

The stories people tell about their relation-
ships shape relationships by delineating and
solidifying the rules and roles that define
interactions (Jorgenson & Bochner, 2004).
When people offer relational narratives or
accounts to others, they position themselves
and their partner with regard to each other
and to a larger social world. They provide a
particular portrayal of their relationship and,
in the process, often show how, when, and
why partners behave the way they do (Har-
vey, Weber, & Orbuch, 1990).

Some studies further suggest that the por-
trayals put forth in narratives are linked to
relational quality. For instance, Buehlman,
Gottman, and Katz (1992) found that mar-
ried couples who described themselves as
having overcome obstacles together had
more stable, satisfying relationships than
those who did not. The authors of this
research suggested that couples who label
themselves as resilient enter difficult situa-
tions with an optimistic attitude. Thus, these
couples may be more ready and willing to
encourage and comfort each other when
adversity strikes.

Indeed, researchers and theorists who
study narratives in close relationships under-
line the notion that people often behave in

ways that confirm the perceptions they hold
about their associations with others (e.g.,
Bruner, 1990; Byng-Hall, 1988). These schol-
ars suggest that the stories individuals tell
about their relationships affect the way they
view their interpersonal associations and, as
a consequence, shape the way they perceive
and respond to partner behavior. Those who
describe their relationships as optimistic
and success-oriented thus will tend to view
their partner’s behavior through that orien-
tation and will behave in ways that support
their view.

Narratives also shape individuals’ behav-
ior when they are used to illustrate the
rules and roles associated with relation-
ships. For instance, families who consistently
tell stories about a member being “strong,”
“mature,” and “reliable” may create an envi-
ronment in which it is difficult or uncom-
fortable for that person to express his or her
insecurities. Because people are motivated
to sustain their stories (Murray & Holmes,
1994), even in cases where the person is will-
ing to discuss his or her fears, other fam-
ily members may disregard them. In this
way, stories embody prescriptions or stan-
dards that individuals use to evaluate them-
selves and their relational partners (Stern-
berg, 1996; Vangelisti, Crumley, & Baker,
1999). When narrators praise certain behav-
iors, note the usefulness of particular person-
ality traits, or point out cases in which rules
or roles are violated, they create and sustain
prescriptions for enacting close relationships
(Stone, 1988).

Relationship Cultures

The metaphor of “relationship culture,” as
it is generally used, also emphasizes the
creative and emergent properties of com-
munication, that is, relationships are con-
ceived as establishing their own distinctive
moral and social order, including private
codes and unique interaction rules (Baxter,
1987; Denzin, 1970). Relationship cultures
draw from conventions in the broader lan-
guage community but are unique because of
jointly constructed variations in routine and
common conversational practices (Burleson
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et al., 2000). The joint construction of roles
consistent with relational cultures is simi-
lar to processes that characterize the con-
struction of social reality on a larger cultural
scale (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) but with
an additional dialectic involving the regula-
tion of autonomy and privacy between the
dyad (or family, etc.) and larger community
(Montgomery, 1992).

There are quite a number of ways that
relationship cultures manifest distinctive
communicative practices. For example, over
time, relational partners acquire private
idioms (Hopper, Knapp, & Scott, 1981) and
other special vocabulary, symbols of rela-
tionship identity (Baxter, 1987), routines
and rituals (Bruess & Pearson, 1997), insider
meaning (Hopper, 1981; Planalp & Garvin-
Doxas, 1994), secrets (Vangelisti, 1994), and
unique interaction rules (e.g., Planalp, 1993).

An issue that arises with respect to rela-
tional cultures specifically, and the prop-
erty of reflexivity more generally, is how
we should view the connection between
relationships, communities, and societies
(Montgomery, 1992). That is, to what extent
are relationships a result of individualized,
creative processes at the level of the dyad
versus patterns, resources, and constraints
that exist at a community or cultural level?
There are broad differences in emphasis.
At one end of the continuum are authors
who emphasize the emergent, creative, and
ephemeral nature of relationship patterns,
picturing communication as a type of col-
laborative but improvisational art form, such
as a dance or jazz ensemble (Baxter & Mont-
gomery, 1996; Gottman, 1982 ; Rogers, 1998).
At the other end, are authors who cri-
tique the tendency to regard interpersonal
processes in isolation from broader social–
cultural–historical forces (Lannamann, 1991;
Sigman, 1998).

Montgomery (1992) offered a useful inte-
grative statement about the interface of rela-
tional cultures and the larger society. She
conceptualized this interface in terms of
the negotiation of autonomy and connec-
tion between couples and society, suggest-
ing that both act as communicative agencies.
For example, couples may communicate

to others how dependent or independent
they are with regard to the rest of society
by regulating their physical accessibility to
others or using idiomatic speech in pub-
lic. Simultaneously, social collectives, insti-
tutions, and networks act as communica-
tive agencies through practices that carry
implicit and explicit assertions about the
autonomy of couples within society, such as
those conveyed by the ceremonial options
available for weddings or by the relation-
ship advice that is received from members
of social networks. The overall management
of a couple’s relation to the larger society
also takes a variety of forms, such as oscil-
lation between autonomy and connection,
stressing autonomy and connection in differ-
ent contexts, or consistently opting for one
polarity over the other (Montgomery, 1992).

Complexity

A basic notion underlying much of the
research on interpersonal communication is
that communication conveys multiple mes-
sages simultaneously on different levels of
analysis. In other words, “there is no such
thing as a simple message” (Weakland, 1976,
p. 117). The analytic separation of multi-
ple meanings has roots in pragmatics (e.g.,
Austin, 1962) and interactional systems the-
ory (Bateson, 1972 ; Watzlawick et al., 1967).
However, analogous distinctions are com-
monplace throughout the literature on com-
munication. Most basically, a number of
authors distinguish between the literal or
propositional content of a message and a sec-
ond, pragmatic level of meaning. The second
level of meaning, variously referred to as the
“command” (Ruesch & Bateson, 1951), “rela-
tionship” (Watzlawick et al., 1967), “pre-
sentational” (Danziger, 1976), “illocution-
ary” (Searle, 1969), or “episodic” (Frentz &
Farrell, 1976) aspect of meaning, includes
the type of action and expected response
conveyed (e.g., a request for information, a
command), as well as the social or evalua-
tive implications of the act (e.g., whether the
act shows commitment, restraint, formal-
ity, independence, antagonism). The second
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level of meaning invokes a particular type of
relationship and thus accounts for references
to “relational communication.” Whereas the
first level of meaning is relatively explicit
(that is, it is grounded in the formal cod-
ing rules of language or similar symbol sys-
tems), the second level of meaning is implicit
in action. Thus, the “negotiation of relation-
ships” is an implicit subtext to all communi-
cation, reflected in such things as the prag-
matic form of utterances (and the responses
they elicit), nonverbal signals, and various
aspects of context (Watzlawick et al., 1967;
Wilmot, 1980).

Authors connected with the relational
perspective (e.g., Fisher & Drecksel, 1983 ;
Rogers & Millar, 1988) have made the most
direct attempt to operationalize relation-
ship aspects of communication (hence, the
name), particularly as these aspects were
conceptualized within interactional systems
theory. These authors have considered how
the concepts of relationship symmetry and
complementarity (i.e., relative dominance)
might be manifested in terms of (a) the
syntactic and pragmatic features of utter-
ances (e.g., a question that extends the pre-
vious utterance versus a disconfirming state-
ment) and (b) recurring message sequences.
Although less obvious, a similar focus on
implicit relationship negotiation is perva-
sive throughout much of the research on
interpersonal communication. For example,
research on communication in family con-
flicts is almost exclusively concerned with
how families communicate about conflict
and what this suggests about their relation-
ships. Only rarely have researchers consid-
ered “content” features of conflict, for exam-
ple, what families disagree about or what
they decide to about it (see Sillars, Canary, &
Tafoya, 2004). Similarly, the research on nar-
ratives, cited earlier, is not concerned with
the stories per se but with how implicit fea-
tures of stories and the process of story-
telling connect with relationship roles and
identities.

Along with the multiple levels of meaning
that are associated with a given message, sev-
eral other compelling features of interaction
heighten the complexity of communication.

For one, messages are interpreted in terms
of a surrounding matrix of messages, includ-
ing extralinguistic and contextual cues that
modify meaning (e.g., Duck, 2002 ; Wilmot,
1980). Participants to a conversation must
integrate these multiple signals and then
adapt and implement subsequent moves in
a nearly instantaneous manner, to keep up
with the normal pace of face-to-face com-
munication (Bavelas & Coates, 1992 ; Keller-
man, 1992). Further, extreme selectivity is
required to discern the signals that are
potentially meaningful because the stimuli
generated during interaction are exception-
ally rich and diverse. Street and Cappella
(1985) noted the challenge this situation
presents from the researcher’s perspective:

When one stops even for a moment to con-
sider the diversity and kind of stimuli that
are being generated during an interaction, a
kind of despair creeps into the researcher’s
bones. How can anyone hope to study,
let alone understand, the various verbal,
vocal, and kinesic activities that people
carry out while speaking and listening?
What is worse, these auditory, visual, tac-
tile and olfactory stimuli are information
dense per unit of time. This means that they
are changing a great deal over time. (p. 4)

Street and Cappella (1985) organized
the many extralinguistic features of mes-
sages according to functional groupings, as
a means of imposing order and showing
relationships between diverse signals. These
authors identify a tentative list of seven inter-
action functions: coherence, intimacy, posi-
tive reinforcement, impression management,
control, persuasion, and dominance–power.
Each function is associated with character-
istic speech acts and nonverbal behaviors
that are logically or empirically linked (or
both) (e.g., intimacy reflects gaze, touch, and
disclosure; impression management relates
to verbal accounts, converging speech rates,
smiling, and so on).

Although they do not focus on the
issue directly, Street and Cappella (1985)
appeared to regard the multiple func-
tions of messages as overlapping systems
that operate in tandem, rather than as
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competing explanatory frameworks. That is,
messages presumably serve multiple (and
perhaps several) functions simultaneously.
Sigman (1998) reached a similar conclusion,
although on quite different grounds (i.e.,
Sigman rejected the type of cognitive theo-
rizing about communication that Street and
Cappella embraced). According to Sigman,
distinct rule sets govern the organization
and coherence of face-to-face discourse ver-
sus the structure of relationships; however,
these orders partly overlap in that the same
unit of behavior (e.g., address terms) may
serve multiple functions, and might be gov-
erned by more than one set of rules.

Jacobs (2002) also stressed the multifunc-
tional nature of language; however, in his
view it is important to recognize that multi-
functionality might not be an additive pro-
cess (one set of rules layered on top another)
but rather an integrative one. That is, utter-
ances reflect ways of responding in a uni-
fied manner to multiple demands and goals.
Jacobs (2002) suggested, in concert with a
number of others (see Tracy, 1989; Wilson
& Sabee, 2003), that the ability to satisfy
multiple demands and goals simultaneously
is one of the central features of communica-
tion skill or competence.

An obvious question suggested by the
complexity of face-to-face interaction is how
people are able to pull it all off. That is,
how do people manage to process diverse,
rapidly changing stimuli, interpret these
signals according to multilayered mean-
ings and functions within a surrounding
matrix of meanings, integrate this informa-
tion with multiple and sometimes conflict-
ing goals, and then reply appropriately in real
time without disrupting the flow of natu-
ral conversation? This question is not eas-
ily answered. As Bavelas and Coates (1992)
pointed out, the discrete operations and
stages involved in cognitive models of speech
comprehension and production are so com-
plex, even when limited to isolated sen-
tences rather than dialogue, that the models
cannot possibly account for the rapidity with
which individuals construct precisely fitted,
improvised, and immediate responses during
conversation. Bavelas (1990) observed that

“even the most banal conversation leaves
current cognitive models in the dust” (p.
600).

Some authors, including many discourse
and conversation analysts, deliberately avoid
cognitive theorizing, at least in part, to
avoid the untenable assumptions that can
result from treating most discourse as a
consciously strategic activity (see LeBaron
& Koschmann, 2003 ; however, see Jacobs,
2002 , regarding movement toward an
inferential–strategic model of discourse).
Other authors, who directly embrace cogni-
tive concepts, provide several partial expla-
nations concerning how participants are able
to process and manage the complexity of
communication. First, participants in com-
munication are extremely selective about
what signals they pay attention to. Further,
they rely on conversational devices and inter-
pretive principles to direct attention to the
crux features of messages and contexts that
reveal intended meaning (e.g., by sequenc-
ing information and marking topic shifts
in ways that point to relevant background
knowledge; see Tracy, 1985).

Second, people employ a number of men-
tal shortcuts both when interpreting mes-
sages and when implementing or adapt-
ing communication strategies. Cognitive
processing of communication is generally
“geared to achieving the greatest possi-
ble cognitive effect for the smallest pos-
sible processing effort” (Sperber & Wil-
son, 1995 , p. ). This principle reflects the
“cognitive miser” metaphor that is familiar
within the social cognition literature (see
Fletcher & Fincham, 1991), the metaphor
being even more apropos of dialogue than
“passive observer” contexts of social cogni-
tion, given the additional cognitive demands
and constraints imposed by direct par-
ticipation in communication (Waldron &
Cegala, 1992).

One example of people acting to conserve
cognitive resources during communication is
Berger’s (1998) demonstration that people
alter lower order communicative plans (e.g.,
repeating oneself to be understood) before
they alter higher order plans that are more
effortful to implement and revise. In the
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realm of interpersonal and family conflict,
Sillars and others (Sillars, 1998; Sillars,
Roberts, Leonard, & Dun, 2000) have sug-
gested that the cognitive demands of com-
munication sharply constrain the complex-
ity, flexibility, and objectivity of thought and
talk during escalating arguments and mar-
ital quarrels. Although perspective-taking
and cognitive complexity are often seen as
important, if not essential, contributors to
competence and adaptability in communica-
tion, Sillars et al. (2000) found few examples
of conscious perspective-taking, an overrid-
ing tone of certainty, and limited consider-
ation of alternative positions or interpreta-
tions in the thoughts that spouses reported
during a marital conflict discussion, based on
video-assisted recall methods.

A third consideration is that com-
municative functions may be served by
behaviors that are both outside aware-
ness and unintentional (Street & Cappella,
1985). When viewed in this manner, mes-
sage “functions” refer to researcher-imposed
analytic categories rather than levels of
intended meaning. On the other hand, many
communication processes that are inten-
tional are nonetheless outside awareness
(Hample, 1987).

In responding to the frequent confusion
of intentionality and awareness, Kellermann
(1992) argued that communication is both
inherently strategic (intentional) and, at the
same time, primarily automatic. Communi-
cation is inherently strategic in the sense that
people communicate for a purpose (to ful-
fill needs) and that symbols are selected in
a manner that is responsive to constraints
(e.g., social appropriateness) and adjusted
to purposes (e.g., giving comfort) on an
ongoing, moment-to-moment basis. Further,
much behavior that is goal-dependent, mon-
itored, and adjusted on an ongoing basis
occurs outside awareness. Such behavior is
not limited to communication behaviors and
routines that are initially mindful and then
become automated through overlearning (as
in the case of “mindless” behavior; Langer,
1989). Rather, most communication “strate-
gies” are tacitly acquired and employed, in
the same manner that individuals acquire

and appropriately use language rules with-
out ever being directly cognizant of them
(Kellermann, 1992 ; see also Wilson & Sabee,
2003).

Hierarchical theories of message produc-
tion (see Parks, 1994 ; Wilson & Sabee, 2003)
help to explain how many aspects of com-
munication can be simultaneously strategic
and nonreflective. Generally speaking, these
models assume that higher order knowl-
edge structures (e.g., broad goals, plans,
self-perceptions) exert control over the
procedural operations involved in commu-
nication (e.g., organizing sensory input, syn-
chronizing speech rhythms, selecting and
integrating speech topics) without requir-
ing direct attention to procedural operations,
except where they become overtly prob-
lematic (e.g., one has difficulty pronounc-
ing a name). The resulting process, as rep-
resented, for example, in Greene’s (1997)
revised action assembly theory, promotes
extremely rapid processing of communica-
tion but in a manner that is also fallible, espe-
cially when there are competing goals (see
Wilson & Sabee, 2003).

Ambiguity

A nearly universal assumption in the study
of communication is that meanings are not
“brute facts” but rather a product of nego-
tiation (Montgomery, 1992 ; p. 484). This
reflects the fact that the coding rules asso-
ciated with language and other symbolic
systems are incomplete. That is, the rules
“underdetermine” the form and meaning
of a message, always leaving it ambigu-
ous to a degree (see Carston, 2002). Thus,
mutual understanding is problematic and
requires something beyond the application
of a shared language (Sanders, Fitch, &
Pomerantz, 2001). Even relatively simple
and straightforward messages require con-
siderable filling in of uncoded, taken-for-
granted information (e.g., Hopper, 1981). In
other cases, there may be no obvious corre-
spondence between a string of signals and
the meaning conveyed. Further, any par-
ticular message can mean multiple things
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depending on the context of occurrence
(Jacobs, 2002).

These ideas contrast with a second view
of communication, sometimes called the
“conduit” metaphor (Reddy, 1979) or “trans-
mission” model (Craig, 1999), which sees
communication as a mechanical process of
transferring information from the head of
one person (source) to another (receiver)
through reciprocal application of a shared
code (i.e., “encoding” and “decoding”). This
latter view is a frequent target of academic
critiques, although, as Craig observed, the
position critiqued tends to be a simplistic
straw figure rather than a serious perspec-
tive with genuine adherents. On the other
hand, the transmission model does seem
to reflect popular and cultural assumptions
about communication. For example, misun-
derstanding and a host of other interpersonal
difficulties are most often attributed to a
lack of communication – an emphasis that
entirely neglects the more subtle aspects of
communication (Sillars, 1998).

At the most basic level of analysis, ambi-
guity is reflected in linguistic underdetermi-
nancy – the notion that no utterance fully
encodes the thought or proposition it is used
to express (Carston, 2002). Even the most
explicit aspects of communication (i.e., lit-
eral meaning) rely on shared principles of
inference that go beyond a surface reading
of messages. Far greater potential ambigu-
ity is associated with the sort of pragmatic
meanings that are directly germane to the
study of personal relationships, such as the
speech acts reflected in various systems used
to analyze marital and family interactions
(e.g., “description,” “agreement,” “criticism,”
“validation”). The determination of a given
speech act is ambiguous, because the same
message can perform different actions (e.g.,
“How about telling him yourself?” can be
a suggestion, challenge, criticism, rhetorical
answer, or simple question depending on the
context; Jacobs, 2002 , p. 231). A single utter-
ance can also serve as multiple acts simulta-
neously (e.g., “How much longer will you
be?” can serve as an informational question,
criticism, and indirect request [to hurry]
all at the same time; Jacobs, 2002 , p. 232).

Further, attempts to define the rules under-
lying the sequential use of speech acts (i.e.,
the “grammar of conversation”) encounter
the difficulty that many blatant rule viola-
tions are nonetheless coherent and meaning-
ful (Jacobs, 2002).

Quite apart from the inherent ambigui-
ties of language and other symbolic systems,
there is also strategic ambiguity in commu-
nication, reflecting a speaker’s effort at man-
aging multiple and often conflicting goals.
That is, through indirectness or obfuscation,
a speaker might respond to the immedi-
ate pressure to say something coherent and
appropriate, while at the same time try-
ing to avoid saying anything too directly, in
an effort to preserve good relations, show
politeness, maintain personal boundaries,
or avoid being pinned down (e.g., Bave-
las, Black, Chovil, & Mullett, 1990; Craig,
Tracy, & Spisak, 1986). The multifunctional-
ity of such discourse both increases ambigu-
ity (Craig et al., 1986) and invites selective
responding because, with greater ambiguity,
the listener is less constrained in furnishing
an interpretation (Sanders, 1984).

Naturally, ambiguity in communication is
affected by relationship history. In more inti-
mate contexts, individuals may gain license
to speak directly; moreover, they acquire
shared knowledge and memories that facili-
tate understanding of complex and implicit
aspects of intended meaning (Colvin, Vogt,
& Ickes, 1997; Planalp & Garvin-Doxas,
1994). However, the ambiguity of commu-
nication is transformed rather than resolved
by relational intimacy and shared history.
Although intimacy may promote direct talk,
it can also spark compensatory efforts to
maintain autonomy and privacy in response
to the potential transparency of close rela-
tionships. Strategic ambiguity is reflected,
for example, in the case of an adolescent
who reveals more to family outsiders than
to insiders or the case of a spouse who
speaks vaguely to avoid losing an argument.
Further, there are distinctive biases asso-
ciated with the way individuals interpret
communication within close relationships,
stemming from such things as the emotion-
ality of close relationships and a tendency
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for long-established perceptions to become
entrenched, thus promoting theory-driven
processing of messages (Sillars, 1998).

Research confirms the intuitive point that
pragmatic and relational meanings are often
seen differently by relational “insiders” than
“outsiders” (e.g., Surra & Ridley, 1991); how-
ever, insiders frequently diverge from one
another as well. This is suggested, for exam-
ple, by the generally low-to-moderate corre-
spondence between parent and adolescent
reports of family interaction (see Noller &
Callan, 1988). Further, in dissatisfying rela-
tionships and conflictive encounters, spouses
tend to “code” one another’s communication
in dissimilar terms, for example, by attribut-
ing negative intent to messages where none
was reported by the sender (see Sillars
et al., 2004 for a review) or by making self-
serving attributions about who is disclos-
ing, being attentive, and collaborating ver-
sus criticizing, distorting, and changing the
topic (Sillars et al., 2000). Thus, partici-
pants will sometimes fashion different and
incompatible views about the roles being
played by each person within a communica-
tion sequence, as suggested by Watzlawick
et al.’s (1967) notion of “punctuation” dif-
ferences in interaction.

A further demonstration of the ambigu-
ity of communication in personal relation-
ships is the notably weak empirical connec-
tion between how directly people talk about
their thoughts and feelings and the extent to
which others show understanding of those
same dispositions. Several studies of marital
and dating partners have found weak or null
associations between the amount of infor-
mation directly disclosed during communi-
cation and mutual understanding (see Sil-
lars, 1998; Thomas & Fletcher, 1997). Ickes
(2003) explained this phenomena partly in
terms of “motivated misunderstanding,” the
idea that people are sometimes motivated by
desires and insecurities to maintain inaccu-
rate conceptions about others, even in the
face of explicit information that contradicts
these conceptions. Further, people appear to
lack accurate meta-knowledge about their
degree of understanding or misunderstand-
ing of others during communication, such

that confidence in one’s inferences does
not predict empathic accuracy (Ickes, 2003 ;
Thomas & Fletcher, 1997).

Although relationship research often
emphasizes idiosyncratic aspects of message
interpretation, discourse and conversation
scholars have quite rightly pointed out that
despite the potential ambiguity of language
and communication, people usually under-
stand one another and demonstrate under-
standing at an extraordinary level of detail
(Jacobs, 2002 ; Roberts & Bavelas, 1996).
Understandings are established, confirmed,
updated, and repaired publicly and interac-
tively over the course of successive turns.
For example, an answer confirms that the
previous turn was a question (not an indi-
rect request for action, etc.; Lawrence, 2003)
and this understanding is apt to be fur-
ther reinforced or repaired in subsequent
turns. Similarly, the use of a gesture across
multiple turns and participants can estab-
lish the meaning of the gesture (LeBaron
& Koschmann, 2003). Lawrence (1999) was
directly critical of what he saw as a preoc-
cupation with problematic aspects of under-
standing in communication research, includ-
ing much of the research on interpersonal
relationships. According to Lawrence, the
heavy emphasis on misunderstanding disre-
gards evidence from conversational analytic
and ethnomethodological sources that inter-
actants routinely enact and preserve inter-
subjective understanding through a range of
conversational structures and practices.

It is not clear that these two ways of
thinking about understanding and misunder-
standing are as directly opposed as Lawrence
(1999) suggests, however because the differ-
ent traditions emphasize different contexts
of communication and levels of abstraction.
Conversation analysts emphasize routine
interactions, along with semantic and prag-
matic meanings that have practical conse-
quences for the composition and sequencing
of turns (e.g., whether the turn was meant
as a question or indirect request; whether
“the doctor” refers to “our doctor” or another
doctor; Lawrence, 1999, p. 271). Interper-
sonal communication researchers typically
study more abstract inferences, often within
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the context of relationship conflict or other
problematic interactions. A close analyses
of routine interactions will certainly show
that people are skilled at managing under-
standing, insofar as it has practical conse-
quences for the coordinated construction
of speaking turns. Nonetheless, there are
clearly conversations, both disjointed and
well coordinated, in which individuals
derive entirely different impressions about
what the interaction meant in terms of
respect, commitment, concern, cooperative-
ness, or other abstract, relational dimensions
of communicative intent. Such interactions
occasionally have significant impacts on rela-
tionships, quite apart from the question of
whether misunderstanding is the typical or
exceptional state of affairs overall.

(Outcome) Indeterminancy

There are various respects in which one
might say that communication is indetermi-
nate, so we need to mark our use of the term
in order to limit the argument. First, there
is indeterminancy (or “underdeterminancy”)
of meaning that we have previously spoken
about. Second, there is the argument, made
by advocates of a “rules” perspective (e.g.,
Cushman & Whiting, 1972) that commu-
nication is indeterminate because acts are
chosen, not compelled (i.e., a variant of the
philosophical debate over “free will”). The
implication for some is that communication
is outside the appropriate realm of causal
theories, because individuals retain ultimate
control in deciding whether to follow or
break communication rules (however, see
Toulmin, 1970, on the compatibility of rea-
soned action and causal theories).

The third sense of indeterminancy, and
the one we wish to focus on for the remain-
der of this section, is that there are few,
if any, fixed effects of messages on peo-
ple or relationships. Instead, the impacts
of messages are contextual, historical, per-
sonal, and cultural. A primary objective of
communication theory and research is to
articulate the critical features of contextual,
historical, personal, or cultural background

in a useful way. However, in many cases
this proves to be exceedingly tricky, given
the contradictory manner in which commu-
nication can operate. That is, communica-
tion is both transparent and opaque, unify-
ing and divisive, and a source of satisfaction
and despair.

To illustrate, consider two prominent
metaphors that have anchored much of
the research on communication in personal
relationships. First, there is the metaphor
of “relationship development” that evolved
from research on self-disclosure and mod-
els of relationship change (e.g., Altman &
Taylor, 1973 ; Berger et al., 1976; Knapp &
Vangelisti, 2005 , Miller & Steinberg, 1975).
Roughly speaking, these models suggest that
mutual disclosure and the accumulation
of shared experience during relationship
development leads toward intimate mutual
knowledge, greater understanding, and more
efficient and idiosyncratic ways of com-
municating. Second, there is the metaphor
of “relational communication,” referenced
throughout this chapter. This metaphor sug-
gests that relationships are continuously
negotiated through the implicit subtext
of communication. Further, the “relational
communication” theme has emphasized
aspects of communication that often lead
people into trouble, including the confus-
ing binds that result from paradoxical mes-
sages, the “imperviousness” of communica-
tors, and other tendencies that Watzlawick
and colleagues (1967) labeled “pathological
communication.”

These two traditions make an interesting
contrast. On the one hand, you have peo-
ple emphasizing how communication acts
as a centrifugal force in drawing together
the inferences and meanings of separate indi-
viduals. On the other hand, you have peo-
ple speculating about how family members,
who share the most intimate of connections,
psychologically injure one another through
obscure, contradictory, and otherwise mis-
guided efforts at communication. Although
these traditions highlight opposite impacts
of intimate communication, both images
have face validity. Indeed, many of the things
we might observe about communication are
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contradicted when we shift the context,
even slightly.

It is interesting to see how researchers
have swung in the direction of one polar-
ity or another, based on social trends and
other influences. This is illustrated by litera-
ture on self-disclosure and related concepts.
Following humanistic traditions in psychol-
ogy, along with the idealistic mind-set of
the late 1960s and early 1970s, writers orig-
inally emphasized the importance of self-
disclosure to psychological and relational
health. This was followed by critiques dur-
ing the more pragmatic 1980s and early
1990s (e.g., Brown & Rogers, 1991; Parks,
1982), undressing the ideological treatment
of openness and intimacy in writing about
communication, and next by a wave of inter-
est in privacy, secrecy, deception, and the
“dark side of communication” (e.g., Cupach
& Spitzberg, 1994). Recently, greater atten-
tion has been directed toward the balance
between disclosure and privacy, as reflected,
for example, in Petronio’s (2002) “boundary
management” perspective.

Inevitably, a certain distortion occurs any
time that we talk about how communication
works in “either–or” terms that are overly
straightforward. Both general systems the-
ory and dialectical theory make this point
forcefully. General systems theory suggests
that any final state or final condition can be
achieved through different means and from
different starting points (von Bertalanffy,
1968). This concept, labeled equifinality,
defies the notion that, for example, com-
munication goals only can be achieved
using certain strategies; instead, multiple
strategies may be employed to reach the
same goal. Research supports this posi-
tion, demonstrating that relational partners
may use different techniques to persuade
each other (Witteman & Fitzpatrick, 1986),
express opposition (Sillars et al., 2004), and
provide each other with support (Bolger,
Zuckerman, & Kessler, 2000).

Although equifinality complicates the
means by which relational partners reach
particular outcomes, multifinality, a related
component of general systems theory, sug-
gests that the same starting point may result

in different outcomes. A communication
strategy employed in one relationship may
encourage satisfaction while, in another rela-
tionship, the same strategy may create dis-
tress. For instance, researchers have found
that in some cases the expression of negative
affect is harmful to relationships, whereas
in others, it is positively associated with, or
unrelated to, satisfaction (Fincham & Beach,
1999). It comes as no surprise that neg-
ative behavior is inversely associated with
relational satisfaction overall (Gottman &
Notarius, 2000; Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990),
yet it would be shortsighted to conclude
that negative behavior is always “bad” for
relationships.

Dialectical theory takes another approach
to the problems associated with discussing
communication in “either–or” terms. Rather
than emphasize the various paths between
starting points and outcomes, this theory
suggests that the process of relating can
be viewed as a dialogue about opposing or
contradictory forces (Baxter & Montgomery,
1996). It “views communication in relation-
ships as the dialectical tension of contradic-
tory verbal-ideological forces, or discourses”
(Baxter, 2004 , p. 8). Dialectically minded
scholars suggest, for example, that people
desire both autonomy and connection in
their personal relationships (Altman, Vinsel,
& Brown, 1981). The way people negotiate
these two opposing forces is part of what
defines their relationship.

Although many, and probably most, com-
munication researchers accept the basic
arguments concerning dialectical contra-
dictions and equifinality–multifinality, they
may be less clear where to go with these
arguments. For example, the most per-
vasive research strategy for assessing the
impacts of communication on relationships
is to evaluate the effects of communica-
tion strictly according to their observed asso-
ciation with relational satisfaction or dis-
tress. The persistent focus on relationship
satisfaction and distress has certain unfor-
tunate consequences (Sillars et al., 2004).
For one, it encourages a tendency to see
all communication in clinical terms, includ-
ing normal variations in family interaction.
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As we noted earlier, research examin-
ing the everyday or mundane aspects of
social interaction can be as revealing as
the study of problematic aspects of com-
munication. Further, as Erbert and Duck
(1997) observed, research dichotomizing
adjusted–maladjusted groups often carries
the implication that the interaction char-
acteristics discriminating these groups can
also be dichotomized as good–bad com-
munication. However, studies suggest that
“good,” “sophisticated,” or “skillful” com-
munication does not necessarily distinguish
satisfied from dissatisfied couples. Indeed,
Burleson and Denton (1997) found no dif-
ferences in the marital satisfaction of couples
they defined as skilled and unskilled commu-
nicators. These researchers suggested that
some couples who are unhappy may employ
skillful, effective strategies to hurt each
other. It also is possible that in unhappy
or maladjusted relationships, “positive” com-
munication behaviors serve negative func-
tions and vice versa, as when positive
behaviors reproduce unnecessary and dam-
aging patterns of accommodation (Erbert &
Duck, 1997).

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to reflect
on basic properties of communication that
are acknowledged by scholars across differ-
ent theoretical perspectives. At the outset,
we argued that the terms communication and
relationship are inextricably linked. Existing
research and theory indicate that communi-
cation creates and sustains relationships and,
as well, that relationships shape both the
enactment and interpretation of communi-
cation. By articulating some of the basic
properties of communication, we hoped not
only to describe what it means to study
relationships from a “communication per-
spective,” but also to clarify some of the
ways that communication and relationships
intersect.

Although the properties we discuss –
interdependence, reflexivity, complexity, ambi-
guity, and indeterminancy – are basic qualities

of communication, they pose challenges to
researchers and theorists that are notably
complex. Perhaps the most obvious of these
challenges is for researchers to continue
to focus their attention on interactions
and sequences of interactions, as opposed
to individual strategies, turns, or utter-
ances. Communication messages, like rela-
tionships, should not be treated as singular,
isolated units. Instead, they should be stud-
ied in relation to one another. The literature
suggests that patterns ranging from infants’
bids for attention (Papousek, Papousek, &
Haekel, 1987) to spouses’ tendencies to
approach or avoid conflict (Christensen &
Heavey, 1990) are most clearly understood
when examined together with the commu-
nication that precedes and follows them.

Another challenge that emerges from our
discussion is for researchers to continue
to address the multiple meanings, func-
tions, and outcomes associated with com-
munication behaviors. Communication, like
relationships, is conceived, interpreted, and
employed in different ways for different
purposes. Because different meanings may
be associated with a single message or set
of messages, any given message may serve
multiple functions and have multiple out-
comes. Research on partners’ tendency to
avoid communication indicates that, indeed,
avoidance is enacted in different ways and
for different purposes (Caughlin & Afifi,
2004 ; Roberts, 2000). Such findings suggest
that coding communication behaviors for
singular, or even primary, meanings, func-
tions, or outcomes must be done with care.

Yet another challenge for researchers
involves the contextual nature of commu-
nication. Communication, like relationships,
is situated; it only is fully understood when
it is examined in context. Further, multi-
ple contexts simultaneously affect and are
affected by communication. Much of the
literature on personal relationships exam-
ines communication in the context of sat-
isfying or dissatisfying relationships, but sat-
isfaction clearly is not the only variable that
researchers might use to examine relational
contexts, and relational contexts are not the
only ones that influence communication.
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Studies suggest that social, cultural, and his-
torical environments also affect the ways
people enact and interpret communication
behaviors (e.g., Brown, Burton, & Sweeney,
1998; see Brown, Werner, & Altman, this vol-
ume for a review).

Clearly, addressing any one of these chal-
lenges – let alone all of them – is a big task.
It is not a task that we anticipate researchers
will be able to accomplish in a single study or
even in a single program of research. Rather,
like the development of relationships, we
anticipate the development of research on
communication in relationships to progress
through the accidental and purposeful col-
laboration of multiple participants.
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Social Cognition in Intimate
Relationships
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Humans are the most cognitively complex
animals on the planet. We spend inordi-
nate amounts of time explaining, predict-
ing, and attempting to control the world
around us, and we are astonishingly success-
ful at achieving such goals. Explaining the
distant origins of such prodigious abilities is a
question for evolutionary psychology. How-
ever, there is little doubt that the crucible
within which humans learn to think consists
of intimate relationships with parents and
caretakers during childhood, and that both
the nature and the functions of cognition in
adulthood continue to be profoundly influ-
enced by intimate relationships.

Thus, the study of cognition in intimate
relationships holds out the promise of two
fundamental payoffs. First, it contributes to
our understanding of fundamental processes
of cognition. Second, it helps us understand
how intimate relationships work. Perhaps
because of this double-barreled outcome,
the study of social cognition within intimate
relationship settings has become a massive
area in social psychology (and related dis-
ciplines; see, for example, Fletcher & Clark,
2001). However, such research has not taken

place in isolation. Three examples of the
fruitful synergy that can exist across domains
concern the application of social cognitive
research and theorizing to the work on bias
and accuracy, attachment theory, and evolu-
tionary psychology.

In this chapter, we first provide a brief
overview of the nature and functions of
social cognition within intimate relation-
ships, then apply this social cognitive per-
spective to three major topics within the
relationship field, namely, bias and error,
adult attachment, and mate selection (a
major concern of evolutionary psychology).
But first, a little history.

A Brief Historical Tour

The so-called cognitive revolution in psy-
chology took place in the 1960s and 1970s,
displacing behaviorism as the dominant
paradigm. However, social psychology had
already adopted a cognitive stance from
the Second World War onward, and this
approach also permeated the study of rela-
tionships and interpersonal attraction. Take,
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for example, Thibaut and Kelley’s (1959)
classic formulation of interdependence the-
ory, which postulates that people assess their
relationships by comparing what they have
with both what they deserve and the avail-
able alternatives. At its core this model is a
social cognitive theory.

Harold Kelley was also a key figure in
the development of attribution theory (ini-
tially proposed by Fritz Heider in 1958).
By the 1970s, attribution theory was one of
the dominant paradigms in social psychology
and was exported to many fields including
the study of intimate relationships. Indeed,
the study of cognition in intimate relation-
ships was dominated in the 1970s and 1980s
by the investigation of attributions (Fletcher
& Fincham, 1991). However, attribution the-
ory was developed prior to the emergence
of social cognition in social psychology. The
study of social cognition, in turn, largely
borrowed its methodologies and concepts
from cognitive psychology. Thus, the study
of attributions in relationships faded in the
1990s and was gradually assimilated into
more general social cognitive models (see
Fletcher & Fitness, 1996).

The contemporary field concerned with
cognition in close relationships uses both
laboratory based methodologies (e.g., re-
action-time studies) and concepts (e.g.,
automatic vs. controlled processing) bor-
rowed from cognitive psychology. However,
it also examines cognition amid the great
complexity of intimate relationships as they
are forged, maintained, and dissolved in
real-world settings. Thus, researchers in
this area happily swap from lab-based to
survey research, from tightly controlled
experimental studies with stripped-down
stimuli to observational studies of behavioral
interaction.

In the next section, we lay out a general
social cognitive model. This model is partly
our own invention, and thus the details may
be arguable. However, the general outline
would have considerable consensus in the
field. Like all social cognitive models, this
one splits the black box of cognition into two
separate fields: stored knowledge structures
(we call lay theories), and online process-

ing. In our discussion, we constantly juxta-
pose two separate but intertwined questions:
what is the nature of such knowledge struc-
tures, and what is their function?

A Social Cognitive Approach

. . . there is nothing so practical as a good
theory. –Lewin (1951)

Lay Relationship Theories

A plethora of terms have been coined to
describe the elaborate knowledge struc-
tures that people develop concerning inti-
mate relationships including schemas, scripts,
prototypes, working models, mental models,
and so forth. What are the functions of
such knowledge structures? Exemplifying
Lewin’s quote, they seem to be associated
with three basic lay aims: explanation (e.g.,
“I am nervous around Michael because he
reminds me of my ex-boyfriend”), prediction
(e.g., “If I tell Joan the truth, she will leave
me”), and control or influence (e.g., trading in
the sedan for a sports car to attract women).
These are, of course, the familiar aims of sci-
entific theories, which is one reason we like
the term lay relationship theories to describe
these knowledge structures.

Regardless of the way in which knowl-
edge structures are conceptualized, every-
one agrees that people do not store and
retrieve exact replicas of every interper-
sonal experience. Instead, experiences are
organized into generalized representations
that summarize regularities encountered
over time, including beliefs, expectations,
interpersonal goals, and behavioral strate-
gies. Whenever a relationship-relevant event
occurs (from simply thinking of a close other
to receiving a compliment from one’s part-
ner), such lay theories are activated auto-
matically, guiding how the event is mentally
processed and influencing both accompany-
ing emotions and resultant behavior. More-
over, there is an emerging consensus that
such theories are organized into a hierarchi-
cal network that ranges from general to spe-
cific forms.
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We distinguish between three levels of
lay intimate theories; general social theories
that pertain generally to social interaction,
general relationship theories that summarize
knowledge specifically relevant to close rela-
tionships, and local theories that represent
specific intimate relationships such as one’s
husband or ex-boyfriend. We describe each
in turn, and analyze how their connections
help drive the ABC (affect, behavior, and
cognition) of human psychological phenom-
ena in intimate relationships

General Social Theories

General social theories apply to all interper-
sonal relations, from a brief encounter with
a stranger to daily interactions with one’s
spouse. People possess extensive knowledge
about such interactions including a gen-
eral folk theory (often termed theory of
mind) that specifies when and how to pro-
duce mental attributions such as inten-
tions, beliefs, attitudes, and personality traits.
As previously noted, the most thoroughly
researched model in relationship settings
within this domain is attribution theory,
which is concerned with how people explain
their own and others’ behavior.

People frequently and spontaneously talk
about and explain intimate relationships,
often with apparent enjoyment (Dunbar &
Duncan, 1997; Fletcher & Fincham, 1991).
Attribution theorists propose that what
matters is not so much the content of
the attributed cause, but where a particu-
lar causal explanation is located on a num-
ber of crucial dimensions, including locus
(internal–external), stability, and specificity.
Consider the following example:

Imagine Susan and John on their first
date. Throughout their conversation, John
continually looks around the room and
asks Susan to repeat herself. Susan ini-
tially explains his inattentiveness as self-
absorption. However, John is attractive,
and she warms to him. She then switches
her explanation to account for his negative
behavior as anxiety arising from being in an
uncomfortable situation, the dreaded first
date – maybe a second date is a good idea.

Note that in the first instance Susan
attributes John’s negative behavior to an
internal, stable, and global characteristic (a
relationship-negative pattern), whereas her
latter attribution to the situation is exter-
nal, unstable, and specific (a relationship-
positive pattern). This example is not merely
conjectural. There is a vast range of research
that supports the hypothesis that these kinds
of attributions have similar positive or nega-
tive effects in both dating and married rela-
tionships (see Fincham, 2001).

General Relationship Theories

General relationship theories are replete
with beliefs, expectations, and concepts that
are specifically concerned with close rela-
tionships of all kinds including intimate,
sexual relationships. These theories can be
idiosyncratic to some extent, depending on
individual experiences. Nevertheless, rela-
tionship theories are derived from both cul-
turally shared sources of information (e.g.,
media) and from hardwired evolutionary
adaptations (more on this later). Thus, many
core features of general relationship theo-
ries are similar across individuals. For exam-
ple, people hold similar theories regarding
the nature and roles of emotions in rela-
tionships, such as love, anger, and jealousy
(Fitness, 1996), and have similar concep-
tualizations of concepts such as commit-
ment (Fehr, 1999), respect (Frei & Shaver,
2002), the features of a “good” relationship
(Hassebrauck, 1997), factors associated with
relationship success and failure (Fletcher
& Kininmonth, 1992), and mate selec-
tion criteria (Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, &
Giles, 1999).

Other types of general relationship the-
ories have the same structure across indi-
viduals, although the actual content may
differ. For example, there exist stable indi-
vidual differences in attachment models,
ideal standards, and what Knee and col-
leagues (2003) termed “growth and des-
tiny beliefs.” That is, individuals differ in
the extent to which they believe and trust
others will be available and responsive in
times of need (see Shaver & Mikulincer,
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this volume), the importance they place
on such standards as physical attractiveness
in evaluating a potential or existent mate
(Simpson, Fletcher, & Campbell, 2001), and
the extent to which they believe relation-
ship success is determined by destiny or
through overcoming challenges (Knee et al.,
2003). Individual differences in the con-
tent of these lay theories determine how
the same relationship events are perceived
and responded to. For example, individu-
als who ascribe to destiny beliefs are less
satisfied with their relationships in the face
of negative partner behavior or relation-
ship experiences. In contrast, individuals
who view relationship problems as chal-
lenges to be overcome remain satisfied and
committed when their partners do not live
up to their ideals or when they experience
conflict within their relationships (Knee
et al., 2003).

Regardless of the particular content, lay
relationship theories pervasively influence
affect, behavior, and cognition within rela-
tionships. Let us revisit our dating couple,
Susan and John, in the course of their sec-
ond date.

Susan notices that John dresses well and
has a good job. This fits nicely with Susan’s
theory about the ideal man. However, car-
ing and sensitivity are also critical for
Susan; she seeks a long term relation-
ship, and her last boyfriend was so con-
cerned about his career, she felt he didn’t
have enough time for her. Similar feelings
have plagued Susan’s previous relation-
ships, and deep down she fears that no one
will ever really love her. As the discussion
turns to their interests, Susan finds they
have a lot of in common – “That’s good,”
she thinks, “similarity is important in rela-
tionships.” Maybe there is hope after all.

As this tale demonstrates, people enter
social situations with preexistent mental
dispositions (theories about relationships)
that conspire to produce interpretations and
explanations of behavior, evaluations of the
partner and the relationship, and finally deci-
sions about the course of the relationship.

Local Relationship Theories

If John and Susan’s relationship continues,
they will both develop elaborate local rela-
tionship theories of each other’s personality,
attributes and attitudes, and models of their
relationship including how close and satis-
fied they are, how well they communicate,
problems they currently have or may expe-
rience, and how their relationship is linked
to friends and family. Such local theories
become more complex and integrated over
time, and steadily become entwined with
representations and evaluations of the self
(Aron, Aron, & Norman, 2001).

A critical point here is that local rela-
tionship theories are generated according
to the way in which local theories overlap
with preexistent general relationship theo-
ries. Thus, relationship evaluations are pro-
duced (in part) as a function of the extent
to which perceptions and experiences match
prior expectations and beliefs. For exam-
ple, greater discrepancy between ideal stan-
dards concerning the degree of warmth and
supportiveness and associated perceptions
of partner behavior will be associated with
more negative relationship evaluations and
an increased probability of relationship dis-
solution (see Simpson et al., 2001).

Online Processing

Although the examples just used may leave
the impression that people consciously
draw on their theories, relationship theories
are routinely accessed quite unconsciously
(Fletcher, Rosanowski, & Fitness, 1994). In
addition, the cognitive processing itself may
be unconscious and automatic. This level of
efficiency is necessary. A single interpersonal
interaction requires many streams of cog-
nitive processing to occur simultaneously.
Partners must encode the verbal and non-
verbal behavior (including facial expressions,
eye contact, and gestures), while controlling
their own behavior, making rapid judgments,
and blending their thoughts, emotions, and
behavior into a smoothly coordinated inter-
action. This is only achievable if such pro-
cessing is conducted automatically and in
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parallel. There is considerable direct evi-
dence for this thesis based on studies that use
techniques that require individuals to carry
out two tasks at the same time, thus loading
their cognitive resources (e.g., Fletcher et al.,
1994 ; Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, 2002).

The extent to which relationship events
are subject to in-depth conscious analysis
will vary considerably depending on the
stage of relationship, individual differences,
and the situational context. In long-term sta-
ble relationships, a great deal of commu-
nication will become routine, resulting in
overlearned and stereotypical sequences of
behavior. Two kinds of events have been
shown to snap people back into conscious,
controlled cognition (often accompanied
by emotion): negative events and unex-
pected events (Berscheid, 1983 ; Fletcher &
Thomas, 1996).

Emotions

The study of social cognition in intimate
contexts can ill afford to ignore the role
of emotions, given that relationship cogni-
tion is so often “hot cognition,” shot through
with affect and evaluations. The functions
of emotions in relationships are no different
from their role generally (Fitness, Fletcher,
& Overall, 2003). First, emotions (such as
fear, anger, or love) both attract attention
and provide the motivation to attain a goal.
Second, they provide information that help
people decide how to attain goals. Thus, in
relationship settings there is evidence that
feelings of love are associated with the desire
to be physically close to the partner and
to express such urges. Anger is associated
with urges to confront the partner and seek
redress, whereas hate is marked by the urge
to avoid or escape from the partner (Fitness
& Fletcher, 1993).

However, negative emotions provide a
problem in relationships, given that their
automatic full-blooded expression is likely
to accelerate the demise of many rela-
tionships. Thus, individuals actively con-
trol and manage the expression of emotions
like jealousy or anger (Fletcher, Thomas, &

Durrant, 1999). Indeed, the expression of
emotions serves a range of communication
goals that are important in intimate relation-
ships. Drawing on Darwin’s (1872) pioneer-
ing account, Clark and her colleagues have
argued, for example, that the expression of
emotions, such as anxiety and sadness, sig-
nals the need for comfort and support from
the partner, whereas anger sets the scene
for the partner to seek forgiveness (Clark,
Fitness, & Brissette, 2001). Emotions are,
thus, inextricably tied into both social cog-
nition and the way that couples interact and
negotiate issues within their relationships.

Fitness et al. (2003) argued that emotion
lay theories can be categorized according to
the same tripartite division that we previ-
ously laid out for cognitive lay theories. At
the most general level individuals hold the-
ories about the nature of emotions across
domains, such as anger and love. These are
often referred to as scripts, because they
involve interactional sequences that unfold
predictably over time (Fitness, 1996). At
the next level down, people hold theories
about emotions as they function in intimate
sexual relationships. Finally, at the bedrock
empirical level, people have theories about
emotions as they function within specific
relationships that take into account specific
interactional patterns and the personalities
of the individuals concerned.

We draw two main conclusions. First,
emotions and cognitions are thoroughly
intertwined and work together in normal
social cognition. Thus, if John buys Susan
a rose, she is likely to feel love or gratitude,
but if Susan knows that John is aware she
is allergic to roses, than she may feel con-
tempt or anger. Second, studies of rare forms
of brain damage that incapacitate emotions
but leave other abilities and functions intact,
have shown that people develop crippling
deficits in social intelligence and managing
interpersonal relationships (Damasio, 1994).
Damasio’s explanation is that without emo-
tions, individuals are deprived of critical
information. Thus, emotions are indispens-
able rather than inimical to rationality and
good decision making.
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This way of interpreting the role of emo-
tions in relationships is not without contro-
versy and appears at first blush to conflict
with both conventional wisdom and a mass
of scientific research showing that emotions
like love can pitch people into rash decision
making and motivate them to develop hope-
lessly biased and rose-tinted views of their
partners and relationships. We deal with this
argument in the next section.

With this brief sketch of a broad social
cognitive account as background, we move
into discussing the work concerning bias and
error in relationship judgments followed by
two popular areas that also embody the role
of cognition in relationship settings: attach-
ment theory and mate selection.

Bias and Accuracy in Relationship
Judgments

Love sees not with the eyes, but with the
mind;

And therefore is wing’d Cupid painted
blind.

William Shakespeare

The study of bias and accuracy in inti-
mate relationship settings provides a par-
ticularly sharp test of two competing mod-
els that have been widely debated in the
more general psychological literature. One
general model (which we term the “love is
blind” thesis) argues that normal, healthy, lay
social cognition is typically positively biased,
overoptimistic, and Pollyannaish. According
to this approach, the motivation to retain a
positive and healthy level of self-esteem, and
by extension a positive level of relationship
esteem, is assumed to be a pervasive motive.
A second general model (which we call the
“relationship reality” model) proposes that
people are often motivated by the desire to
be accurate in their relationship judgments,
that such judgments are frequently accu-
rate and that a firm grasp of relationship
reality is necessary for healthy functioning
relationships.

Both models appear plausible and are
supported by impressive bodies of evi-

dence (for recent reviews see Fletcher, 2002 ;
Fletcher, Simpson, & Boyce, in press; Gagne
& Lydon, 2004). In support of the “love is
blind” model, for example, Murray and col-
leagues have produced an influential pro-
gram of research (for a review, see Murray,
2001) that supports two major proposi-
tions. First, individuals routinely fight off
doubts that corrode levels of commitment
and trust by rewriting or restructuring
local relationship theories. Second, as love’s
blinkers grow stronger and more opaque,
individuals idealize their partners more,
exaggerate the similarity between self and
partner, and subsequently develop more
stable and happier relationships (for both
self and partner).

However, there is also considerable sup-
port for the relationship reality model. First,
partners in romantic relationships tend to
have similar relationship evaluations. Sec-
ond, positive relationship evaluations are
usually moderately correlated with the pos-
itivity of interactive behavior (as coded by
external observers). Third, the evaluative
valence of relationship judgments has been
consistently shown to be one of the best pre-
dictors of relationship dissolution in both
dating and married samples. Fourth, the
mere fact that relationship dissolution is
commonplace suggests that there are bound-
ary conditions to the “love is blind” model.
Fifth, an elaborate recent study by Thomas
and Fletcher (2003) reported that, during
problem-solving interactions, partners were
superior in mind-reading each other’s cog-
nitions and emotions compared with either
friends of the couples or strangers. Taken
together, these five points convincingly sug-
gest that the intimate relationship mind is
locked onto the reality of relationships rather
than to relationship illusions.

We suggest two ways to reconcile the
competing claims advanced by the two
accounts. First, contrary to common as-
sumptions, bias and accuracy are relatively
independent constructs. Thus, bias is not
equivalent to inaccuracy or irrationality. Sec-
ond, individuals’ goals may sometimes be
oriented toward relationship enhancement
and esteem maintenance and sometimes
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toward truth and accuracy. We discuss each
aspect in turn.

Consider the following example (adapted
from Fletcher, 2002), picking up Susan and
John’s relationship again. Susan rates John
(using 1–7 Likert scales, where 1 = not like
John at all and 7 = very much like John) as
being very honest (7), very sincere (6), sen-
sitive (6), and moderately ambitious (5). Let
us assume we have on hand benchmark rat-
ings for John that are 100% accurate. These
turn out to be honest (6), sincere (5), sensi-
tive (5), and ambitious (4). Comparing the
two sets of ratings, it is apparent that Susan
is positively biased but accurate. That is,
the mean level of Susan’s judgments (6) is
one unit higher than the benchmark rat-
ings (5), but she is accurately tracking lev-
els across personality traits (r = 1.0). How-
ever, if Susan produced ratings of 6, 7, 5 , and
6 this would represent the same amount of
positivity bias, but no accuracy. In this varia-
tion, the mean level of Susan’s judgments is
again one unit higher than the benchmark
ratings, but she is not accurately tracking
levels across traits (r = 0.00). Finally, Susan
could be both unbiased and wildly inaccu-
rate (with a pattern such as 3 , 3 , 7, and 7).
That is, Susan’s mean level of judgments is
equivalent to the mean of the benchmark
ratings (5), but she is tracking the traits
inaccurately (r = −0.71).

In short, bias (assessed by comparing
mean levels of positivity for the perceived
judgments versus the reality benchmarks)
and accuracy (assessed by using correlations
between the perceived judgments and the
reality benchmarks) can be relatively inde-
pendent. Thus, the possibility is raised that
individuals can have the best of both worlds
and be both positively biased and accu-
rate in judging their partner and relation-
ship. For example, Murray, Holmes, Bellavia,
Griffin, and Dolderman (2002) reported
that women who were more egocentric
(viewing their partners as more similar to self
than was actually the case) also understood
their partners more accurately.

An additional and quite different way
in which bias has often been documented
is in terms of the way in which preexis-

tent knowledge structures influence other
judgments or memory processes. A mas-
sive list of such effects can be drawn up,
including the way in which those in hap-
pier and more stable relationships exagger-
ate the extent to which they are similar to
their partners (Murray et al., 2002), exagger-
ate the extent to which they were happy at
prior times in their relationships (Karney &
Frye, 2002), exaggerate the positive qualities
of their partners (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin,
1996a), and exaggerate the extent to which
their partners resemble their ideal partners
(Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996b), to name
but a few.

However, demonstrations of such bias do
not show that people are systematically irra-
tional or that they are blind to the truth.
Approaching data from the real world in
a completely open-minded and atheoretical
manner will reveal a blizzard of information,
but little in the way of causal understand-
ing. Thus, scientists of all stripes quite prop-
erly use their theories to explain or inter-
pret data routinely and pervasively (Fletcher,
1996) and weight the import of the data
accordingly (this is termed Bayes’s theorem
in probability circles). In the same fashion,
laypeople will make judgments under con-
ditions of uncertainty that reflect both the
nature of the incoming data and their extant
theories. For example, if Susan is asked to
make judgments about how similar she is to
John along some personality dimensions, she
will do so (in part) by accessing both her gen-
eral and her local partner and relationship
theories. If Susan is in a very happy relation-
ship and she believes that more similarity in
relationships produces more successful rela-
tionships (a common belief), this will lead
to biased judgments. In short, theory-guided
judgments, either scientific or lay, are (by
definition) biased judgments.

A second way of reconciling these two
models is to admit that they are both
true, but under different circumstances (on
this view, Shakespeare’s comment about
Cupid being painted blind is half right). For
example, the existence of extremely threat-
ening events or relationship interactions
may increase the accessibility and power
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of esteem-maintenance goals and subvert
truth-seeking accuracy goals (see Ickes &
Simpson, 2001). A compelling demonstra-
tion of this proposition was provided by
Simpson, Ickes, and Blackstone (1995), who
arranged for dating partners to rate pho-
tographs of attractive members of the oppo-
site sex (with their own partners present).
To juice up the threat, the photographs
were of people supposedly on campus and
available for dating. Individuals then both
reported their own thoughts and feelings
and attempted to mind-read their part-
ners’ thoughts and feelings while review-
ing videotaped versions of the attractive-
ness rating session. The results showed
that partners who were closer and more
intimate produced more inaccurate mind-
readings than those involved in less intimate
relationships.

Conversely, when partners are involved in
making decisions about relationship events
that involve considerable escalations of com-
mitment (e.g., getting married, having a
baby), this may enhance the accessibility
and power of relationship-reality goals that
should counter the simple need to feel good
about the relationship. The best evidence
to date for this proposal has been pro-
vided by Gagne and her colleagues (see
Gagne & Lydon, 2004 , for a review), who
have carried out a series of studies in
which they have manipulated a delibera-
tive (predecisional) versus an implemen-
tal (postdecisional) mind-set. For exam-
ple, in one study (Gagne & Lydon, 2001,
Study 3), individuals in dating relation-
ships were required to either describe the
pros and cons of an undecided relationship
project (e.g., should they live together) or
to describe how they planned to achieve a
project to which they were already com-
mitted (e.g., finding a suitable apartment).
Participants who were encouraged into a
rational, evenhanded, deliberative frame of
mind produced considerably more accu-
rate predictions concerning how long their
relationships would last, compared with
those who were making the same prediction
while in an esteem-maintenance, implemen-
tal mind-set.

Attachment Working Models

A child forsaken, waking suddenly,
Whose gaze afeard on all things round doth

rove,
And seeth only that it cannot see
The meeting eyes of love.
–George Eliot

The burgeoning study of adult attach-
ment, based on Bowlby’s developmental
theory, was initiated by Hazan and Shaver’s
seminal study published in 1987. And,
almost from the beginning, researchers have
noted and exploited the links between social
cognition and attachment theory. The rea-
son for this natural alliance between the two
domains lies in the nature of Bowlby’s origi-
nal theory, which posits that infants develop
lay theories (termed working models) that
organize and summarize their attachment
interactions (see Shaver & Mikulincer, this
volume) and provide expectations, emo-
tional reactions, and attitudes regarding both
the nature of self and others with respect
to the likely provision of love and sup-
port. Thus, working models provide the
mechanism and the link that explains how
attachment experiences in infancy are car-
ried into adulthood and why such working
models are relatively stable in adulthood (see
Fletcher, 2002).

Factor analytic studies have uniformly
shown that adult working models are char-
acterized by two relatively independent
attachment dimensions: anxious attachment
(anxiety over relationships and fear of being
abandoned or unloved) and avoidant attach-
ment (discomfort with and avoidance of
closeness and intimacy; Brennan, Clark, &
Shaver, 1998; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillip,
1996). Consistent with Bowlby’s original
formulation, working models were origi-
nally conceptualized as a species of general
relationship theory (according to the tripar-
tite taxonomy of relationship theories out-
lined previously). Moreover, again reflect-
ing Bowlby’s theory, they have often been
defined as global and unitary theories that
influence responses to any and all intimate
relationships.
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However, in a pioneering treatment of
attachment theory from a social cogni-
tive perspective, Collins and Read (1994)
suggested that working models should be
viewed in terms of a hierarchy with the
top-most level occupied by the most gen-
eral evaluative representation of self and
others (based on a lifetime of attachment
experiences). Further down are domain-
specific models such as relationships with
parents, friends, and romantic partners and,
finally, at the bottom level reside models
of specific local relationships. A consider-
able amount of research supports this kind
of hierarchy (see Collins, Guichard, Ford,
& Feeney, 2004). Perhaps the most direct
evidence to date is provided by Overall,
Fletcher, and Friesen (2003). In this study,
participants completed standard attachment
scales for the relationship domains of fam-
ily, platonic friendships, and romantic part-
ners, and also provided attachment ratings
for three specific attachment relationships
within each domain. Confirmatory factor
analyses of various models showed that by
far the best fit was provided by the Collins
and Read hierarchical model, and this was
true regardless of the measurement strat-
egy, gender, and the relationship status of
the participants.

Consistent with the cognitive approach
previously specified, research evidence has
steadily mounted showing that attachment
working models direct and influence expla-
nations, predictions, and behavioral regula-
tion attempts. For example, Collins (1996)
found that, consistent with their beliefs and
expectations, highly anxious participants
explained their partner’s negative behav-
ior with pessimistic causal attributions that
were stable, global, and internal to the part-
ner or relationship (e.g., insensitive). In con-
trast, secure individuals, low in attachment
anxiety and avoidance, offered charitable
explanations that were unstable, specific,
and external (e.g., had a bad cold). More-
over, these effects held regardless of levels
of relationship satisfaction. The same kind of
attributional differences have been reported
with studies that have assessed reactions to
positive behaviors (Collins, Ford, Guichard,

& Allard, 2003 , Study 2) and in the con-
text of actual interactive behavior (Collins
& Feeney, 2000).

Furthermore, there is increasing evidence
that the influence of attachment working
models occurs at both the controlled (con-
scious) and the automatic (unconscious)
levels. For example, Baldwin, Fehr, Kee-
dian, Seidel, and Thomson (1993) treated
attachment-related expectations as if–then
contingencies, in which particular contexts
(e.g., closeness) are linked to particular out-
comes (e.g., acceptance or rejection). To
access if–then associations, Baldwin et al.
employed a lexical decision task, which,
after the presentation of a context string
(e.g., interpersonal trust), required partici-
pants to identify whether a letter string is
a word or a nonword (e.g., hurt or care).
Reaction times in this task are indicative
of how closely linked the context-target
pair is in memory. When presented with
the word string “If I trust my partner then
my partner will . . . ,” avoidant participants
responded faster to the word hurt and secure
individuals to the word care, demonstrat-
ing the automatic activation of the outcome
expectations associated with their working
models (also see Baldwin & Meunier, 1999).
Thus, expectations and predictions appear
to come rapidly (and involuntarily) to the
forefront of the relationship mind, shaping
interpretations and guiding behavior.

This same methodology also allows access
to the behavioral strategies that may be
unconsciously initiated in response to a
particular event. In examining trust-related
coping strategies, Mikulincer (1998) found
that after presentation of a context stem rep-
resenting trust violation (e.g., “I trust my
partner and he/she hurts me”), anxiously
attached individuals identified the words
talk and worry faster, and avoidantly attached
individuals identified escape and worry faster.
Consistent with their beliefs and expecta-
tions of others, avoidance is associated with
withdrawal and anxiety over relationship
stability and disclosure. Thus, individuals
automatically react to a given event, par-
ticularly in times of stress (e.g., negative
relationship event) when conscious effortful
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processing is limited and attachment repre-
sentations are accessible and relevant.

Ready-made strategies may be employed
automatically but are also likely to be guided
by how an event is perceived and inter-
preted. For example, negative interpreta-
tions and attributions of relationship inter-
actions (hypothetical or real life) arising
from attachment anxiety or avoidance (or
both), and the negative affect elicited, pre-
dict (and mediate) negative conflict behav-
ior and relationship satisfaction (see Collins,
1996; Gallo & Smith, 2001). Regardless of
whether behavior is influenced via cognitive
and emotional reactions, or produced by the
automatic activation of behavioral strategies,
a large body of research has demonstrated
that attachment working models predict
behavior, such as communication, conflict-
resolution style, and support seeking and giv-
ing, which, in turn, influence relationship
quality and satisfaction (see Feeney, 1999;
Simpson & Rholes, 1998).

The biased processing and behavioral out-
comes associated with attachment suggest
that working models, like other lay theories,
should remain relatively stable. However, up
to 30% of individuals demonstrate change
in attachment classification when measured
over periods of 1 week to 2 years (Baldwin
& Fehr, 1995 ; Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994),
suggesting that working models are open
to revision. Importantly, change in attach-
ment ratings over time is related to factors
such as change in relationship status, sat-
isfaction, and quality (e.g., Davila, Karney,
& Bradbury, 1999; Hammond & Fletcher,
1991). These findings show that relatively
permanent contextual changes can promote
the modification of relationship representa-
tions. However, the ability to incorporate
new or incongruent information into exist-
ing working models may also depend on
the content of attachment working mod-
els. High attachment avoidance and anxi-
ety is related to cognitive closure and rigid-
ity and to a tendency to ignore or reject
inconsistent information (e.g., Mikulincer,
1997; Mikulincer & Arad, 1999), making
it especially hard to revise more negative
representations.

Finally, harking back to our discussion
of bias and accuracy, although attach-
ment representations may systematically
bias other judgments, this does not mean
they inevitably lead to irrational or inaccu-
rate judgments. Attachment working mod-
els, even avoidance, can be viewed as ratio-
nal and optimal constructs designed to learn
from the past and to protect and enhance the
self (see Hinde, 1982). Moreover, bias and
accuracy can happily coreside. For exam-
ple, in Collins and Feeney’s (2000) previ-
ously cited study, individuals’ perceptions of
their partners’ level of support while dis-
cussing a stressful problem were biased by
their attachment styles and their perceived
satisfaction with the relationship. However,
the same individuals simultaneously pro-
duced accurate judgments using observers’
ratings of their partners’ behavior as the real-
ity benchmark.

Mate Selection (and Deselection)

Sometimes the most extreme passion is
aroused – not by real-life love objects – but
by partners who are barely known . . . or
who exist only in imagination. Berscheid
and Walster (1978)

Once upon a time, in the 1960s and 1970s,
the study of interpersonal attraction (at the
psychological level) was dominated by social
psychology, which focused on the whys and
wherefores of attraction between strangers.
This research was largely atheoretical, and
the results read like a laundry list of factors
that determined attraction including simi-
larity, proximity, and physical attractiveness.
In the 1980s and 1990s, the field moved
toward the much greater complexity inher-
ent in the development, maintenance, and
dissolution phases of intimate relationships.
However, the study of interpersonal attrac-
tion (now typically labeled mate selection)
has once again become a hot topic, but under
the new banner of evolutionary psychology.1

Notably, this work is utterly different from
the prior social psychological research. First,
it has adopted a strong theoretical base,



Social Cognition in Intimate Relationships 363

based on the evolutionary work of Darwin,
and honed into modern psychological guise
by figures such as Tooby, Cosmides, and
Buss. Second, much of the work directly
concerned with relationships has concen-
trated on sex differences, although attention
has turned to within-sex differences more
recently (Fletcher, 2002). Third, as will be
seen, this work has important implications
for a social cognitive approach.

There is no single evolutionary psycho-
logical theory. Nevertheless, there is wide-
spread adherence to the aim of explain-
ing the cognitive and emotional mechanisms
of the contemporary human mind, through
understanding how they evolved via nat-
ural and sexual selection in the ancestral
environment. Just as with a social cogni-
tive approach, it is posited that behav-
ior at the proximal level is produced as a
function of the interaction between such
evolved dispositional states and the envi-
ronment. Moreover, although controversial,
even within evolutionary circles, it is com-
monly argued that the human mind contains
many highly modular and specific adapta-
tions, which were designed by evolution to
solve particular problems in our ancestral
environment.

Take the criteria that men and women
use in selecting mates. From a social cog-
nitive perspective, such criteria consist of
cognitive–affective standards that are stored
as components in the intimate relationship
mind (as part of what we have termed gen-
eral relationship theories). There is consider-
able evidence that men and women, across
cultures, focus on the same features when
looking for a mate in a long-term relation-
ship (for reviews see Buss, 1999; Fletcher,
2002). The most valued factors are person-
ality features such as intelligence, warmth,
and trustworthiness. Physical attractiveness,
good health, vitality, and either the actual
possession of status and resources or the
drive or potential to obtain them are also
considered important but typically are rated
somewhat less important than warmth and
trustworthiness. Factor analytic studies of
importance ratings of these kinds of indi-
vidual items show that they neatly fall into

exactly these three categories (e.g., Fletcher
et al., 1999; Fletcher, Tither, O’Loughlin,
Friesen, & Overall, 2004).

Why are these three categories – warmth–
trustworthiness, attractiveness–vitality, and
status–resources – so important? A standard
social cognitive approach is blithely indif-
ferent to such a question, in stark contrast
to evolutionary psychology. Gangestad and
Simpson (2000) argued that these dimen-
sions represent adaptations, designed to pro-
mote reproductive success via two distinct
routes – either good investment or good
genes. The possession of warmth and trust-
worthiness signals the capacity to be a good
mate and parent (i.e., the motivation for
good investment), whereas either the actual
possession of status and resources, or the
drive to obtain them, signal the ability to
provide good investment for the family. The
possession of attractiveness and vitality is the
primary good genes factor, signalling high
fertility and healthy genes.

The study of sex differences in mate
selection has produced a particularly florid
academic controversy along with consid-
erable media attention, again with impor-
tant implications for any social psychological
or social cognitive account. The found-
ing theory inevitably drafted into action
by evolutionary psychology in this con-
text is parental investment theory (Trivers,
1972). Parental investment theory explains
what Darwin assiduously documented but
failed to explain – that across species, males
are promiscuous and females are choosy.
Applied to humans, parental investment
theory highlights the facts that women
invest more in pregnancy and child rear-
ing than do men, and women are capa-
ble of producing fewer children than are
men. Thus, we should expect women to
rate mate-selection criteria related to good
investment as more important than crite-
ria concerned with good genes (relative to
men). Indeed, there is a wealth of evidence
that women do rate status and resources
as more important than men, whereas men
cite physical attractiveness as more impor-
tant than women and that men are more
focused on short-term liaisons and sexual
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variety than women (see Buss, 1999; Fletcher
et al., 2004).

However, Buss stressed the point that
both long-term and short-term sexual rela-
tionships may have potential costs (as well as
benefits), for both men and women, in terms
of reproductive fitness (Buss & Schmitt,
1993). For example, women could benefit
from short-term sexual liaisons by obtain-
ing resources or picking up some superior
genes. Indeed, there is accumulating evi-
dence that both men and women rate physi-
cal attractiveness as more important in short-
term flings than in long-term relationships
but rate good investment criteria as less
important in short-term flings (e.g., Fletcher
et al., 2004).

Now, consider anew the findings men-
tioned previously that there exist strong
within-sex individual differences in the
importance attached to the three main
categories of mate criteria (warmth–
trustworthiness, attractiveness–vitality, and
status–resources). From a social cognitive
perspective, this finding suggests the exis-
tence of cognitive standards that vary in
accessibility, that predate local relationships,
and that can be used to accomplish some
of the lay goals already described, such as
evaluation, explanation, prediction, and
regulation (see Simpson et al., 2001).

For example, to return to our fictional
couple, if Susan places a high value on attrac-
tiveness and vitality, and her partner (John)
has gained weight and turned into a couch
potato, this will produce a large discrepancy
between Susan’s standard and her percep-
tion. This discrepancy should produce lower
levels of relationship satisfaction, provide
Susan with an explanation for her dissatis-
faction, produce a gloomier prediction about
the future of the relationship, and perhaps
motivate Susan to attempt to change John’s
behavior (e.g., by dropping hints about join-
ing a health club). There is accumulating
evidence that supports this social cogni-
tive account (Campbell, Simpson, Kashy, &
Fletcher, 2001; Fletcher et al., 1999; Fletcher,
Simpson, & Thomas, 2000).

Another important question concerns
what causes individuals to set their mate

selection standards at different levels. One
answer, which has received considerable
empirical support, is that people (quite
rationally) calibrate their standards and
expectations according to their own self-
perceived mate value (see, for example,
Campbell et al., 2001; Murray et al., 1996a).
Moreover, the fact that people do not simply
have one global self-perceived mate value
means that they can afford to be picky on
some domains but not others and that trade-
offs across domains may be possible depend-
ing on the context. For example, Fletcher
et al.’s (2004) findings suggest that women
will select an attractive, cold man over a
homely, warm man for a short-term fling,
but will strongly prefer a homely, warm
man to a cold, handsome man in a long-
term relationship.

To conclude, a social psychological cum
social cognitive approach suggests that es-
sentially the same proximal-level processes
operate throughout a relationship and do not
cease after mate selection occurs. In addi-
tion, the picture emerging is one of massive
flexibility, fluidity, and considerable control
exerted by humans over all stages of rela-
tionship development. However, this does
not gainsay the contribution of evolutionary
psychology in this domain, which has helped
establish the empirical claim that evolution-
ary processes have left indelible footprints
on the intimate relationship mind.

Conclusion

The work summarized in this chapter sup-
ports the case that the study of social
cognition in intimate contexts can make
important and novel contributions to other
scientific domains including those covered
all too briefly in this chapter, namely, cogni-
tive psychology, emotions, bias and accuracy,
attachment theory, and, finally, evolutionary
psychology. We have offered many examples
of such contributions in this chapter. These
include the structure and functions of rela-
tionship lay theories, the way in which emo-
tion and cognitions are intertwined in rela-
tionship contexts, how social judgments in
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relationships can be both biased and accu-
rate, the hierarchical nature of attachment
working models, and the way in which we
humans use mate selection processes in a
flexible fashion to achieve multiple goals
throughout relationships (and not just at
the initial stages). Of course, as this chapter
attests to, the process also works in reverse,
with our understanding of social cognition in
intimate contexts immeasurably enhanced
by appropriating important elements, meth-
ods, and ideas from other domains (such as
those just mentioned).

More generally, we believe work in this
area supports two striking conclusions. First,
a social cognitive approach can and does
enrich our understanding of intimate rela-
tionships. Second, studying social cogni-
tion within the messy, complex, emotional,
world of intimate relationships illuminates
and expands our understanding of the most
basic processes of cognition and emotion.
And, this is simply because so much of the
way that humans feel and think is rooted in
close, interpersonal contexts.

Footnote

1. These points do not contradict the analysis
by Surra, Gray, Boettcher, Cottle, and West
(this volume) because they define the topic
of mate selection far more broadly than we
do here. We analyzed the number of jour-
nal articles that have the term mate selec-
tion in the abstract or title using the Web
of Science search engine and excluding pure
science journals to omit the work with ani-
mals other than humans. The figures were as
follows: 1970–1979, 34 articles; 1980–1989,
62 articles; 1990–1999, 195 articles; 2000–
2004 , 106 articles. These figures are consistent
with our impressions of the field.
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Gagné, F. M., & Lydon, J. E. (2001). Mind-
set and close relationship: When bias leads to
(in)accurate predictions. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 81, 85–96.
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Emotion in Theories of Close
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Close relationships are so rich and multi-
faceted that we can hope to explain them
only by using several theories that range
across levels of analysis, perspectives, and
emphases. Yet despite the many differences
among theories, they all have one element
in common – emotion. Close relationships
do not function well without emotion, and
neither do the theories that have been devel-
oped to explain them.

As Berscheid noted 2 decades ago, to be
close is at least in part to feel close, and
social interaction, especially between inti-
mates, is a crucible for emotion (Berscheid,
1983 ; Planalp, 1999). Feelings move infants
and caregivers to form and protect bonds and
to protest their loss. Inspired by emotion,
acquaintances become friends, lovers, or life
companions, but tortured by emotion, they
may become distant or separate. Emotions
are resources used to define and enact social
norms and roles. In fact, it is hard to imagine
a domain of close relationships that can do
without emotion.

The primary aim of this chapter is to ana-
lyze the role of emotion in theories of close

relationships and to consider how this role
might be developed to enrich such theories.
We have chosen seven theories of close rela-
tionship processes – or perhaps more accu-
rately, families of theories – that incorpo-
rate emotion with varying degrees of depth
and explicitness. Emotion can be seen as
a prime mover in evolutionary and attach-
ment theories, as a hidden dimension of
social exchange theory, as kind of kinesthetic
sense in dialectical theories, as a mysteri-
ous travel companion in stage theories, as a
friendly collaborator in social cognitive the-
ories, and as an instrument of negotiation in
theories of social roles and power.

To illustrate the roles that the same emo-
tions may play in each theoretical perspec-
tive, we put love and anger, in particular,
under the spotlight. We chose love and anger
because they are basic emotions that repre-
sent the fundamental dimension of valence
that appears in most typologies of emo-
tion terms (Shaver, Schwartz, Kirson, &
O’Connor, 1987), and they play important
roles in close relationships from a variety
of perspectives. We begin by considering

369
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evolutionary approaches because evolution
has made use of emotion to manage social
bonds, especially among mammals.

Evolutionary Theory

Humans are profoundly social animals who
depend on one another for their survival
and well-being. But surviving and thriving
in a complex social environment is not easy.
Evolutionary theorists argue that the prob-
lems involved in successfully finding and
retaining mates, parenting offspring, com-
peting for resources, maintaining friendships
for mutual support, managing conflicts,
and negotiating shifting power and status
dynamics have been challenging humans
over many thousands of years of evolution.
Today’s humans manage these problems, at
least in part, because they possess a variety
of evolved, psychological mechanisms that
enabled their ancestors to successfully man-
age them. We are the end products of a
long line of successful reproducers (Buss &
Kenrick, 1998).

Prime examples of such evolved psy-
chological mechanisms are the emotions
involved in the initiation, maintenance,
breakdown, and repair of close relation-
ships. Evolutionary theorists argue that emo-
tions are hardwired “programs” that detect
events that have recurred repeatedly over
human evolution (e.g., the presence of a
potential mate or rival; abandonment). Such
events trigger discrete emotion programs
and related perceptual, motivational, cogni-
tive, and behavioral subprograms, selected
over time as the most adaptive for deal-
ing with such events (Cosmides & Tooby,
2000). Feeling anger toward a relationship
partner, for example, signals that one’s rela-
tional goals (such as monogamy) have been
frustrated. What’s more, anger motivates
the kinds of coercive behaviors, including
aggression, that may encourage the part-
ner to meet one’s goals (i.e., stop cheat-
ing). On the other hand, feeling love sig-
nals that one’s relational goals have been
facilitated by one’s partner and motivates

adaptive responses such as increased com-
mitment (Ellis & Malamuth, 2000).

If the evolutionary argument that anger
and love are discrete emotion systems is true,
then the activation of one system need not
imply the deactivation of the other. In a
study designed to test this proposition, Ellis
and Malamuth (2000) found that individuals
who felt more love for their partners were,
indeed, more likely to demonstrate increased
commitment behaviors (e.g., proposing mar-
riage or maintaining dating exclusivity).
However, they were not less likely to shout at
their partners or throw things at them. Con-
versely, individuals who experienced more
anger toward their partners were more likely
to behave coercively (e.g., shout and throw
things at them), but they were not less likely
to demonstrate commitment behaviors such
as proposing marriage or maintaining dat-
ing exclusivity. Clearly, then, anger and love
coexist – sometimes uneasily – within close
relationships, and both serve separate, but
equally important goals.

To date, evolutionary theorists with an
interest in close relationships have focused
primarily on sexual attraction and mate
selection strategies (Buss & Kenrick, 1998;
Fitness, Fletcher, & Overall, 2003). Here,
the emotions of romantic love and jealousy
have assumed special significance as moti-
vators of pair-bonding and mate-guarding
behaviors (Planalp & Fitness, 1999). How-
ever, humans experience many more emo-
tions than love, anger, and jealousy in close
relationships, and according to the evolu-
tionary perspective, each emotion has some-
thing to say about a relationship-relevant,
adaptive problem. Grief, for example, is the
price we pay for attachment – we are wired
for pain because we need to love and be
loved (see Archer, 1999). Similarly, emotions
such as guilt, shame, fear, and loathing can be
viewed as signals of how we’re doing in the
“survival stakes” – have I damaged an impor-
tant relationship? Am I in danger of being
abandoned? Is this person doing me harm?

Exploring the thoughts, feelings, and
urges associated with these and other emo-
tions sheds light on what Lazarus (1991)
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referred to as the “core relational themes” –
adaptive problems – that have always
confronted humans and enrich our under-
standing of an infinite variety of emotion-
laden close relationship phenomena such as
loneliness, rejection, attraction, repulsion,
revenge, and forgiveness.

Emotions as Signals

Just as emotions let us know how we’re
doing and what’s currently going right (or
wrong) for us, so do emotional expressions
communicate the same information to oth-
ers. Thus, feelings of love inform us that
our relationship goals are being met; how-
ever, the behaviors they motivate (e.g., buy-
ing an engagement ring) signal our commit-
ment to a relationship partner who, in turn,
may experience facilitation to his or her rela-
tionship goals and return our love. Simi-
larly, expressing anger signals displeasure to a
relationship partner; expressing sadness sig-
nals a need for comfort and care; expressing
fear signals a need for protection; express-
ing guilt signals a desire to make up for
a relationship transgression; and expressing
joy signals that we are not currently needy,
but rather have resources (including positive
feelings) to share. In this sense, the expres-
sion of emotion is the currency of close rela-
tionships, and studies have confirmed that
emotions are most likely to be expressed in
so-called communal relationships in which
people feel responsible for others’ needs and
believe others will be responsive to their
needs (Clark, Fitness, & Brissette, 2001).

Marital interaction researchers have de-
monstrated the overall importance of emo-
tional expressivity and empathic respond-
ing to spouses’ relationship happiness
(Gottman, 1994 ; Ickes, 1997; Noller &
Ruzzene, 1991). However, not every expres-
sion of emotion sends a positive signal.
An individual may be shamed by her part-
ner’s contempt, intimidated by her partner’s
anger, or frightened and frustrated by her
partner’s sadness and its message of need-
iness. An evolutionary approach enriches
our understanding of the meaning of such

emotional signals and their associated cog-
nitions and motivations. It takes us beyond
the proximal context (I’m expressing shame
because you have criticized me) and adds
another dimension to our understanding of
the interaction: Personal devaluation is a sur-
vival threat; the feeling of shame alerts us to
our lowered status and motivates behaviors
such as defense or withdrawal, depending on
the physical and psychological resources we
bring to the interaction (Gilbert, 1998).

In summary, evolutionary approaches
provide insights on the distal, as opposed
to proximal, reasons for our emotions and
motivations, and nowhere are these emo-
tions and motivations so salient as within the
context of our social and personal relation-
ships (Fitness et al., 2003). We move now to
consider a theory of relationship processes,
originally formulated within an evolutionary
framework that gives emotion a central role:
attachment theory.

Attachment Theory

Every infant is born with a compelling need
to establish an emotional bond with a pri-
mary caregiver (usually the mother) who
provides security and a “safe haven” in a
potentially dangerous world (Bowlby, 1969).
Established bonds or secure attachments are
the source of humans’ first powerful expe-
riences of love, trust, and joy. Disrupted or
unpredictable bonds trigger intense negative
emotions such as anxiety, anger, and sorrow
(see Bowlby, 1973 , 1980).

Hazan and Shaver (1987) applied
Bowlby’s theory to adult romantic rela-
tionships and inspired hundreds, if not
thousands, of investigations into adult
attachment. In this research, participants
are typically asked to focus on a negative
relationship event (e.g., conflict with their
partner, being separated from their partner,
a breakup experience) and report their
emotional reaction to it (e.g., Feeney &
Noller, 1992 ; Kobak & Hazan, 1991; Kobak &
Sceery, 1988; Mikulincer & Florian, 1995 ;
Mikulincer, Hirschberger, Nachmias, &
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Gilliath, 2001; Mikulincer & Orbach,
1995 ; Simpson, 1990; Simpson, Rholes, &
Nelligan, 1992). The typical finding is that
people with secure attachment styles report
less intense negative affect and regulate
their emotions more effectively than those
with insecure styles. Avoidant individuals
tend to defensively minimize the experience
of negative emotion, failing to acknowledge
the distress that accompanies fractured
attachment. Anxious–ambivalent individ-
uals tend to experience especially high
levels of negative affect, including anxiety
and anger (Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Hazan
& Shaver, 1987). Interestingly, Rowe and
Carnelley (2003) recently demonstrated
that participants primed with attachment
security reported greater positive affect
and less negaive affect than those primed
with either an anxious or avoidant style.
Thus, emotions such as love and anger may
well serve as barometers of attachment
security.

Failed Attachment and Negative Feelings

The emphasis in adult attachment work
has been on emotions (typically the “neg-
ative” ones) as signals of distress and dis-
rupted attachment. In line with the evolu-
tionary perspective discussed earlier, anger
is a crucially important emotion in this
regard, and one that may actually go seri-
ously awry in close relationships. Bowlby
(1973), for example, described two types of
anger that may arise in response to disrupted
attachment: The anger of hope and the anger
of despair. The anger of hope is aroused
when the disrupted attachment is tempo-
rary. Similar to the coercive function of anger
noted by Ellis and Malamuth (2000), the
goal of “hopeful” anger is to overcome obsta-
cles to reunion and discourage the attach-
ment figure from leaving again. The response
to repeated or permanent loss, however, is
the anger of despair, an essentially dysfunc-
tional cry of protest that cannot put a situ-
ation right. Importantly, Bowlby also noted
that when partner-directed anger becomes
so intense that aggressive or coercive behav-
iors are motivated more by revenge than

by deterrence, the feeling “ceases to be the
‘hot displeasure’ of anger and may become,
instead, the ‘malice’ of hatred” (p. 288).

From an adult attachment perspective,
then, anger may be simply regarded as a
symptom or outcome of attachment dis-
ruption. However, a thoughtful considera-
tion of anger, in all its rich varieties, invites
many more questions than we currently
have answers for. What kinds of attachment-
related disruptions arouse the “anger of
hope” in a close relationship, and what can
shift such anger into a rage of despair? How
do we move from there to anger’s close
cousins, hatred and contempt? Importantly,
how do some relationship partners under-
stand and manage their anger in a way that
enables them to salvage and repair attach-
ment bonds?

Successful Attachment
and Positive Feelings

Although Bowlby noted the love and joy
experienced when an attachment figure is
“there for you,” love per se is not often
measured in attachment research. However,
many studies have shown that people who
report secure attachment to their roman-
tic partner also report more frequent expe-
riences of positive emotions such as hap-
piness than those with an insecure style
(e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Moreover, the
same hormones (e.g., oxytocin) and feel-
ings of warmth and tenderness are involved
in both adult–infant attachment and adult–
adult romantic love (see Fletcher, 2002 , for
a review). Love, then, is both a motivator
of and reward for successful attachment,
which in turn increases survival chances
and reproductive opportunities. However,
we still know little about the experience
and expression of positive emotions in adult
attachment relationships. For example, what
kinds of feelings and emotions are associ-
ated with the experience of “being there”
for a loved one, and how are such emo-
tions expressed and received, depending
on attachment styles? What is the role of
positive emotions, such as joy, pride, and
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compassion, in strengthening attachment
relationships?

Clearly, the emotions experienced and
expressed by individuals with different kinds
of attachment-related expectations are rich
with meaning but as yet are poorly under-
stood. For example, anxious–ambivalent
individuals, who crave closeness but expect
rejection, may engineer that outcome by
way of their frequent displays of anger, anx-
iety, and jealousy. But what are their part-
ners feeling in response to such emotion dis-
plays, and how do their emotional responses
depend in turn on their attachment-related
expectations?

Finally, it is assumed that attachment to
a romantic partner mirrors (barring other
major intervening events) attachment to
one’s primary caregiver in infancy. But why
attach to an adult partner, and how is that
process accomplished? Evolutionary theory
may provide an answer to the former ques-
tion. By establishing a strong bond with
another person, we may be ensuring that
there is at least one other person out there
who will have a highly vested interest in
ensuring our survival as well as that of our
offspring. One must be careful, however,
in choosing partners with whom to estab-
lish bonds. Some partners may not help at
all, may not treat us fairly, or may not be
dependable sources of resources needed to
survive and thrive. Social exchange theory
helps us address the issue of how people
assess whether partners enhance or drain
resources.

Social Exchange Theory

The language of social exchange theory
draws on the terminology of cold financial
calculation: rewards, costs, exchanges, com-
parison levels, short- and long-term profits,
equity and inequity. The terms seem dis-
connected from and perhaps even antithet-
ical to warm or even hot emotional pro-
cesses, but are they? A closer look shows that
the basic concepts and processes of social
exchange theory can be viewed as deeply
emotional (Planalp, 2003). Despite its cold

exterior, social exchange theory may have a
warm heart.

Basic Social Exchange Processes Have
Emotional Parallels

The basic building blocks of social exchange
theory are rewards and costs, which are
experienced as positive and negative feel-
ings. Perhaps either vocabulary will do,
but what seem to register subjectively and
in memory are affective associations with
experiences rather than ledgers of profits or
losses. Cosmides and Tooby (2000) argued
from an evolutionary perspective that we
must keep track of payoffs to make effective
decisions about who to trust and how much
to trust them. In survival terms, gullible
or infinitely forgiving individuals are disad-
vantaged. Thus, our “stream of actions and
daily experiences” is “affectively ‘colored’ by
the assignment of these hedonic values” (p.
18). Evolution has, in effect, provided an
affect-based accounting system that inter-
faces nicely with social exchange theory.

From this perspective, rather than com-
puting profits and losses, people in close rela-
tionships may accumulate good and bad feel-
ings toward others. Again, the emotions of
love and anger play critical roles in signaling
how we’re doing, relative to our partners.
Has my partner facilitated my goals as much
as I have facilitated his (am I receiving as
much love as I’m giving)? Has my partner
frustrated my goals more than I have frus-
trated hers (am I feeling angrier and more
resentful than she is)? Negative feelings can
be ignored, of course, if one expects more
positive feelings in the future, thus leading to
the affective equivalent of absorbing short-
term losses in the hopes of long-term gains.
Still, anger may simmer, alerting us to the
dangers of exploitation.

Comparison levels are also an integral
part of emotion processes in that posi-
tive and negative emotions are triggered by
deviations from expectations (Berscheid &
Ammazzalorso, 2001). Organisms must save
emotional energy for the unusual, but when
the unusual becomes usual, they habituate.
If expectations rise, it takes more to thrill
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us, and if they fall it takes less (Berscheid,
1983 ; Mandler, 1984). From an emotional
point of view, comparison levels for alter-
natives are simply feelings toward A rather
than B, which may, for example, be more
positive than the current relationship (mak-
ing the alternative tempting) but less pos-
itive than the comparison level (making it
still not satisfying).

In social exchange theories, specifically
equity theory, emotions play an explicit role
as signals or outcomes of unfair exchanges.
Underbenefited people feel angry, overben-
efited people feel guilty, and both are moti-
vated to set things right (although per-
haps not so much the guilty as the angry).
Emotion theorists have no quarrel with the
basic conclusion, but they suggest complica-
tions because of the complex appraisal pro-
cesses underlying emotional states (Scherer,
Schorr, & Johnstone, 2001). For example,
rather than feeling angry, underbenefited
people may feel depressed if they believe
they are helpless, hurt if they think the
neglect is intentional, indifferent if they take
it for granted, or guilty if they feel responsi-
ble for the inequity (Sprecher, 2001). Rather
than guilt, overbenefited people may feel
gratitude, hubris, contempt, happiness, or
pride (Kuijer, Buunk, Ybema, & Wobbes,
2002). It depends on how they appraise the
situation.

Feelings Are Shared, Not Exchanged

If one interprets social exchange theory lit-
erally, what is given is lost to the giver.
It is important to get back because you
could be left with nothing. Although that
is certainly true of tangible commodities,
just the opposite may be true for emotion.
For love, it is certainly better to give and
receive, but if love is unrequited, it may
feel better to give without receiving than
to receive without giving. In Baumeister and
Wotman’s words (1992):

The would-be lover sees the situation as a
high-stakes gamble, where there is a great
deal to win or to lose – but the rejector sees
it as a no-win proposition, where there is
nothing to be gained and there is a real
danger of unpleasantness. (p. 32 )

Shared emotions seem to be more the rule
than the exception, as described by Frijda
(1988) in the law of comparative feeling.
Shared feelings feel good; discrepancies feel
bad. As the saying goes, “Home is where sor-
row is divided and joy is multiplied.” Wit-
nessing good fortune or closeness that is not
shared can produce envy, jealousy, or guilt.
In fact, objective inequity such as unequal
task sharing may be less of an issue than dis-
crepancies between feelings. Knowing that
your spouse is enjoying her friends when you
are stuck doing dishes is not a problem if you
enjoy doing dishes or if you hate the friends.

Sometimes, it seems, people do not
exchange at all; they give without any expec-
tation of getting. Selfless altruism seems to
be common enough to beg for explanation,
and it is a stretch for social exchange theory
(Batson, 1998). Either helpers receive intan-
gible benefits such as self-esteem, or their
identities are fused with the persons being
helped such that “I” becomes “We.” What
are the mechanisms for that fusion? Peo-
ple help to feel good about themselves, to
escape bad feelings such as guilt, but most
importantly because of feelings of compas-
sion and genuine concern for others (Clary
et al., 1998). Empathy and compassion
seem much nobler than modified selfishness
and just as basic to the human condition
(Hoffman, 2001).

In conclusion, social exchange theories
supplemented by concepts drawn from the-
ories of emotion help to explain why peo-
ple seek out one partner over another and
how self-interest is amended or transformed
by concerns for fairness and by compassion.
What feels good or is rewarding for oneself
and for others, however, is not fixed. Chang-
ing and sometimes seemingly contradictory
needs can push and pull in different direc-
tions, leading theorists to turn to dialectical
theory to understand them.

Dialectical Theory

Dialectical theory describes the processes
of managing tensions between opposite
ends of several continua that are basic
to personal relationships: connectedness
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versus autonomy as the most central, but
also predictability versus novelty, openness
versus closedness, and others (Altman,
Vinsel, & Brown, 1981; Baxter, 2004 ; Baxter
& Montgomery, 1996; Rawlins, 1992). Given
that relationships are constantly changing,
how do people negotiate pushes and pulls
in both directions? Just as an inherent
kinesthetic sense enables tightrope walkers
to adjust to changes in wind or rope, emo-
tions are gauges that provide information
about adjustments that may be needed to
negotiate pushes and pulls from both ends
of the dialectical continua.

Emotions as Dialectical Pushes and Pulls

According to dialectical theory, the tension
between connectedness and autonomy is at
the heart of all relationships. We know that
human beings are not designed for isolation
because it doesn’t feel good (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995). Solitary confinement is used as
a form of torture, but less extreme isolation,
whether physical or symbolic, can result in
the more ordinary suffering labeled loneli-
ness or rejection. Pulling in the same direc-
tion is love – that most desired of all emo-
tions that propels physical and emotional
closeness. Pulling in the opposite direction
is our desire for autonomy and privacy that
manifests in feeling smothered, socially over-
loaded (Petronio, 2000), or angry if you get
in my way.

Similar tensions and emotional forces
move people along other dialectical con-
tinua as well. Too much predictability
makes for boredom that can be relieved
by exciting activities that improve rela-
tionships or by love that expands the self
(Aron & Aron, 1986; Aron, Norman, Aron,
McKenna, & Heyman, 2000). On the other
hand, too much excitement and uncertainty
can be a drain, making familiar and routine
activities feel reassuring (Berger & Bradac,
1982). Keeping feelings too closed off
can perpetuate physiological arousal and
unresolved issues to a degree that damages
physical health (Pennebaker, 1997), but too
much openness can leave people feeling
vulnerable or ashamed (Kennedy-Moore &
Watson, 1999).

Emotions as Signals
of Dialectical Tensions

New adjustments and negotiations may be
prompted by changes in life circumstances.
Children leaving home can make parents
crave connection or rejoice in their new-
found autonomy. Relocating to a new place
can make partners want to regain predictable
daily routines or to escape to a novel vaca-
tion. Trauma can make people open up to
others or close down by changing the sub-
ject. Feelings are what guide individuals and
couples to action (or inaction) aimed at rene-
gotiating the tensions between poles of the
dialectical continua.

Even if people do nothing to change
the objective situation, there seem to be
emotional mechanisms that favor equilib-
rium over continuous change and adjust-
ment. Emotions tend to be triggered by
novelty (Mandler, 1984 ; Scherer, Schorr,
& Johnstone, 2001) so that familiarity, no
matter how nice or noxious, tends toward
the emotionally bland. Long-distance cou-
ples get used to separation and new room-
mates adjust to forced togetherness. After
a few years couples tune out the same
old formerly-amusing, now-boring stories
and think nothing of repeated quarrels
(Berscheid, 1983). At some point, people
no longer want to tell and even less to hear
the earthquake story (Pennebaker, 1997), or
they decide it’s time to reveal the affair.
In dialectical terms one would say that the
dialectical tensions reach a temporary res-
olution, but in emotion terms one would
say that people habituate to new circum-
stances (Frijda, 1988). The tightrope walker
must constantly adjust to new gusts of
wind, but if the wind comes constantly
from the north, the adjustment becomes
automatic, and it is as if there is no wind
at all.

Despite differences in how individu-
als or pairs negotiate dialectical tensions,
researchers have observed recurrent patterns
in how people negotiate autonomy and con-
nectedness. Interaction patterns change dra-
matically from the tentativeness of early
acquaintanceship to the security of estab-
lished relationships and for some also to
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the strain of dissolution, as described in
stage theories.

Stage Theories

Stage theories of close relationships liken
relationship development, continuation,
and deterioration to climbing steps, walk-
ing around on a plateau, and sometimes
descending back down. The number of
steps or stages varies from theory to theory
(e.g., 10 for Knapp, 1978; 5 for Levinger,
1983), but all stage theories assume that
different relational patterns characterize
each step. One of the most important tasks
for stage theories is to explain what moves
people up and down the staircase. Knapp
outsourced the job to social exchange
theory and dialectical theory (Knapp &
Vangelisti, 2005), and Levinger offered a
variety of explanations, but we argue that
emotions are also at work in ways that are
still a bit mysterious.

Emotions Change With Stages

Guerrero and Andersen (2000) reviewed lit-
erature on emotional dynamics across three
general stages of relationships. They argued
that initial encounters generate feelings of
passion, infatuation, warmth, anticipation,
and joy but also anxiety, uncertainty, fear,
envy, and embarrassment. In long-term rela-
tionships partners maintain positive feelings
through engaging in constructive actions,
inhibiting negative behaviors, and maintain-
ing equity. Relational endings sometimes
bring relief, contentment, and even joy, but
more likely anger, sadness, hurt, grief, lone-
liness, or guilt.

Do We Step Separately or Together?

The stair-step metaphor begs the question of
whether relational partners are stepping up,
down, or across together. If steps are defined
by patterns of interaction, then both part-
ners have to be on the same step because it
takes two to interact, but if they are at least
in part emotional, then it is a different story.
Partners can be and often are out of step. Not

only is love often unrequited, but so is anger,
boredom, and hurt.

Perhaps we should ask why partners are
ever on the same emotional step. Part of
the answer seems to be that they work on
it. They seek out shared experiences that
are likely to be pleasant, saving the nega-
tive feelings and bad news for later (Aune,
Buller, & Aune, 1996). Another part of the
answer seems to be that it just works that
way. Positive feelings tend to feed positive
feelings, although not always. Saarni (1999)
wrote of spirals of mutual liking, which
probably occur without much effort. One
person expresses liking, which feels good
and is reassuring to the other, who recipro-
cates, leading to more and more liking. Dis-
crepancies, however, feel bad (Frijda, 1988).
When people anticipated experiencing emo-
tionally evocative situations (such as win-
ning a lottery) with friends, the emotions
they expected to feel depended on how
their friends felt. If their friends were dis-
appointed in the winnings, they thought it
would put a damper on their own enjoyment
(Jakobs, Fisher, & Manstead, 1997).

How Do We Step Up or Down Together?

On intuitive and experiential levels, it seems
obvious that emotions both produce and
are produced by changes in relationships
(Berscheid, 1983 ; Mandler, 1984). Curiosity
or loneliness motivates you to strike up a
conversation; you enjoy it, so you suggest
an outing; your time together is boring, so
you pursue it no further. That is the short
and relatively pleasureless and painless ver-
sion. Considering the variety of emotions
that move people through and result from
changes in stages of relationship, however, it
is unlikely that emotions can explain devel-
opment, continuation, and deterioration in
any simple way.

Consider passionate love. It does not take
a relational scholar to know that passion
does not increase monotonically over the
time course of a relationship, peaking after
many years of marriage, and declining grad-
ually if the marriage deteriorates. So does
it have any correspondence with relational
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changes at all? Baumeister and Bratslavsky
(1999) proposed that passion is a not func-
tion of intimacy per se, but of changes in
intimacy. In short, when intimacy increases
rapidly, as is common in the early stages of
relationship development, passion is high.
As intimacy becomes fully developed and
can no longer increase as rapidly, passion
declines. Abrupt decreases in intimacy also
generate passion with negative valence, such
as intense distress, whereas gradual declines
may not produce such passionate negative
feelings.

One emotional factor that may be directly
associated with intimacy or stages of rela-
tional development is the degree to which
each person feels that his or her emo-
tional well-being depends on the relation-
ship with the other (social exchange the-
orists would call it emotional investment).
In the early stages of relationships, little is
at stake beyond pleasant interactions, but
pleasant interactions are addictive, and each
partner may come to realize that they are
happier together than apart. If they build a
life together in advanced stages, their emo-
tional well-being depends not just on shared
interactions but on shared life experiences
and goals. If the relationship declines, either
those positive connections decline, nega-
tive connections increase, or both such that
well-being depends on being away from one
another rather than together.

Theorists have not addressed the ques-
tion of why recurrent patterns are observed
at different stages of relationship. It could
because of biological drives for connection or
because of logical imperatives such as part-
ners’ need to know about each other in order
to coordinate. Or it could be that people
have mental models of friendship or love
that they enact in their own relationships as
described by social cognitive theories.

Social Cognitive Theories

Social cognitive theorists also study emo-
tion, particularly theorists with an interest in
close relationships. Typically, however, social
cognitive theorists are not so much con-

cerned with scientific accounts of the causes
and functions of emotions as in so-called folk
or lay accounts of such processes. This inter-
est derives from the premise that people
learn about emotions as they grow up, and
it is their stored emotion knowledge struc-
tures, or scripts, that play a crucial role in
their understanding, experience, and mem-
ory of emotion-related events in their close
relationships.

The social cognitive theory that has been
applied most explicitly to emotion is Rosch’s
(1973) prototype theory (see Mervis &
Rosch, 1981, for a review). According to
Rosch, many natural language concepts lack
precise definitions. Instead, they are orga-
nized around their clearest cases or best
examples, which are referred to as proto-
types. Prototype theory originally was devel-
oped to account for the cognitive represen-
tation of object categories, such as furniture,
fruit, and vehicles. Subsequently, Fehr and
Russell (1984 ; see also Shaver, Schwartz,
Kirson, & O’Connor, 1987) demonstrated
that the concept of emotion was amenable
to a prototype conceptualization; instances
such as happiness, love, and sadness were
considered by laypeople to be prototypical
of the concept whereas awe, annoyance, and
respect were considered nonprototypical.

The next development was to apply the
theory to specific emotions, especially those
that are relevant to close relationships. These
included emotions such as love, hate, anger,
joy, jealousy, and respect (e.g., Aron & West-
bay, 1996; Fehr, 1988; Fehr & Russell, 1991;
Fitness & Fletcher, 1993 ; Frei & Shaver, 2002 ;
Lamm & Wiesmann, 1997; Regan, Kocan,
& Whitlock, 1998; Russell & Fehr, 1994 ;
Sharpsteen, 1993). This research has fol-
lowed two major trajectories. One approach
has been to specify the prototype structure
of these concepts (i.e., identifying which
types and features are considered central to
a given emotion and which are considered
peripheral). For example, it has been found
that companionate-like features of love (e.g.,
trust, honesty, caring) are considered proto-
typical of the concept whereas passionate
features (e.g., sexual attraction, increase in
heart rate) are considered peripheral.
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The other approach has been to ask
laypeople to describe actual experiences
of emotion (e.g., Fitness & Fletcher, 1993 ;
Shaver et al., 1987). The assumption in these
studies is that people will draw on their pro-
totype of a particular emotion when report-
ing on an actual emotion experience. The
intent is to map out laypeople’s knowl-
edge of prototypical emotion scripts, includ-
ing antecedents, physiological components,
behavioral tendencies, consequences, and so
on. For example, Fitness and Fletcher (1993)
found that laypeople conceptualize love in
terms of positive thoughts – feeling warm
and relaxed as caused by pleasant events
and the like – whereas anger is conceptu-
alized as involving negative thoughts and
feelings, muscle tension, and as caused by
the partner’s negative behaviors. However,
there were also similarities – both emotions
were regarded as involving active engage-
ment with the spouse, as being understand-
able, caused by the partner, and so on.

Both approaches have a common goal,
namely, to uncover laypeople’s cognitive
representation of emotion. Although this
goal has been successfully achieved, an
unfortunate by-product is that prototype
analyses of emotion have remained a largely
“in the head” enterprise Yet, it would seem
that this theory and the methodology based
on it would be well suited to address impor-
tant and interesting questions about emo-
tion experience. As Fitness and Fletcher
(1993) commented when describing cogni-
tive theories of emotions such as proto-
type theory, “a cornerstone assumption of
this work is that . . . knowledge structures
determine (or strongly influence) how dif-
ferent emotions are perceived, interpreted,
labeled, and expressed” (p. 942). In other
words, prototype researchers assume that
people will draw on their prototype of a
particular emotion when labeling or inter-
preting actual experiences of emotion and,
importantly, when choosing a course of
action. It is this issue that may well have
the greatest relevance to close relationships.
Framed in terms of love and anger, impor-
tant questions are the following: How does

a person’s cognitive representation of love
or anger influence whether and how these
emotions are expressed toward his or her
partner? How does the partner’s represen-
tation of love and anger influence his or
her behavior? Importantly, how do matches
and mismatches in partners’ scripts for love
and anger influence the course and out-
come of emotion-laded interactions? These
are the kinds of issues that will need to be
explored in future research if we are to real-
ize fully the value of prototype analyses of
emotion concepts.

As anger bursts out of the individual and
enters the social world through expression,
it can sometimes seem to take on a life of
its own. That is in part because messages
of anger, shame, sympathy, and other emo-
tions do not just express the internal states
of individuals; they also negotiate social roles
and power.

Theories of Social Roles and Power

Humans play a variety of relationship roles
over the course of their lives, and every role
comes with its own set of norms, rules, and
expectations. Implicit within all such role
identities are feelings and emotions. Thus,
for example, it is acceptable for children,
but not mothers, to have temper tantrums,
and spouses should feel compassion, rather
than contempt, for one another. There are
also specific emotional role requirements for
men and women. Brody (1999) documented
the differences between men’s and women’s
emotion roles in the family, with wives and
mothers expected to carry the bulk of the
so-called emotion work involved in nurtur-
ing and soothing others’ feelings. Men’s tra-
ditional role as family powerbrokers, on the
other hand, involves more frequent (and
acceptable) expressions of anger. Learning
these kinds of gendered emotion rules is part
and parcel of our emotion socialization as
children (Fitness & Duffield, 2004).

So what happens when relationship part-
ners break the rules and violate each
others’ expectations? Typically, emotion
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happens – indeed, perceived rule vio-
lation may generate the most dramatic
and intense emotional responses, includ-
ing abandonment, revenge, and murder. At
a less drastic level, research on relational
transgressions consistently shows that when
one partner “breaks the rules,” the other
responds with hurt and anger. These emo-
tional expressions, in turn, tend to gener-
ate anxiety, guilt, and even shame in the
offender. Such emotional transactions play a
crucial role in the negotiation of forgiveness,
where the offender’s guilt and remorse must
be sufficient to “pay for” the victim’s suffer-
ing (Fitness, 2001). Such emotional expres-
sions also serve important functions in the
proximal context, signaling a desire for con-
tinued attachment and emotional invest-
ment in the relationship.

Clearly, there are complex and subtle
power plays at work here, with relation-
ship partners’ feelings and emotions sig-
naling their positions (one-up, one-down)
relative to each other and generating, in
turn, the next moves in the drama. How-
ever, relatively little is known about emo-
tion and power dynamics in close relation-
ships – indeed, power is something of a dirty
word in the close relationship context, with
its connotations of coercion, manipulation,
and exploitation. Yet power is an integral,
inevitable, and inescapable feature of social
relationships. We are all negotiating power
with one another, all the time, via our feel-
ings and emotions.

Emotions as Power and Status Signals

The basis of all power is dependency. To the
extent that an individual relies on another
for any valued resource (including love,
or emotional investment in a relationship),
then the holder of that resource has power
over the individual who needs or wants it
(Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997). Within every
close relationship, then, there are both overt
and covert power struggles involving issues
of give and take, influence and resistance,
control and subversion. For example, Ret-
zinger (1991) described how spouses may

jockey for position during marital quarrels
by trading insults and put-downs. One part-
ner’s insult shames the other, who responds
with defensive anger and a humiliating
remark of his or her own, creating a rela-
tional interaction revolving around issues of
power and subordination.

Perhaps one of the most insightful and
potentially fruitful models of the relation-
ship between power and emotion was pro-
posed some years ago by Kemper (e.g.,
1984 , 1991). According to Kemper, two
basic dimensions underlie every human
interaction: power (feelings of control and
dominance) and status (feelings of wor-
thiness, esteem). Every relational exchange
takes place along these two dimensions, with
emotions signaling shifts in power–status
dynamics. Thus, a perceived loss of power
triggers anxiety; a perceived gain in power
triggers pleasure. A perceived loss of status
triggers hurt, depression, shame; a perceived
gain in status, or esteem, elicits the happi-
ness that comes from the feeling that one is
a valued relationship partner.

There is considerable scope within this
model to enrich our understanding of power
and emotion dynamics within the close rela-
tionship context. As noted in previous sec-
tions of this chapter, relationship partners
are constantly sending power and status sig-
nals to one another via their expressions of
emotions like anger and love. The experi-
ence and expression of such emotions serve
a vital informational function for humans
who need to know how they are doing rel-
ative to others (i.e., how much power do
they have, how much do others care about
them; see Fitness & Duffield, 2004). Again,
however, there is more to be learned about
the varieties of anger and love that may
be communicated within relationship con-
texts. Oatley and Jenkins (1996), for exam-
ple, argued that contempt is “the emotion of
complete rejection, of unmodulated power,
treating the other as a nonperson” (p. 313).
Similarly, Gottman (1994) argued that con-
tempt is, in the long term, a corrosive
marital emotion. However, we know little
about its origins, associated motivations, and
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short- to medium-term relational conse-
quences (shame, depression, or both?). Nor
do we know about the emotions involved
in people’s strategies to gain and maintain
power, or to regain lost status.

Power Shapes Emotions

According to a model recently proposed by
Keltner, Gruenfeld, and Anderson (2003),
having power is associated with holding
resources, which generates positive emo-
tions and “approach” tendencies – having
power feels good. On the other hand, low
power is associated with resource deficits
and a felt incapacity to deal effectively
with threat; this generates negative emotions
(anxiety, depression) and “inhibition” ten-
dencies. This implies that within the con-
text of close relationships, having power
may enable individuals to shape or control
the emotions of their less powerful part-
ners (see Gottman, Driver, Yashimoto, &
Rushe, 2002). In a recent demonstration
of such “emotional convergence,” Anderson,
Keltner, and John (2003) found that dating
partners and roommates became more sim-
ilar in their emotional responses over time,
but that “the emotions of the relationship
partner with lower power or status were bet-
ter predicted by their partners’ prior emo-
tions than vice versa” (p. 1065). That is, high-
power participants effectively shaped the
emotions of low-power partners (and note
that these findings did not relate to the gen-
der of the participants).

Anderson et al. (2003) argued that
although it may seem dysfunctional for low-
power individuals to adapt emotionally to
high-power individuals, the resulting emo-
tional similarity may actually contribute to
relationship cohesion and longevity. After
all, low-power people have to put more
effort generally into making relationships
work because they depend on their partners
more than their partners depend on them. It
is also possible to make a sound evolution-
ary argument for why it is safer and more
potentially adaptive for low-power individ-
uals to keep high-power individuals happy.
However, there is still much to be learned

about the conditions under which partners
may resist such emotional control and when
emotional convergence may have dysfunc-
tional outcomes (e.g., when a high-power
partner’s expressions of contempt are faith-
fully reproduced by the low-power partner
as self-contempt and self-hatred).

Conclusions

What do various theories explain about close
relationships and what role does emotion
play? Evolutionary theory tells us that peo-
ple need close relationships to survive and
so emotions prompt efforts to establish,
protect, and maintain strong bonds with
parents, lovers, children, and other allies.
Here, the emotions of love and anger play
critical roles in partners’ attempts to meet
relationship goals and resolve relationship
challenges.

Without strong social ties all human
beings are vulnerable, but infants are almost
completely helpless. Fortunately, they do
have strong emotions (and lungs to match)
that prompt them to maintain bonds or to
protest their loss as described by attach-
ment theory. Bonding patterns established
in infancy may also carry over or become
reestablished in adult relationships and
emerge as emotional reactions to relation-
ship challenges or loss.

Evolutionary and attachment theories
have less to say about how to choose partners
or allies. Infants should opt for dependable
caregivers, but they seldom have a choice.
Adults who want their genes to survive
should choose fertile lovers, but what if he
does not bring home the bison or she will
not share? Social exchange theory provides
a framework for understanding how rela-
tionships are negotiated so that both part-
ners benefit. Emotions like love and anger
are guides that lead toward rewarding part-
ners and away from costly ones, toward
fair exchanges and away from those where
less is gained than given, and toward allies
we can trust rather than those who are
undependable.
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Humans are deeply social beings, but
unlike ants, we are also individuals who
sometimes find sociality to be too much of a
good thing. Dialectical theory addresses how
people negotiate emotions that push and
pull us between connectedness and auton-
omy, between novelty and predictability,
between openness and protectiveness.

Individuals certainly figure out their
own ways of negotiating dialectical ten-
sions, but when many individuals estab-
lish the same patterns, those patterns serve
as resources or expectations for others.
Stage theories of relationship development
describe typical patterns by which peo-
ple move from being strangers with rela-
tive autonomy to close friends or spouses
with greater connectedness, then perhaps
back again to autonomy if the relation-
ship declines or terminates. Somewhat dif-
ferent emotions characterize and move peo-
ple through stages, from the excitement
and anxiety of the early stages to the pas-
sion and compassion of developed relation-
ships to the anger, hurt, and sadness of
deterioration.

People also have mental models of socially
developed guidelines for managing their
feelings in interaction, as described by social
cognitive theories. Prototypes or implicit
theories of love, for example, show that
trust, honesty, and caring are its central fea-
tures whereas passion is more peripheral.
Those looking for “true love,” then, should
seek trust, honesty, and caring, although it is
not clear that they actually do in the throes
of passion.

In addition to connection, social roles
and power are negotiated through emotion
and its expression. In marriages and fami-
lies, power and status influence who is enti-
tled to anger, love, and sympathy and who is
responsible for providing comfort or induc-
ing shame or guilt. Emotion also provides
avenues not just for enacting established
power relationships but also for negotiating
power, such as when children throw tem-
per tantrums, when couples try to outhu-
miliate one another in arguments, or when
exchanges of mutual appreciation enhance
the status of everyone.

Emotion is a common thread that runs
through the theories of close relationships
that we have analyzed. The thread is more or
less visible, depending on the theory, but it is
always there. Emotion may be indispensable
to close relationships because it is arguably
the most powerful mechanism that we have
for monitoring the health and well-being of
ourselves and of our relationships.
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Physiology and Interpersonal
Relationships

Timothy J. Loving
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Janice K. Kiecolt-Glaser

During interpersonal interactions, a vast
array of chemical, electrical, and mechani-
cal activities are operating under each per-
son’s skin at any moment. Most concerted
activities remain out of individuals’ con-
scious awareness, but some “surface” and
can be perceived by others. Psychophysiol-
ogists study these biological concomitants
of social behaviors to better understand the
social world; physiological indicators pro-
vide valuable information about cognitions,
affect, and other internal states that individ-
uals are either unwilling or unable to artic-
ulate in a self-report. Importantly, physio-
logical responses also provide information
about the stressful and emotional nature of
social episodes or individuals circumstances.
Not surprisingly, although personal relation-
ships have the ability to enhance greatly
one’s quality of life, they can also cause
serious harm. The quarrelsome couple, the
husband who must cope daily with the
strains of caregiving for his chronically ill
wife, the woman who ruminates about the
disagreement she had with her boyfriend
the day before, and the lonely exemplify

those vulnerable to health-compromising
physiological wear and tear from ongoing
or repeated engagement with stressful cir-
cumstances. Conversely, individuals embed-
ded within positive social network struc-
tures, such as good marriages or support-
ive friendships, fare better with regard to
morbidity and mortality and are less physio-
logically vulnerable when faced with stress-
ful events.

Overview and Scope of the Chapter

Our focus in this chapter is how relation-
ships affect the body’s physiological sys-
tems (and vice versa). Although we do not
focus on physical health outcomes per se
(our attention is on how close relation-
ships, including their characteristics, qual-
ities, and dynamics, affect specific health-
relevant physiological processes), we do note
any links between physiological indicators
and health outcomes when appropriate.
We limit our review to adults and must
neglect infant and child studies (Gunnar,

385
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1992 ; Uvnaes-Moberg, Johansson, Lupoli, &
Svennersten-Sjaunja, 2001).

We begin with a summary of the most
commonly utilized physiological indicators,
with the goal of providing a general knowl-
edge base so that even the most novice read-
ers have a frame of reference from which
to evaluate the findings reported throughout
the chapter. Consequently, our introduction
is dense and initially focuses exclusively on
physiology rather than relationships; it is our
hope that by providing an in-depth discus-
sion of physiological processes and systems,
we allow for some illumination of the bigger
picture that may serve as a resource in its
own right. We then focus on the physiolog-
ical consequences of social isolation (or the
opposite, social embedment), including the
physiological effects of social support and
loneliness. We next devote attention to one
area of inquiry that has received considerable
empirical attention: the psychophysiology of
marital interaction. By and large, our review
focuses on the ways in which specific psy-
chological and behavioral characteristics of
relationships affect physiology; however, we
also review existing literature on the recip-
rocal influence of physiology on relationship
processes. Finally, we briefly address more
recent advances in the field, closing with a
few suggestions for future directions as well
as a general assessment of the current state
of the field.

Physiological Responses in the Study
of Personal Relationship: Emphasis
on Stress

Contemporary interpersonal psychophysio-
logical research has typically emphasized the
impact of relationship and affiliation-related
processes on the body’s responses to vari-
ous intra- and extra-dyadic stressors. Under-
standing how the body’s systems respond
during stress provides a basis for evalu-
ating and integrating research addressing
physiological influences on relationship and
physical health.

The Autonomic and Endocrine Systems:
Pathways of Physiological Influence

The autonomic nervous system is a system of
sensory and motor nerves that innervate the
body’s organ systems to regulate their activ-
ity. It is composed of the sympathetic ner-
vous system, the parasympathetic nervous
system, and the enteric nervous system. The
enteric branch is responsible for regulation
of the digestive tract, but digestion is also
controlled by the sympathetic and parasym-
pathetic branches. The sympathetic nervous
system, essential for energy mobilization,
and the parasympathetic nervous system,
responsible for energy conservation, work
together to maintain the body’s normal func-
tioning by continually making adjustments
in response to normal metabolic demands,
such as when we stand up. The sympa-
thetic nervous system is largely responsible
for the fight-or-flight response during threat
or danger. Its activities promote the trans-
fer of blood to the brain and the muscles,
an increase in sugar levels in the blood, and
heightened heart rate and other organ activ-
ity in preparation for physical exertion. Con-
versely, the parasympathetic nervous sys-
tem plays essential roles in reproduction and
energy storage. This system opposes activity
of the sympathetic nervous system.

The endocrine system regulates func-
tioning through the release of hormones
that travel through the bloodstream to
target organs. These hormones originate
from endocrine glands whose activity is
under the influence of the brain’s pitu-
itary gland as well as the autonomic ner-
vous system. Two endocrine pathways are
integral during the stress response: the
sympathetic adrenomedullary (SAM) path-
way and the hypothalamic–pituitary–adreno-
cortical (HPA) pathway. Both the SAM
and HPA pathways begin at the hypotha-
lamus, the key structure in the coordina-
tion of autonomic and endocrine function,
and end at the adrenal glands, located above
the kidneys.

Through direct sympathetic innervation
from the hypothalamus that characterizes
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the SAM pathway, the adrenal medulla
releases the catecholamines, epinephrine
(adrenaline) and norepinephrine, into the
bloodstream. Epinephrine acts on many tis-
sues at one time and serves to coordinate
many metabolic and behavioral responses
during stress. Norepinephrine has mini-
mal effects on the body when traveling
though the bloodstream. However, when
released via autonomic nerve pathways,
norepinephrine increases general blood ves-
sel constriction essential for blood pressure
regulation. During activation of the SAM
pathway, the HPA response also occurs,
but effects are seen at a much slower rate.
HPA release of adrenocorticotropin hor-
mone (ACTH) into the bloodstream stim-
ulates the adrenal cortex to secrete corti-
sol. Cortisol, a glucocorticoid hormone, is
especially important for maintaining nor-
mal metabolic function but is also very
important during the stress response; cor-
tisol enhances the responses of the sym-
pathetic nervous system and increases the
release of glucose and stored fats for energy.

Physiological Indicators of Autonomic
and Endocrine Activity

Numerous technologies are available to
assess physiological function directly and
indirectly, and our discussion provides infor-
mation about some of the more common
techniques currently in use. Those interested
in pursuing additional measures and mea-
surement techniques are encouraged to con-
sult psychophysiological methods resources
(e.g., Cacioppo, Tassinary, & Berntson, 2000;
Stern, Ray, & Quigley, 2003).

general sympathetic activity measurement

Skin conductance or electrodermal response,
one of the most widely measured physiolog-
ical parameters (Stern, Ray, & Davis, 1980),
is still commonly used today as an indica-
tor of sympathetic nervous system activity
(Dawson, Schell, & Filion, 2000). Electro-
dermal activity refers to the skin’s varying
ability to conduct electricity; changes result
from increased or decreased perspiration

secretion by eccrine sweat glands. Although
these glands cover most of the body, they
are found in dense quantities on the palms
and feet, and they are innervated by sym-
pathetic nerve fibers. Sympathetic activa-
tion increases eccrine perspiration secretion,
allowing an electrical signal to pass more
readily between two electrodes placed on
the eccrine glands.

cardiovascular measures

A large proportion of the psychophysio-
logical research on personal relationships
incorporates measurement of the cardio-
vascular system. Traditional cardiovascu-
lar parameters include heart rate and
blood pressure, which are indirect indica-
tors of autonomic activity (for example,
blood pressure can rise because of nore-
pinephrine activity at sympathetic nerve
terminals), as well as sympathetically influ-
enced endocrine activity (epinephrine re-
leased from the adrenal medulla can increase
heart rate). Distinctions are often made
between systolic (the maximum pressure
in the arteries when the heart contracts)
and diastolic blood pressure (pressure in the
arteries when the heart is at rest). Heart
rate can be assessed through measurement
of the electrocardiogram (ECG) that reflects
the natural electrical activity of the heart
or more indirectly using methods that pro-
vide heart rate measures in addition to other
parameters, such as automatic blood pres-
sure assessment.

Cardiovascular indices not only pro-
vide inexpensive and reliable indicators
of autonomic and endocrine system activ-
ity, but they characterize different motiva-
tional states (Tomaka, Blascovich, Kelsey &
Leitten, 1993) and correlate with distinct
coping opportunities (Hartley, Ginsburg, &
Heffner, 1999). By assessing cardiac per-
formance using impedance cardiography (a
noninvasive technique to derive stroke vol-
ume and cardiac contractility measures) in
conjunction with blood pressure measure-
ment, more detailed information about sub-
strates underlying cardiovascular changes is
obtained. Measures of vascular resistance,
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such as total peripheral resistance (TPR) or
finger pulse volume (FPV), provide informa-
tion about the extent to which blood vessels
are constricted or dilated.

endocrine measures

Although cardiovascular measures can be
used to infer relative activation of HPA
or SAM pathways, hormones produced
through these channels can be more directly
assessed. Cortisol, the major HPA-derived
hormone, has been the focus of considerable
research in light of its significant effects on
metabolic activity during stress, as well as its
regulatory influence on other body systems,
including the immune system. Rises in circu-
lating cortisol are observed some time after
the onset of acute physical or psychologi-
cal stress (anywhere from 10 to 20 minutes),
but cortisol also follows a diurnal pattern:
levels are highest in the morning hours after
waking and continue to fall throughout the
day. Deviations from this pattern can be
indicative of pathology, but are also tied to
chronic stress (Spiegel & Giese-Davis, 2003)
and even relationship functioning (Adam &
Gunnar, 2001). Cortisol can be measured
from blood and urine samples, but even
more beneficial for social scientists is the
ability to sample cortisol levels from saliva,
an inexpensive and unobtrusive method. In
conjunction with cortisol measures, ACTH
provides further information about HPA
activation because cortisol release is depen-
dent on ACTH travel from the pituitary
to the adrenals. Currently, ACTH must be
attained through blood samples.

SAM-activated endocrine output of
epinephrine and norepinephrine can also
be assessed through blood or urine sam-
pling, but the methods to assay these
catecholamines are much more costly than
those to assess cortisol. However, because
SAM activity occurs much more quickly
than HPA activity, researchers may be inter-
ested, for instance, in sampling circulating
epinephrine to better understand temporal
changes in sympathetic adrenal activation
during acute stress.

Of particular relevance to close relation-
ships researchers interested in pair bond-

ing, oxytocin is an HPA-derived hormone
released by the pituitary and is primarily
responsible for milk release from the mam-
mary glands and uterine contractions during
labor. However, animal studies have demon-
strated a role of oxytocin in mate pair bond-
ing, suggesting it may have implications
for social interactions (Taylor et al., 2000).
Exciting ideas about oxytocin’s possible role
in relationships are briefly discussed at the
chapter’s end.

Potential Health Implications
of Physiological Pathways

The physiological indicators of autonomic
and endocrine activity can also provide a
window into personal relationship processes
that impact physical health. For instance,
blood pressure reactivity to disagreements
may indicate a heightened sensitivity to
these conflicts, and exacerbated blood pres-
sure responses and heightened vascular
constriction may be tied to poor cardio-
vascular health outcomes (Saab & Schnei-
derman, 1993). Animal models and human
studies alike provide compelling evidence
for the cardiovascular reactivity–disease link
(Blascovich & Katkin, 1993).

Psychoneuroimmunological studies of
associations among stress, endocrine, and
immune function also shed light on the
ways close relationships may affect health
processes. Interactions among SAM and
HPA-activated endocrine responses and the
immune system have been emphasized
(Kiecolt-Glaser, McGuire, Robles, & Glaser,
2002), highlighting the role of stress reac-
tivity in immune function. Epinephrine,
in conjunction with cortisol, can dysreg-
ulate immune activity (Elenkov, Webster,
Torpy, & Chrousos, 1999), and cortisol
has multiple influences on immune func-
tion, including the trafficking of immune
cells throughout the body and the abil-
ity of immune cells to kill antigen-infected
cells (Miller, 1998), as well as the expres-
sion of latent viruses (Cacioppo, Kiecolt-
Glaser et al., 2002) such as the Epstein–Barr
virus, responsible for mononucleosis. Thus,
endocrine concomitants of close relationship
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processes might indicate the situations and
individual- or dyadic-level differences that
potentially lead to immune-related health
decrements.

Examining stress-associated immune
modulation holds great promise for under-
standing the ways personal relationships
impact health. The immune system is
responsible for (a) distinguishing the “self,”
the body’s normal cells, from the “nonself,”
foreign invaders or transformed cells, and
(b) destroying the latter. These processes
are performed through cellular and humoral
immune responses operating across two
categories of the immune system termed
innate and acquired immunity. Measuring
the performance and condition of the
immune system typically takes two forms.
Functional assays provide information
on the ability of immune system cells to
perform their job, and enumerative assays
provide information regarding actual counts
or percentages of specific immune cells
(for a description of specific measures, see
Kiecolt-Glaser & Glaser, 1995a).

As with other indices of physiologi-
cal reactivity, however, assessing immune
function alone cannot illuminate the links
between interpersonal stressors and health
outcomes. What is required is empirical
attention to biological mechanisms medi-
ating stress and health links. Maladaptive
physiological responses to stress, such as
repeated over- or underresponsiveness to
stressors, lack of habituation to recurrent,
similar stressors, or inadequate recovery
from stress have been suggested as path-
ways through which stress can damage the
body over time, leading to poor health
outcomes and advanced aging (Cacioppo
et al., 1998; McEwen, 2002). There are
a growing number of studies of associa-
tions among stress, associated physiolog-
ical responses, and health outcomes (for
example, see Cohen, Doyle, Turner, Alper,
& Skoner, 2003 ; Kiecolt-Glaser & Glaser,
1995b). Such studies, with the addition of
interpersonal factors as moderators of these
associations, are necessary to understand
fully how social relations influence morbid-
ity and mortality.

Not All Physiological Indicators
Are Created Equal

The use of physiological indicators poses
both methodological and interpretational
challenges. For example, we noted earlier
that catecholamines can only be assessed
via blood or urine. This may prove difficult
depending on the methodological design
being employed (e.g., multiple assessments
during a 30-minute conversation); how-
ever, utilization of a heparin well attached
to a long polyethylene tube allows for
repeated blood draws without frequent
“sticks” (which also affect circulating hor-
mone levels). In contrast, cortisol receives
significant empirical attention both because
of its function as a primary stress hormone,
but also because it can be assessed relatively
unobtrusively via saliva.

Consideration of the timing of bio-
logical samples and how they relate to
the experimental procedure is also crit-
ical. Again, consider the catecholamines.
Whereas cortisol and ACTH have a half
life of 60–90 minutes and 10 minutes,
respectively, the half-life for norepinephrine
and epinephrine is significantly shorter –
only 1 to 2 minutes (Baum & Grunberg,
1995 ; Rose, 1984). As a result, interpre-
tation of change in physiological indica-
tors that does not account for these differ-
ences in circulation life expectancy could
be costly (e.g., inappropriately concluding
that an intervention had no effect on nore-
pinephrine because the blood or urine sam-
ple was collected too late to observe actual
changes). Cardiovascular indices can also be
difficult to interpret. For example, blood
pressure can rise during stressful situations
because of greater blood vessel constriction,
a response that over time may have dire
health consequences; however, blood pres-
sure may also rise because the heart is pump-
ing larger volumes of blood through the
circulatory system, as is seen during health-
ful exercise. Impedance cardiography is use-
ful for determining these sources of blood
pressure changes, thus clarifying what
implications such changes may have for
individuals’ health.
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Ultimately, and a point we reiterate at the
chapter’s end, this type of work truly bene-
fits from collaboration (see Kiecolt-Glaser &
Glaser, 1995a, for a discussion of the vari-
ous issues faced when assessing immunolog-
ical outcomes). Deciding what physiological
indicator to utilize as well as how and when
to assess it is best done through consultation
with those who are best equipped to answer
these questions, including endocrinologists,
immunologists, and psychophysiologists.

Summary

Psychophysiological researchers have con-
tributed a wealth of knowledge regard-
ing associations among social, psychologi-
cal and physiological processes, but much
remains to be done. Technological advances
continue and will surely contribute to the
study of biopsychosocial mechanisms. As
discussed throughout this chapter, personal
relationships play a central role in these
mechanisms, contributing to our whole self,
including our mental, emotional, and physi-
cal being. Examining autonomic, endocrine,
and immune responses sheds light on the
ways our close relationships produce or
reduce stress in our lives and even set the
stage for subsequent relationship function-
ing and health. Recent studies of physio-
logical associations to disease and longevity
suggest that cumulative biological mecha-
nisms are important in predicting morbid-
ity and mortality, and important for the
study of personal relationships is early indi-
cation that positive cumulative relationships
are tied to physiological function in the
long term (Seeman, Singer, Ryff, Dienberg
Love, & Levy-Storms, 2002), an issue we
turn to next.

At the Heart of Relationships:
A Fundamental Need for Affiliation

The need to belong “is a powerful, fun-
damental, and extremely pervasive moti-
vation” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This
proposition is impressively illustrated by
longitudinal, prospective studies of various

populations indicating increased mortality
rates as a function of decreased social inte-
gration (Rutledge, Matthews, Lui, Stone, &
Cauley, 2003), and myriad health and mor-
bidity outcomes are associated with both
the quality and quantity of an individual’s
social ties (Berkman, 1995). More recently,
greater attention has been given to identify-
ing potential mechanisms linking social rela-
tionships to health, with particular emphasis
on social support. Whether in the context of
marriage, family, or friendship, our affiliation
with others (or a lack thereof) has powerful
physiological consequences.

Being Socially Embedded: Physiological
Correlates of Social Structures

Social integration is often operationalized
based on various environmental character-
istics proposed to reflect individuals’ degree
of social embedment, including their mar-
ital status, number of or degree of contact
with relatives and friends, group affiliations,
and the like (Berkman, Glass, Brissette, &
Seeman, 2000). Importantly, recent research
indicates an association between these struc-
tural indices of social network ties and
physiological function and sheds light on
mechanisms by which social integration
may promote health. Seeman and her col-
leagues found decreases in urinary lev-
els of epinephrine and norepinephrine for
older men with greater social ties (Seeman,
Berkman, Blazer, & Rowe, 1994), as well as
reduced physiological activity across a range
of indices in conjunction with increased
social integration (Seeman et al., 2002).
Older women evidenced weaker associa-
tions among social ties and physiological
measures (Seeman et al., 1994), consistent
with epidemiological reports of stronger
relationships among social relationships and
mortality for men (Kaplan et al., 1988).

Given the prevalence of coronary-
associated diseases and deaths and their sug-
gested association with social integration
(Krantz & McCeney, 2002 ; Smith & Ruiz,
2002), much of the psychophysiological
research on social ties has emphasized car-
diovascular function, with specific attention
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to blood pressure as a marker of disease
risk. In general, greater numbers of social
ties have been correlated with lower lev-
els of resting blood pressure (Bland, Krogh,
Winkelstein, & Trevisan, 1991), and, in con-
trast to the gender differences noted earlier
with regard to endocrine and general mea-
sures of biological function, both men and
women appear to experience the blood pres-
sure benefits of social embedment (Uchino,
Cacioppo, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 1996).

Being Socially Supported: Physiological
Correlates of Social Relations

The quality of social relationships is also
important, and perhaps most important, in
predicting physiological function. Ryff and
Singer (1998) suggest that having quality
relations with others is indeed the most
universally agreed upon component of well-
being. Even marriage, which provides men-
tal and physical health protection and pro-
motion (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001),
can have fewer health benefits and may even
be detrimental to physical well-being when
troubled or dissatisfying (Gallo, Matthews,
Troxel, & Kuller, 2003).

By far the most compelling evidence of
social relationship quality and its effects
on bodily functioning comes from research
on social support. In a seminal review of
the social support and physiology litera-
ture, Uchino and colleagues (1996) con-
cluded that there are strong associations
between social support and the cardiovas-
cular, endocrine, and immune systems. Most
social support studies emphasize functional
support, such as instrumental or emotional
support, and the quality of support received
rather than structural characteristics such
as network size. In general, higher levels
of social support are related to numerous
physiological markers of health, including
fewer age-related decrements in cardiovas-
cular function at rest (Uchino, Cacioppo,
Malarkey, Glaser, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 1995),
lower levels of catecholamines and cortisol
(Seeman et al., 1994), lower levels of corti-
sol in women with metastatic breast cancer
(Turner-Cobb, Sephton, Koopman, Blake-

Mortimer, & Spiegel, 2000), and better
immune functioning, especially for individ-
uals experiencing chronic stress (Esterling,
Kiecolt-Glaser, Bodnar, & Glaser, 1994).

These correlational psychophysiological
studies of integration and support repre-
sent an approach to the study of social
relationships and health that emphasizes
the broad, long-term impact personal rela-
tionships have on health-relevant biological
mechanisms. The suggestion is that our rela-
tions with others can modify our regulatory
bodily functions and set the stage for disease
risk, for example, through bolstered immune
function resulting from reduced anxiety and
depression that good support affords dur-
ing stress (Wills & Fegan, 2001). As such, an
important contributor to our biological per-
formance across time is our concurrent and
recurring social emotional experience in key
personal relationships (Ryff, Singer, Wing, &
Love, 2001).

How might this long-term biological
accumulation be borne out from our daily
experience with relationships? One path-
way by which health may be compro-
mised is through the physiological wear
and tear engendered by repeated physi-
ological responses to stressors (McEwen,
1998). A psychophysiological account of
the link between social support and health
suggests attenuating effects of socially sup-
portive others on acute physiological stress
responses (DeVries, 2002). This buffering
hypothesis has been investigated in labora-
tory studies by (a) relating measures of social
support to stress reactivity and (b) manip-
ulating the presence of others, as well as
their specific supportive behaviors, during
performance of stressful tasks. In light of
the swift autonomic activation concurrent
with acute stress, most of the research in
this area has addressed cardiovascular reac-
tivity. Recent advances in field methodolo-
gies, including ecological momentary assess-
ment (Hufford, Shiffman, Paty, & Stone,
2001) and experience sampling (Csikszent-
mihalyi & Hunter, 2003) in conjunction
with ambulatory physiological monitoring
(Kamarck, Schwartz, Janicki, Shiffman, &
Raynor, 2003), are fostering consideration
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of social support’s buffering effects on
everyday stress and concurrent physiologi-
cal function (Holt-Lunstad, Uchino, Smith,
Olson-Cerny, & Nealey-Moore, 2003).

Higher levels of self-reported natural-
istic social support are associated with
healthier physiological responses to stres-
sors, including faster cardiovascular recovery
from stress (Roy, Steptoe, & Kirschbaum,
1998) and less age-related increases in
blood pressure in response to a stressor
(Uchino, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Cacioppo, 1992).
Broadwell and Light (1999) reported lower
vascular resistance during rest, conversation
about the day’s events, and a marital con-
flict discussion for spouses high in fam-
ily support. Heffner, Kiecolt-Glaser, Loving,
Glaser, and Malarkey (2004) found higher
cortisol responses to a marital conflict for
younger, newlywed wives and older, long-
married husbands who reported less satis-
faction with the support they receive from
their spouses. These data suggest that the
pathways linking shorter term physiologi-
cal processes to long-term health may well
differ for wives and husbands across the
life span. To address social support’s buffer-
ing effects of stress on immune function,
psychoneuroimmunology researchers have
examined associations among social support
self-reports and immune measures in the
context of relatively longer term stressors,
such as medical exams (Glaser et al., 1992),
coping with disease (Dixon et al., 2001),
caregiving (Kiecolt-Glaser, Dura, Speicher,
Trask, & Glaser, 1991), and bereavement
(Esterling, Kiecolt-Glaser, Bodnar, & Glaser,
1994). Overall, higher levels of social sup-
port when coping with moderate to severe
stress can reduce the impact of these stres-
sors on immune function.

Findings from laboratory studies manipu-
lating support through a friend’s or stranger’s
presence or absence during stressful tasks
have been mixed (Uchino et al., 1996),
likely due to the varying degree of perceived
social evaluation while performing the tradi-
tional, stressful cognitive lab tasks (Stoney &
Finney, 2000). Studies controlling for evalu-
ation are more apt to produce results consis-
tent with the buffering hypothesis (Fontana,

Diegman, Villeneuve, & Lepore, 1999), and
interestingly, nonevaluative support from a
pet may provide the most benefit by buffer-
ing responses even in the presence of eval-
uative support, such as a human friend or
spouse (Allen, Blascovich, & Mendes, 2002).

Modifying supportive behaviors and
source of support explicitly have yielded
stronger and more consistent results. In
general, supportive behaviors before and
during stressful tasks attenuate cardiovascu-
lar responses. This is especially true when
supportive behaviors are performed by
friends rather than strangers (Christenfeld
et al., 1997), and when the quality of the
friendship is purely positive, rather than
perceived as ambivalent (Uno, Uchino,
& Smith, 2002). However, support from
female confederates reduced cardiovascular
responses during an impromptu speech,
whereas male confederate support did not
(Glynn, Christenfeld, & Gerin, 1999), sug-
gesting support from women strangers can
be beneficial. Few studies have addressed
acute support effects on cortisol reactivity
to stress, but existing evidence warrants
future attention to these associations. Men
who received social support from their
romantic partners had smaller anticipatory
cortisol responses compared with men
without support or who received support
from a stranger prior to a public speaking
task; in contrast, women had increased
cortisol responses when receiving support
from their partners (Kirschbaum, Klauer,
Filipp, & Hellhammer, 1995). Both men and
women receiving video-relayed support by a
same-sex confederate evidenced attenuated
cortisol reactivity to a demanding computer
task compared with a no support group
(Thorsteinsson, James, & Gregg, 1998).

Loneliness

As we note, the availability of support is
an important component for maintaining
positive physiological outcomes and sim-
ple structural measures of integration pre-
dict favorable outcomes. One mechanism
for this latter relationship might be the
consequential experience of loneliness for
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socially isolated persons. For example, coro-
nary artery bypass surgery patients who
endorsed the single item “I feel lonely”
demonstrated significantly greater mortality
rates 30 days and 5 years later relative to
those who did not endorse the item (Herlitz
et al., 1998).

Cacioppo and colleagues’ studies of
psychophysiological mechanisms associating
loneliness to morbidity and mortality suggest
a strong link between loneliness and auto-
nomic activation (Cacioppo, Ernst, et al.,
2000; Cacioppo, Hawkley, et al., 2002).
Cacioppo, Hawkley, et al. (2002) had under-
graduate participants complete four types of
stress-inducing speeches as well as a men-
tal arithmetic task. During all tasks, lone-
lier participants demonstrated lower heart
rate levels and reactivity compared with
nonlonely participants. Moreover, absolute
blood pressure levels were similar across
tasks for each group, although heart rate
reactivity was lowest for lonely partici-
pants. This may seem counterintuitive; how-
ever, significant cardiovascular reactivity is
expected in these types of situations, and an
absence of such reactivity may be indicative
of blunted or inadequate response by the sys-
tem (McEwen, 1998). In an additional study,
lonely individuals demonstrated higher total
peripheral resistance and lower cardiac out-
put than embedded (i.e., nonlonely) par-
ticipants during a stressful task (Cacioppo,
Hawkley, et al., 2002). Baseline systolic
blood pressure and heart rate was also higher
in older lonely participants versus younger
lonely participants.

With regard to endocrine outcomes,
much attention has been given to cortisol.
Some work has reported increased cortisol
levels in the lonely, but others have reported
no differences (Cacioppo, Hawkley, et al.,
2002 ; Kiecolt-Glaser, Ricker, et al., 1984).
The type of loneliness assessed, as well as the
timing of the cortisol measurement may war-
rant careful consideration. Trait loneliness
was highly, positively correlated with under-
graduates’ salivary cortisol in the evenings,
but not at any other time (Cacioppo, Ernst,
et al., 2000). This might reflect the social
context and timing of the sample; it is during

the evenings that most social activity would
occur for this undergraduate sample, a time
when the discrepancy between desired and
actual relationships would be most relevant
and, thus, most likely to activate chronic
loneliness (Cacioppo, Ernst, et al., 2000).

Feeling lonely also affects immune func-
tion. A series of studies on diverse sam-
ples have demonstrated immune system
deficits in the lonely (Glaser, Kiecolt-Glaser,
Speicher, & Holliday, 1985 ; Kiecolt-Glaser,
Garner, et al., 1984 ; Kiecolt-Glaser, Spei-
cher, Holliday, & Glaser, 1984), highlighting
the health risks carried by this psychologi-
cal state. Given the link between loneliness
and depression (Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona,
1980), these results are not surprising
(McGuire, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Glaser, 2002).

Summary

In sum, social integration is a key predictor of
individuals’ health outcomes, and the avail-
able evidence suggests a variety of physio-
logical systems are involved. Both qualita-
tive and quantitative indices of integration
predict reduced cardiovascular arousal and
more limited evidence suggests endocrine
and immune benefits as well. Research into
social support processes has offered the
most explanations regarding a mechanism
for these beneficial social integration effects,
and work on loneliness suggests one mecha-
nism whereby social isolation is detrimen-
tal (in addition to the lack of social sup-
port inherent in those circumstances). We
now turn our attention to the physiologi-
cal consequences produced by arguably our
most important form of social integration:
the romantic relationship.

From Pals to Pillow Talkers

In 1983 , Levenson and Gottman (1983)
reported an interesting result: In a sam-
ple of married couples, the more that one
spouse’s physiological arousal (e.g., heart
rate, skin conductance, etc.) during a con-
flict discussion predicted the other spouse’s
physiological arousal, the lower the couples’
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overall marital satisfaction. The degree of
prediction obtained with this measure of
“physiological linkage” was substantial: It
accounted for 60% of the variance in martial
satisfaction (Levenson & Gottman, 1983).
Subsequently, the impact of romantic rela-
tionships on physiological function (and vice
versa) has received widespread empirical
attention. Put simply, heterosexual mari-
tal relationships impact a host of spouses’
physiological parameters. We know consid-
erably less about nonmarital romantic rela-
tionships. Naturalistic as well as laboratory
studies have illuminated a number of pro-
cesses by which intimate relationships influ-
ence spouses’ physiology.

Naturalistic Studies

Recently, studying couples in their natu-
ral settings has garnered increased interest.
Carels and colleagues (Carels, Sherwood,
Szczepanski, & Blumenthal, 2000) assessed
associations among wives’ marital quality
and their ambulatory blood pressure at work
and home. Wives reporting higher marital
distress had higher blood pressure at home
versus at work. Lower marital cohesion
predicted elevated nighttime blood pres-
sure and 24-hour diastolic blood pressure
in mildly hyptertensive men and women
(Baker et al., 1999). Gump, Polk, Kamarck,
and Shiffman (2001) reported lower ambula-
tory blood pressure for individuals following
social interaction with intimate partners rel-
ative to other persons or being alone. Inter-
estingly, these effects were not moderated by
relationship quality. Importantly, their sam-
ple consisted of married individuals as well
as those living with a partner for more than
three months. It is unclear whether relation-
ship type might influence psychophysiolog-
ical associations observed in naturalistic or
even laboratory settings.

Clearly, investigating couples and couple
members in their natural settings is ideal as it
captures couples’ ongoing, ordinary behav-
ior without the constraints of experimenter
observation, settings, and tasks. Technologi-
cal advancements in ambulatory physiologi-
cal monitoring, including the development

of physiological equipment, and methods,
such as salivary cortisol sampling, are con-
tributing to the validity and reliability of nat-
uralistic psychophysiological studies.

Laboratory Studies Utilizing
the Problem-Solving Paradigm

Many laboratory marital interaction stud-
ies have followed similar experimental
paradigms. Couples are asked to sit in
silence, facing each other, for some period
of time (e.g., 5 minutes). With a researcher,
couples then identify two or more areas
of marital disagreement based on partners’
self-report ratings (Gottman, Markman, &
Notarius, 1977); more recent work has
taken care to identify and counterbalance
“husband” and “wife” issues so that the topic
initiator is taken into account (Caughlin &
Vangelisti, 1999; Heavey, Layne, & Chris-
tensen, 1993). Couples are next instructed
to work on resolving one or more identified
issues as if they were at home. Interaction
periods last from 10 to 30 minutes or more.
From the beginning of the baseline session
until, in many cases, a recovery period fol-
lowing the interaction, a range of physio-
logical data are collected (e.g., cardiovascu-
lar measures, blood samples for purposes of
endocrine and immune assays).

not being nasty matters more than being nice

By and large, the physiological effects of
these observed marital discussions are influ-
enced by the presence or absence of negative
behaviors (Ewart, 1993). This finding is best
summarized by Ewart and colleagues 1991

article titled “High Blood Pressure and Mar-
ital Discord: Not Being Nasty Matters More
Than Being Nice” (Ewart, Taylor, Krae-
mer, & Agras, 1991). In their sample of 43

hypertensive adults, hostile behaviors dur-
ing a 10-minute discussion increased wives’
blood pressure; positive and neutral behav-
iors had no impact. Husbands’ blood pres-
sure changes were only related to their
speech rate.

This conclusion is not unique to car-
diovascular reactivity. In a sample of
90 newlywed couples participating in an
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overnight study that included a 30-minute
problem-solving discussion, Kiecolt-Glaser
and colleagues demonstrated that (a) spou-
ses’ escalation of negative behaviors (e.g.,
criticizing, interrupting) accounted for large
amounts of variance in change in wives’,
but not husbands’, hormone levels (Kiecolt-
Glaser et al., 1997); (b) spouses classi-
fied as low versus high immune respon-
ders were in marriages characterized by
a greater frequency of negative behaviors
(Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1997); (c) spouses dis-
playing more negative or hostile behaviors
showed greater decrements on four func-
tional immune measures and larger increases
in blood pressure, with effects greater for
wives than husbands and no effects for pos-
itive behaviors (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1993);
and (d) wives’ composite (average across
the day) norepinephrine and cortisol levels
were greater to the extent that their hus-
bands’ withdrew during the marital conflict
following their negative behaviors, but no
effects were found for husbands’ endocrine
responses (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996).

Similar patterns are evidenced in other
samples. In a sample of older adults, wives’
(but not husbands’) cortisol, ACTH, and
norepinephrine increased when negative
behaviors escalated, and spouses who dis-
played more negative conflict behaviors
demonstrated weaker immune responses
(Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1997). In a sample
of German couples, wives demonstrated
greater cortisol responses to a conflict dis-
cussion than did husbands (Fehm-Wolfsdorf,
Groth, Kaiser, & Hahlweg, 1999). Finally,
in a study employing an extensive assort-
ment of immune system indicators, two dif-
ferent measures of immune system func-
tion increased in spouses during a 15 -minute
conflict discussion (Dopp, Miller, Myers, &
Fahey, 2000).

not being nasty matters more than being

nice . . . for wives?

A majority of the studies reviewed above
as well as others have documented the dif-
ferential impact of conflict discussions on
wives relative to husbands (Dopp et al.,
2000; Mayne, O’Leary, McCrady, Contrada,

& Labouvie, 1997). In their comprehensive
review on the health impact of marriage,
Kiecolt-Glaser and Newton (2001) con-
cluded, “A . . . key theme among the inter-
action studies is the relatively greater phys-
iological change shown in women; gender
disparities were most obvious in relation to
negative behavior” (p. 16). This summary is
inconsistent with Gottman and Levenson’s
(1988) psychophysiological model of marital
interaction, which suggests that men with-
draw from conflict because of their greater
conflict-associated physiological arousal rel-
ative to wives. The validity of Gottman
and Levenson’s model has been addressed
elsewhere (Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001;
Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1996), and due to space
limitations we do not revisit the issue here;
however, a recent study (Denton, Burleson,
Hobbs, Von Stein, & Rodriguez, 2001) test-
ing the escape-avoidance model is worth
mentioning in detail because it provides
new insight into the demand–withdrawal
communication pattern and highlights the
importance of the interdependent dynamic
between spouses rather than a focus on gen-
der per se.

Denton et al. (2001) classified spouses
as initiators (i.e., demand) or avoiders (i.e.,
withdraw) with respect to their general
marital communication patterns. Consistent
with past work (Heavey et al., 1993), hus-
bands were more likely to be classified as
avoiders and wives were more likely to be
classified as initiators; however, during a
structured interview, spouses classified as
avoiders, regardless of gender, demonstrated
greater increases in systolic blood pressure
than did initiators. Furthermore, avoidant
wives demonstrated greater systolic blood
pressure reactivity than did initiator wives,
and husbands demonstrated greater physio-
logical arousal when they interacted with an
avoidant wife (versus an initiator wife), espe-
cially when the husband was himself classi-
fied as an initiator. Denton et al. (2001) con-
cluded that rather than a sole focus on gen-
der, “our results suggest that physiological
reactivity during confrontative interactions
is a complex, joint function of one’s own
dispositions as well as the dispositions of
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one’s spouse” (p. 416). These data highlight
the need for further work exploring individ-
ual and couple-level predictors of the classic
demand–withdrawal interaction sequence.

Moderators of Spouses’ Physiological
Reactivity During Discussions

The Denton et al. (2001) study high-
lights one moderator of discussion-induced
physiological reactivity: the interdepen-
dent dynamic between spouses. Discussion-
task characteristics as well as individuals’
characteristics also influence physiological
response patterns. Smith, Gallo, Goble, Ngu,
and Stark (1998) asked spouses to dis-
cuss a number of topics (e.g., rent con-
trols for campus-area housing) and ran-
domly assigned them to same or opposing
sides of the arguments. When forced to dis-
agree during the discussions (labeled a com-
munion stressor), wives, but not husbands,
demonstrated elevated cardiovascular reac-
tivity. When led to believe their part of
the interaction would be critically evaluated
(labeled an agency stressor), husbands, but
not wives, displayed elevated reactivity.

In an additional study, husbands given
an incentive to influence their wives during
a nonmarital topic discussion demonstrated
larger systolic blood pressure increases than
did those not given an incentive. Wives’
blood pressure did not increase (Brown
& Smith, 1992). In further analyses, hus-
bands’ level of cynical hostility was associ-
ated with greater husbands’ heart rate reac-
tivity regardless of incentive, but only with
increased systolic blood pressure when an
incentive was present. Husbands’ cynical
hostility increased wives systolic blood pres-
sure reactivity, but wives’ cynical hostility
had no effect on their own or husbands’
cardiovascular reactivity (Smith & Brown,
1991). Less dominant spouses, based on
spouses’ ratings of dominance and submis-
siveness, displayed heightened blood pres-
sure reactivity during discussion, except
at very high levels of spouse dominance
(Brown, Smith, & Benjamin, 1998). Inter-
estingly the incentive condition tended to
reduce the attenuation seen at high levels
of spouse domination.

Similarly, Loving, Heffner, Kiecolt-
Glaser, Glaser, and Malarkey (2004) de-
monstrated that relative levels of emotional
involvement impacted spouses’ ACTH and
cortisol responses to marital conflict. Uti-
lizing a principle of least interest approach
(Waller & Hill, 1951) to delineating marital
power, they compared spouses’ reports of
dependent love for one another. Less pow-
erful spouses (i.e., spouses relatively more
emotionally involved) displayed elevated
ACTH responses to a conflict discussion,
while shared power appeared to have a
beneficial effect on wives’ but not husbands’
ACTH responses. Spouses’ cortisol levels
declined over time except for wives who
were less powerful and for husbands who
shared power with their wives. These data
suggest that the particular dynamics couple
members have already developed prior to
their participation in marital interaction
studies can significantly impact couple’s
physiological responses.

Recalling and Viewing Conflicts

Recalling or viewing marital conflict dis-
cussions can also have physiological conse-
quences. For example, wives in distressed
marriages demonstrate higher blood pres-
sure than wives in nondistressed marriages
when recalling a marital conflict (Carels,
Szczepanski, Blumenthal, & Sherwood,
1998). Notably, it is not necessary to recall
or view one’s own problem discussion to
invoke physiological responses. In a related
vein, when individuals are asked to view the
conflicts of other couples, married individ-
uals best at rating the self-reported affect
of other spouses who had engaged in the
conflict discussion (i.e., other perception;
Kenny, 1994) demonstrated patterns of phys-
iological arousal while making the affect
ratings that were similar to the physiologi-
cal responses of the spouse who had actu-
ally engaged in the discussion (Levenson &
Ruef, 1992).

Relationships in Context: Unique
Psychophysiological Processes?

In this section, we have primarily focused
on studies involving samples of married
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couples in light of the paucity of research
with the nonmarried. We have mentioned
two studies that utilized nonmarried sam-
ples (Gump et al., 2001; Kirschbaum et al.,
1995). To our knowledge, with the excep-
tion of research on immune outcomes in
HIV-Positive individuals following the loss
of a partner (Kemeny et al., 1995 ; Leserman
et al., 2000), no studies have investigated
the psychophysiological processes involved
in sexual-minority relationships. Thus, our
understanding of these processes is really
limited to the heterosexually married, with
one exception: work on adult attachment
utilizing heterosexual dating samples.

Adult attachment researchers have inves-
tigated how attachment processes might
influence physiological responses to stress-
ful situations within the context of dating
relationships. These studies build on the
social support literature reviewed earlier in
which (typically) participants were asked to
bring friends to serve as support provider
(vs. a confederate). In a study of college
women involved in a serious dating relation-
ship, participants were led to believe that
they would engage in an unspecified stress-
ful task. Avoidant and anxious participants
demonstrated greater anticipatory physio-
logical arousal (heart rate and systolic blood
pressure) when their partner was present
versus when he was absent (Carpenter &
Kirkpatrick, 1996). In another study (Feeney
& Kirkpatrick, 1996), dating women per-
formed a serial subtraction task, once in the
presence of their male partner and once
alone. Their partner was placed in sight,
but prevented from being able to evaluate
their partner during the task. Anxious and
avoidant women displayed heightened phys-
iological arousal in all conditions when they
were first separated from their partner; the
results were strongest for heart rate.

Few additional studies have investigated
the physiology-attachment link in adults
(or undergraduate samples; for an excep-
tion, see Scheidt et al., 2000). Given the
hypothesized physiological underpinnings
of attachment mechanisms (Diamond, 2001)
as well as the significant role attachment
plays in social support processes (Mikulin-
cer & Florian, 1997), further empirical atten-

tion is certainly warranted. Diamond (2001)
recently called for greater psychophysiolog-
ical exploration of the attachment system,
with a focus on the HPA and the parasym-
pathetic branch of the autonomic nervous
system. She also noted the important role
that might be played by oxytocin (Diamond,
2001; Heinrichs, Baumgartner, Kirschbaum,
& Ehlert, 2003).

Summary

Marital interaction research is particularly
important for understanding the physiolog-
ical consequences of relationship processes
(e.g., behaviors, affect, marital dynamics,
individual dispositions) and how such inti-
mate affiliations may lead to morbid out-
comes through their effects on the auto-
nomic, endocrine, and immune systems. We
now explore the reciprocal relationship:
Can physiology affect the “health” of
relationships?

Physiological Indicators As Predictors
of Relationship Health

The notion that what happens inside couple
members can affect couple functioning was
first advanced by Levenson and Gottman
(Gottman, 1993 ; Levenson & Gottman,
1983). The basic rationale behind their stud-
ies can be stated as follows: Individuals’
physiological responses to interaction with,
or the presence of, their partner might pro-
vide insights into some underlying currents
within the relationship.

As noted at the outset of the section on
marital interaction, Levenson and Gottman
(1983) were able to explain 60% of the
variance in spouses’ average marital sat-
isfaction scores from spouses’ levels of
physiological linkage during a conflict dis-
cussion. Subsequently, in 19 of the original
30 couples, greater overall arousal, but not
physiological linkage, at Time 1 predicted
declines in martial satisfaction over a 3 -year
period (Levenson & Gottman, 1985). What
was most noteworthy about these latter
findings is that their measure of physiolog-
ical reactivity predicted changes in marital
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satisfaction much better than the use of
observational data (accounting for over
80% of the variance in changes in marital
satisfaction); however, the small sample
size necessitates further replication of this
result. More recently, husbands’ physi-
ological reactivity during an eyes-closed
baseline preceding a discussion significantly
predicted divorce (Gottman, 1993); on
average, husbands who did divorce evi-
denced an 11-beat-per-minute greater
heart rate than husbands who did not
eventually divorce.

Hormone levels also relate to relation-
ship outcomes (Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glaser,
& Malarkey, 2003). In a follow-up study
of the newlywed couples mentioned ear-
lier, stress hormones related to marital sat-
isfaction and divorce 10 years after initial
study participation. Spouses’ epinephrine
was 34% higher during the conflict discus-
sion 10 years earlier for divorced versus intact
couples, and divorced wives also had higher
nighttime norepinephrine levels during the
initial study. Among spouses not divorced,
norepinephrine levels 10 years earlier dis-
tinguished satisfied from dissatisfied cou-
ples at the 10-year follow-up. In addition,
wives’ ACTH levels at the beginning of con-
flict were higher among those wives who
were dissatisfied at follow-up. Furthermore,
Cohan, Booth, and Granger (2003) demon-
strated that concordance versus discor-
dance of spouses’ testosterone levels affects
spouses’ behaviors during conflict and social
support discussions (Bradbury & Pasch,
1991). They argued that testosterone is a
key variable in the marital behavior equation
given its role in assertiveness and dominance.
When husbands and wives were concor-
dant for high testosterone levels, husbands
were more positive and less negative dur-
ing a conflict discussion. When wives were
high and husbands were low on testosterone,
husbands were more negative. During a
social support interaction, husbands were
more positive support providers when they
and their wife had low levels of testosterone,
but husbands were less positive when their
testosterone levels were higher than their
wives (Cohan et al., 2003).

Recent Developments

The field broadly construed as the psy-
chophysiology of adult relationships extends
beyond the primary physiological outcomes
(and predictors) that we have focused on
thus far. Oxytocin has been the subject of
increasing interest in its role as a stress hor-
mone and a promoter of bonding and attach-
ment processes (Diamond, 2001; Taylor
et al., 2000). What is particularly exciting
about this work is that it incorporates aspects
of mainstream relationships research (i.e.,
attachment theory) with psychophysiolog-
ical mechanisms.

Research into the effects of steroidal
chemosignals offers promise for increasing
our understanding of, for example, attraction
in relationships (Thornhill & Gangestad,
1999). McClintock and colleagues (Jacob,
Kinnunen, Metz, Cooper, & McClintock,
2001; McClintock & Herdt, 1996), demon-
strated that exposure to the chemosig-
nal androstadienone affects a variety of
brain areas, participant mood states, as
well as other physiological indices (e.g.,
skin conductance and temperature). One
unique study showed that positron emis-
sion tomography (PET) was able to iden-
tify brain areas activated by the hormone
(Jacob et al., 2001). Magnetic resonance
imaging is another methodology gaining
favor with relationships researchers (Fisher,
Aron, Mashek, Li, & Brown, 2002), and
will likely become increasingly popular as
researchers further explore the biology of
close relationships.

Conclusion

Fifteen years ago, House, Landis, and Umber-
son (1988) commented: “The mechanisms
through which social relationships affect
health and the factors that promote or
inhibit the development and maintenance of
social relationships remain to be explored”
(p. 540). Much has since been learned about
the mechanisms responsible for the link
between social relationships and health, and
the underlying mechanisms (e.g., marital
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quality, dominance, behavior) are becom-
ing clearer. However, in a recent editorial,
House (2001) still noted similar inadequacies
in the literature, particularly in our under-
standing of “the extent to which support
or any other attribute or correlate of rela-
tionships can account for the robust and
substantial impact of social relationships on
health” (p. 273).

We encourage relationships researchers to
take these comments to heart as they have
the knowledge and tools about close rela-
tionships necessary to begin unraveling the
processes and dynamics at play. Applica-
tions of attachment (Diamond, 2001), inti-
macy (Reis, 1990), and interdependence
theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), just to
name a few, hold great promise for fur-
ther understanding of why and how close
relationships get under our skin. Advances in
close-relationship methodologies may also
be useful. For example, experimental social
support studies rely heavily on trained con-
federates, and for good reason: “Natural”
support providers (i.e., close friends or part-
ners) bring a complex history with them to
the laboratory making it difficult to con-
trol for extraneous effects; however, what
if researchers wanted to investigate the
effects of, for example, relationship close-
ness on social support provision and effects
on physiological reactivity? The experi-
mental induction of closeness paradigm
seems perfectly suited for this inquiry
(Aron et al., 1997). With this method,
researchers can actually manipulate feelings
of closeness between support recipient and
provider and determine how this affects
support seeking, provision, and physio-
logical responses.

In sum, the complex set of dynam-
ics that define close (and not so close)
personal relationships hold profound impli-
cations for individuals’ physiological func-
tioning. With the advancement of new
methods and technologies, and an intersec-
tion with psychophysiological and close rela-
tionships principles and theories, we can
expect increasing resources devoted to a
complete understanding of the role of close
relationships in the mind–body equation.
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Self-Disclosure in Personal Relationships

Kathryn Greene
Valerian J. Derlega

Alicia Mathews

The following stories deal with thoughts and
feelings about the self, and they illustrate
dilemmas about whether to reveal highly
personal information about oneself to signif-
icant others (a friend, a spouse or lover, and
parents). If the following statements were
true of you, would you share this material?
If so, when, how, with whom, and in what
detail?

I started dating a new guy from work, and
it’s still very exciting. We’re taking it
slow, so we haven’t told many people.
I wonder what will happen when they
find out?

I am really unhappy and unmotivated
most of the time. My friends see me as
a happy person. They also see me as a
goal-oriented person. The only person
whom I can tell about how I really feel
is my husband.

I got a great job offer in Atlanta last week.
I want to talk to my girlfriend about it,
but she wants to stay here, so I don’t
know what I’d say.

I am a gay man, but I have never
talked to my parents about my sexual
orientation.

In this chapter, we examine individu-
als’ decision making about what, when, to
whom, and how much to disclose personal
feelings and thoughts. Although level of self-
disclosure and personal relationships are not
synonymous concepts, self-disclosure plays
an important role in constructing what kind
of relationships individuals have with each
another (Harvey & Omarzu, 1997; Prager,
1995 ; Reis & Shaver, 1988). Self-disclosure,
depending on reactions of relationship part-
ners, also plays an important role in validat-
ing self-worth and personal identity (Beals,
2003 ; Greene, Derlega, Yep, & Petronio,
2003). This chapter reviews the historical
background to self-disclosure research, def-
initions of self-disclosure, disclosure trajec-
tories, reasons for and against disclosure,
disclosure as a transactional process, dis-
closure message enactment, health conse-
quences of disclosure, methodological trends

409
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in disclosure research, and opportunities for
future research. To begin we put current
work on self-disclosure and personal rela-
tionships into perspective by noting the con-
tributions of pioneering researchers. Many of
the testable hypotheses about self-disclosure
were anticipated by the ideas and early
research of these investigators.

Theoretical and Empirical
Foundations: Contributions of Early
Self-Disclosure Researchers

Sidney Jourard, a clinical psychologist,
was an early proponent of self-disclosure
research in his books and articles. See, for
instance, The Transparent Self (1964 , 1971a)
and Self-Disclosure: An Experimental Analy-
sis of the Transparent Self (1971b). Jourard was
a visionary who argued that openness in at
least one significant relationship was a prereq-
uisite for a healthy personality. He published
the first widely used scales measuring self-
disclosure to friends, parents, and intimate
partners (Jourard, 1964 , 1971b).

Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor (1973)
coauthored Social Penetration: The Develop-
ment of Interpersonal Relationships. Altman
and Taylor’s book presents the first system-
atic theory and program of research – based
on notions derived from social exchange
and interdependence theories in social psy-
chology – about the progression of close
relationships (cognitively, emotionally, and
behaviorally) as people move from being
acquaintances to close relationship partners.
Some of the most interesting research test-
ing social penetration theory was based on
studies of U.S. Navy volunteers who lived
and worked together in small groups on
simulated missions with no outside contact
(Altman & Haythorn, 1965). Altman also
introduced the notion of dialectics in the
study of self-disclosure, whereby relation-
ship partners struggle to balance opposi-
tional needs such as “being both open and
closed to contact” with one another in
order to regulate privacy (Altman, Vinsel, &
Brown, 1981, p. 127; also see Margulis, 2003 ,

for a recent review). Altman’s ideas about
dialectics are the foundation for an integra-
tive theory of privacy recently constructed
by Sandra Petronio (2002) in Boundaries of
Privacy. Petronio extended Altman’s dialec-
tical conceptualization of privacy, showing
how relationship partners rely on rules about
control, ownership, and co-ownership of pri-
vate information to open and close privacy
boundaries (also see Derlega & Chaikin,
1977; Petronio, 1991).

Mirra Komarovsky, a sociologist, pre-
sented the first extensive study of self-
disclosure in marital relationships in her
book, Blue-Collar Marriage (1962). Based
on an interview study of 58 married cou-
ples, she introduced many important lines
of research in self-disclosure and close rela-
tionships, including the link between self-
disclosure and marital satisfaction, mutual-
ity of self-disclosure of couples, “taboo top-
ics” in personal relationships (cf. Baxter &
Wilmot, 1985 ; Roloff & Ifert, 2000), and
how assumptions about a personal rela-
tionship (based on cultural background and
gender) influence what couples disclose
and avoid talking about in their marital
communication.

Zick Rubin (1970) conducted influential
early studies on disclosure reciprocity in nat-
uralistic settings, such as in airport departure
lounges and at bus stops. In the phenomenon
of disclosure reciprocity (what Jourard,
1971a, 1971b, called the “dyadic effect”),
one person’s disclosure input encourages
another’s disclosure, which, in turn, may
encourage the first person to disclose more,
and so on. This reciprocal process of dis-
closure followed by disclosure contributes
to people’s knowledge about one another
as well as to relationship development (see
Dindia, 2000, 2002 , for recent reviews of
this literature). Rubin and his colleagues
(see Rubin, Hill, Peplau, & Dunkel-Schetter,
1980) also popularized the notion that an
“ethic of openness” underlies self-disclosure
in intimate couples, especially for those who
endorse equal roles for men and women in
close relationships and at work. Rubin et al.’s
(1980) research on the ethic of openness
(part of the influential Boston Longitudinal
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Dating Study; see Hill, Rubin, & Peplau,
1976) challenged preexisting views that men
are inexpressive emotionally with their inti-
mate partners.

Alan Chaikin and Valerian Derlega con-
ducted many of the early studies on disclo-
sure reciprocity and on social norms influ-
encing the appropriateness of self-disclosure
(e.g., Chaikin & Derlega, 1974a, 1974b;
Derlega, Wilson, & Chaikin, 1976). They
also integrated research via a functional
model of self-disclosure focusing on the
expressive value or instrumental effective-
ness of self-disclosure (Derlega & Grzelak,
1979; also see Archer, 1987; Miller & Read,
1987), a privacy model emphasizing the role
of self- and dyadic-boundaries regulating
self-disclosure (Derlega & Chaikin, 1977),
and reviews of the self-disclosure literature
(e.g., Chaikin & Derlega, 1974c; Derlega &
Chaikin, 1975 ; also see Cozby, 1973).

Richard Archer, John Berg, and Lynn
Miller (in collaboration and separately) con-
tributed important studies on the impact of
self-disclosure for social attraction, interac-
tion goals that motivate disclosure, and how
to measure self-disclosure in close relation-
ships. Archer documented how personalis-
tic disclosures (where the disclosure input is
uniquely intended for the disclosure recip-
ient) may increase liking for the initial dis-
closer (see Archer & Cook, 1986; Jones &
Archer, 1976). Berg and his colleagues (e.g.,
Berg, 1986; Berg & Archer, 1980) demon-
strated how conversational responsiveness
(“the extent to which and the way in which
one participant’s actions address the pre-
vious actions, communications, needs, or
wishes of another participant in that inter-
action;” Miller & Berg, 1984 , p. 191) influ-
ences liking for a disclosure recipient. Miller
pioneered a methodology (based on David
Kenny’s social relations model; see Kenny &
La Voie, 1984) to partition how much of
disclosure in a social interaction is due to
what is unique to the partners in a close rela-
tionship as opposed to the personal charac-
teristics of the disclosure or the disclosure
recipient (see Miller & Kenny, 1986). Disclo-
sure researchers are indebted to Miller, Berg,
and Archer (1983) for constructing a psycho-

metrically rigorous and easy-to-use index of
self-disclosure as well as an individual dif-
ferences measure of a listener’s capacity to
encourage self-disclosure from relationship
partners (the “Opener scale”).

Defining Self-Disclosure

Let us consider the question, “what is self-
disclosure?” Researchers have not always
agreed about how to define it. For instance,
one could argue that all forms of verbal and
nonverbal communication reveal something
about the self, and, hence, any communica-
tive act should be defined as self-disclosure.
The jewelry or tattoos we have or do not have
may reveal something unique about our per-
sonality, and they could be considered exam-
ples of self-disclosure. Or perhaps laughing
or smiling might be considered examples of
self-disclosure. However, these involuntary
disclosures are different from what might be
termed “willful disclosures” (Jourard, 1971a),
where the “aim is to let another person
know with no shadow of a doubt what you
have done, what you feel, etc.” (pp. 16–
17). Consistent with the notion of willful
disclosure, we define self-disclosure as an
interaction between at least two individu-
als where one intends to deliberately divulge
something personal to another (see Derlega,
Metts, Petronio, & Margulis, 1993).

Self-disclosure is usually studied in terms
of verbal messages that contain statements
such as “I feel” and “I think,” but nonver-
bal messages such as the clothes we wear as
well as what we say may be examples of self-
disclosure if the goal is to reveal something
personal about ourselves that the other per-
son did not know. As Rosenfeld (2000) aptly
noted, “disclosure is the process that grants
access to private things and to secrets” (p. 6).

Self-disclosure research often focuses on
whether or not to reveal highly sensitive
information (such as personal fears, deeply
held religious convictions, potentially stig-
matizing information), but self-disclosure
also deals with less serious information
(e.g., “I love home-made pizza”). Although
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Table 2 2 .1. Dimensions of Disclosure Messages

1. Transactional – self-disclosure is a complex process that may unfold over a number of occasions. For
instance, it may be possible to identify a disclosure message (e.g., someone disclosing about their
HIV positive status to a family member), but there is a “dynamic, continuous and circular process”
(Dindia, 1998, p. 414) between relationship partners in “who” discloses and “what” is revealed or
concealed. We use the terms “discloser” and the “disclosure target,” but partners may take on (and
switch) both roles in the disclosure process. A self-disclosure episode also involves multiple
reactions (cognitive, emotional, and behavioral) by both the discloser and the disclosure target.

2 . Reward value – there may be positive or negative outcomes from the disclosure for either (or
both) the discloser or the disclosure target.

3 . Informativeness – there are differences in how much information the disclosure message provides
about the discloser. Does the disclosure provide information about the causes that underlie the
discloser’s behavior? This aspect of self-disclosure is traditionally defined in terms of topic breadth
(the variety of topics disclosed) and depth (the level of intimacy of disclosure; see Altman &
Taylor, 1973).

4 . Accessibility – the ease or difficulty of divulging personal information in the interaction between
the discloser and the target person.

5 . Truthfulness – whether the disclosure taps information that is perceived to be about the “real” self
or one’s “true” thoughts and feelings.

6. Social norms – does the disclosure process support or deviate from existing sociocultural
expectations about what, how, and when people should disclose or conceal information from one
another?

7. Effectiveness – how much does the disclosure, as a communicative act, accomplish the discloser’s
as well as the listener’s goals?

self-disclosure of everyday or even “superfi-
cial” information plays an important role in
initiating as well as in maintaining a relation-
ship, it is the disclosure of highly personal
information that has many consequences for
relationship development and maintenance.
For instance, self-disclosure is an important
ingredient in how researchers conceptual-
ize romantic love (Rubin, 1970) and marital
intimacy (Chelune, Waring, Vosk, Sultan, &
Ogden, 1984).

Early research on self-disclosure focused
on people revealing their “real self” or
“essence” to at least one other person (Alt-
man & Taylor, 1973 ; Fromm, 1956; Jourard,
1971a). It is worthwhile to distinguish, how-
ever, between personal self-disclosure (dis-
closure about oneself) and relational self-
disclosure (disclosure that focuses on one’s
relationship with another person or interac-
tions with others). Both forms of disclosure
have consequences for the development and
maintenance of close relationships (Derlega
et al., 1993). Personal disclosures (e.g., “I had
a terrific day at work”) gives relationship
partners “up-to-date” information about

what each person is thinking and feeling, but
relational disclosures (e.g., “I can’t imagine
a better way to spend this holiday weekend
than with you!”) also informs partners about
the state of their relationship and how they
are getting along (cf. Waring, 1987).

Self-disclosure varies along a number of
dimensions. Although not comprehensive,
the list in Table 22 .1 illustrates different
features of self-disclosure messages. These
dimensions of disclosure messages embody
different lines of theory and research. A
major portion of our own research on self-
disclosure has focused on the subjective rea-
sons for disclosure and nondisclosure in the
pursuit of goals for oneself, the partner, and
the relationship, what is referred to as disclo-
sure effectiveness (Derlega & Grzelak, 1979;
Greene et al., 2003).

Disclosure Trajectories

Important early theories of relationship
development in the 1970s, such as social
penetration (Altman & Taylor, 1973) and
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incremental exchange theory (Levinger
& Snoek, 1972), emphasized how self-
disclosure progresses in depth (sensitivity
of material disclosed) and breadth (variety
of topics disclosed) as relationships develop
over time. According to this perspective,
people would reveal more about their inner
thoughts and feelings as their relationships
and affection for one another developed
over time. Disclosure gradually (or rapidly)
accelerated with relationship development,
in frequency, depth, and range of top-
ics. Conversely, self-disclosure was assumed
to decrease or decline in the same man-
ner as a relationship deteriorated.1 Con-
sistent with these theories, Collins and
Miller (1994) conducted a meta-analytic
review documenting three distinct but over-
lapping mechanisms that account for the
link between self-disclosure and relationship
closeness: (a) people disclose more to some-
one whom they like, (b) people like someone
more who discloses to them, and (c) people
like someone more to whom they have dis-
closed personal information.

There is a generally linear association
between self-disclosure and the develop-
ment of a personal relationship, but rela-
tionship partners cycle between being open
and closed about what they disclose to each
other (Altman et al., 1981; Petronio, 2002).
Relationships may also show alternate paths
that defy the generally linear pattern. For
example, couples who stay together may
show a sharp decline in disclosure after an
initial pattern of greater openness, or dating
partners who “click” as a couple may display
a high level of disclosure very quickly at the
beginning of their relationship (e.g., Berg &
Clark, 1986). On the other hand, “too much”
self-disclosure early in a relationship may be
associated with lower liking later on (Berg,
1984 ; also see Altman & Taylor, 1973).

Whatever the trajectory of disclosure
over time in a relationship, early (e.g.,
Jourard, Altman & Taylor, Komarovsky) and
contemporary researchers also report that all
or most relationship partners will avoid talk-
ing about or conceal (or both) certain facts
or feelings from significant others. This may
happen because the material is considered

a taboo topic (e.g., Baxter & Wilmot, 1985 ;
Roloff & Ifert, 2000), too personal to divulge
(Altman & Taylor, 1973), too undesirable for
the partner to know (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998),
too difficult to divulge (Derlega, Winstead,
& Folk-Barron, 2000), too burdensome for
the partner to worry about (Burke, Weir, &
Harrison, 1976), or simply private informa-
tion (Kelly, 2002 ; Petronio, 2002). Partners
may even lie to each other to protect them-
selves from “unwanted access” (DePaulo,
Wetzel, Weylin Sternglanz, & Walker Wil-
son, 2003 , p. 293), and some individuals
(termed “separates”; Fitzpatrick, 1987) may
view self-disclosure and openness as incom-
patible with asserting autonomy in their per-
sonal relationships.

A comment on mutuality of disclosure
between relationship partners: We have
noted the generally linear progression of
self-disclosure in developing personal rela-
tionships. However, as Komarovsky (1962)
observed in her marital interviews, there is
considerable mutuality in how much rela-
tionship partners disclose to one another.
Relationship partners who disclose a lot also
are likely to be the recipients of high lev-
els of disclosure. Relationship partners who
disclose little are also likely to be the recip-
ients of low levels of disclosure. Partners in
close relationships may or may not recipro-
cate self-disclosure in a single episode (e.g.,
I may want my intimate partner to simply
listen as I seek her advice with a personal
problem; see Berg & Archer, 1980). Many
partners, however, are likely to approximate
one another in their level of disclosure over
time and in the course of their relationship
(Dindia, 2002 ; Hendrick, 1981).

Disclosure Decision Making

Decisions about whether to disclose depend,
in part, on an assessment of the relative ben-
efits and costs to the discloser and the dis-
closure target (e.g., Kelly, 2002 ; Omarzu,
2000; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997). Dis-
closure decision making involves coping
with “dialectical” dilemmas as relationship
partners attempt to reconcile contradictory
and incompatible personal needs – such
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Figure 2 2 .1. Model of disclosure decision making in a single episode.

as establishing connections with significant
others (via openness) versus maintaining
autonomy and independence (via conceal-
ment of private information from others;

e.g., Baxter & Montgomery, 1997; Dindia,
1998; Petronio, 2002).

Figure 22 .1 presents a model of self-
disclosure decision making, incorporating
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concepts from Derlega and Grzelak (1979),
Greene et al. (2003), Omarzu (2000), and
Petronio (2002). It includes both distal (cul-
tural criteria, social network, and individual
differences such as the personality and indi-
vidual differences of the discloser and the
disclosure target) and proximal factors (self,
partner, and relationship-linked reasons for
and against disclosing, and assessment of
the current situation) that contribute to
disclosure or nondisclosure. The prospec-
tive discloser weighs whether to disclose
to significant others in the context of cul-
tural attitudes about self-disclosure; access
to a social network of family, friends, and
coworkers; and individual difference vari-
ables such as gender, self-esteem, and attach-
ment style. Then the prospective discloser,
in coordination with the potential disclosure
recipient, must assess the appropriateness of
the situation (e.g., is there a private location
to talk; does disclosure fit into the flow of
the conversation; is there enough time avail-
able to talk; are the prospective discloser and
disclosure recipient “getting along”; is the
disclosure recipient being attentive and ask-
ing questions; is the response to the disclo-
sure input likely to be positive or negative?).
If a decision is made to disclose, then self-
disclosure occurs (including to a particular
target person, about specific content, at a
particular level of disclosure intimacy, in a
specific location, in person or by phone, e-
mail, letter). The personal reactions of the
discloser and the recipient (e.g., inferring
mutual trust or mistrust, co-ownership of
sensitive information) may, in turn, influ-
ence the outcomes experienced by both
individuals (e.g., the partners in the relation-
ship may click as friends; they may decide to
meet at a future time to talk again; they may
feel “intimate”). The model, as presented in
Figure 22 .1, also includes feedback loops. For
instance, the immediate reactions of the dis-
closer and the target (e.g., feeling emotion-
ally close and labeling one another “close
friends”) may affect antecedent variables
in the model (including perceptions about
“who” in one’s social network is a confidant,
reweighing reasons for and against disclo-
sure by the discloser as well as reassessing

the suitability of the situation for enacting
disclosure) that predict subsequent disclo-
sure or nondisclosure in the same and in
future episodes.

The model in Figure 22 .1 focuses on self-
disclosure and nondisclosure in one episode,
but self-disclosure (including “who” dis-
closes, “what” is divulged, “how” the partners
influence one another to disclose or not, and
“when” and “where” disclosure occurs) is a
process that unfolds over time – within a sin-
gle conversation as well as across days, weeks,
months, and even years of a personal rela-
tionship (e.g., Dindia, 1998, 2000; Greene
et al., 2003). For instance, the disclosure
recipient’s responsiveness during a single
episode (e.g., expressions of social support,
asking questions, showing interest) as well
as the potential discloser’s own input (e.g.,
hinting about what one wants to say) may
influence what is said at the time and influ-
ence disclosure decision making in future
conversations. Also, despite the conceptual
distinction between “discloser” and “disclo-
sure recipient,” partners in a relationship
are likely to exchange roles of discloser and
recipient within a conversation and across
time as they coordinate their needs and
expectations about disclosing or listening.

A key feature of disclosure decision mak-
ing, according to the model in Figure 22 .1,
addresses people’s self-reported reasons for
why they disclose or do not disclose to a rela-
tionship partner. Consistent with attribution
theories about communications and inter-
actions in close relationships (see Manusov
& Harvey, 2001), reasons for disclosure as
well as nondisclosure reflect a self-focus,
an other-focus, an interpersonal focus, and
a situational–environmental focus (Burke
et al., 1976; Derlega & Winstead, 2001;
Derlega et al., 2000; for related research
on reasons for keeping family secrets, see
Vangelisti, 1994 ; Vangelisti & Caughlin,
1997; Vangelisti, Caughlin, & Timmerman,
2001).

The self-focused reasons for self-
disclosure deal with the psychological
and tangible benefits to the discloser and
include catharsis, self-clarification, and
seeking support. Other-focused reasons for
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self-disclosure include duty to inform and
a desire to educate. Relationship-focused
reasons include having a close and trusting
relationship with one’s partner, similarity
or having something in common, and a
desire to increase intimacy or closeness.
Situational–environmental reasons include
availability of the target person, the other
person asked or “demanded” disclosure,
and the other’s involvement in the subject
matter of the disclosure.

The self-focused reasons for nondisclo-
sure deal with the psychological and phys-
ical costs based on divulging personal infor-
mation and include fear of rejection and
possible loss of privacy. Other-focused rea-
sons for nondisclosure include the percep-
tion that the other person cannot or will
not be helpful and protecting the rela-
tionship partner from being hurt or upset.
Relationship-focused reasons include los-
ing the relationship, dissimilarity, a superfi-
cial relationship, or the information is not
significant or relevant for the relationship.
Situational–environmental reasons include
the possible disclosure target is unavailable
or the person has prior knowledge already of
the information.

The reasons for and against self-disclosure
reflect the multiple goals that individuals
have for what they divulge or do not divulge.
People do not just reveal personal infor-
mation to establish a closer relationship or
conceal information to preclude a closer
relationship (Burke et al., 1976; Derlega &
Winstead, 2001; Omarzu, 2000). In close
relationships, people pay attention to issues
affecting their relationship partner (partner-
focused) and the relationship itself (as well
as self-focused and situation–environmental
reasons) in deciding whether to disclose. It
is also worthwhile noting that the reasons
or explanations generated for self-disclosure
(by the discloser as well as the disclosure
target) may have consequences for relation-
ship development – akin to a self-fulfilling
prophecy. The discloser may feel closer to
the target if the self-disclosure is attributed
to liking for the partner. Also, the dis-
closure target may feel closer to the dis-

closer (and be more likely to disclose him-
self or herself) if it is inferred that liking
or relationship closeness are the reasons for
the discloser’s behavior (Derlega, Winstead,
Wong, & Greenspan, 1987; also see Harvey
& Omarzu’s 1997 theory on “minding the
close relationship” for a detailed description
of the role of attributions for self-disclosure
in fostering relationship closeness).

Disclosure As a Transactional Process

Self-disclosure is important for achieving
important goals (such as developing rela-
tionship closeness, gaining emotional sup-
port), but it is often just one component
in a ongoing interaction involving disclo-
sure input, reactions of the disclosure recip-
ient, initial discloser’s and recipient’s per-
ceptions of what happened, and so on. We
illustrate how the “transactions” (Dindia,
1998) that occur between the discloser
and the disclosure target (in particular, the
immediate reactions of the disclosure recip-
ient to the disclosure input; see Greene
& Faulkner, 2002) contribute to the dis-
closer’s experience of intimacy and self-
worth. We also describe how the particular
cues and signals exchanged between the dis-
closer and the prospective disclosure recip-
ient during a social interaction influence
disclosing behavior.

Development of Relationship Intimacy

Self-disclosure has an important role in the
development of intimacy between roman-
tic couples. For example, Rubin et al. (1980)
examined the association between the level
of self-disclosure to one’s dating partner
(the couples were “going together”) and
feelings of love and liking for the part-
ner. Self-disclosure to one’s dating part-
ner was positively associated with self-
reports of love (focusing on feelings of
attachment, caring, and intimacy), but self-
disclosure was only weakly associated with
liking for one’s partner. Nevertheless, shar-
ing personal information per se between
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relationship partners may not by itself cre-
ate intimacy. Consider, for instance, Reis
and Shaver’s (1988; also see Reis & Patrick,
1996) interpersonal process model of inti-
macy. According to this model, individuals
disclose (or “self-express”) personal thoughts
and feelings; next there is an emotional
or behavioral response by the disclosure
recipient; then the initial discloser’s reac-
tion to the recipient’s response is to feel
understood. It is “feeling understood, val-
idated, and cared for” that define an inti-
mate interaction or intimate relationship in
the Reis and Shaver model (Reis & Patrick,
1996, p. 536; also see Chelune, Robinson,
& Kommor, 1984 ; Harvey & Omarzu, 1997;
Prager, 1995).

A key feature in Reis and Shaver’s inti-
macy process model is the disclosure recip-
ient’s conversational responsiveness (Miller
& Berg, 1984), referring to “behaviors made
by the recipient of another’s communication
through which the recipient indicates inter-
est in and understanding of the communica-
tion” (Miller & Berg, 1984 , p. 193). Respon-
siveness may be indicated by the content of
the response (e.g., elaborating on what was
said or making a matching disclosure), the
style of the response (e.g., showing concern
for what was said), and timing (e.g., whether
there is an immediate response or a long
delay before the recipient responds). Thus,
the response is critical in understanding the
disclosure process.

Laurenceau, Feldman Barrett, and
Pietromonaco (1998) conducted two studies
illustrating how recipient responsiveness to
disclosure input contributes to the experi-
ence of intimacy in interactions. Research
participants kept a daily diary record for 1

or 2 weeks (Studies 1 and 2 , respectively)
and recorded how much they (and the part-
ner) disclosed. Self-disclosure and partner
disclosure were both significant predictors
of intimacy, but partner responsiveness also
mediated the relationship between self-
disclosure and intimacy. Greater disclosure
by self and partner disclosure was associated
with a perception of greater responsiveness
by the partner that, in turn, was associated

with a perception of higher intimacy of the
interaction.2

Developing a Sense of Self-Worth

There is some question about the associa-
tion between self-disclosure per se and men-
tal health (e.g., Jourard, 1964 ; Kelly, 2002 ;
Pennebaker, 1995), but there is no doubt that
the mental health benefits of self-disclosure
depend, in part, on the reactions of the dis-
closure recipient. Consider, for instance, a
recent study on stigma management con-
ducted by Beals (2003). Gay men and les-
bians participated in a diary study and indi-
cated whether they disclosed or concealed
information about their sexual orientation
when “disclosure opportunities” occurred
during a 2-week time period. At the end
of each day, participants completed mea-
sures of social support and psychological
well-being, including positive affect, self-
esteem, and satisfaction with life. Consis-
tent with the notion that self-disclosure is a
transactional process, Beals found that social
support mediated the relationship between
self-disclosure and well-being. That is, self-
disclosure about sexual orientation was asso-
ciated with greater social support and, in
turn, greater social support was associated
with greater psychological well-being.

Social Cues From the Prospective
Disclosure Recipient Promoting
Self-Disclosure

Someone may want to disclose personal
information, but he or she may need to
anticipate a positive (not a negative or neu-
tral) response before being willing to make
this decision (e.g., Altman & Taylor, 1973 ;
Greene & Serovich, 1996). Signals or cues
enacted by the prospective disclosure target
during a disclosure episode (or in a relation-
ship) may be crucial in deciding whether to
disclose sensitive information. For instance,
Petronio, Reeder, Hecht, and Mon’t Ros-
Mendoza (1996) found that prospective dis-
closers (who were victims of sexual abuse)
looked for cues during a conversation sig-
naling “tacit permission” (p. 187) to divulge
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potentially shameful and embarrassing infor-
mation. Participants described two sorts of
cues that signaled a “tacit permission” to self-
disclose: inquiries suggesting concern and
disclosure input by the other person.

Inquiries suggesting concern reflect an
inference by the prospective discloser that
the other person is attentive to the discloser’s
best interests and willing to listen. Petronio
et al. (1996) gave the following exam-
ple of the impact of the partner’s expres-
sion of concern on self-disclosure about the
sexual abuse:

Participants in this study reported that
when others asked questions such as, “Is
everything all right? Are you O.K.?” fol-
lowed by, “I am worried about you,” they
often interpreted these questions as indirect
requests for information about the abuse,
especially when they came from people they
liked and trusted. The sympathetic nature
of the inquiry was interpreted as commu-
nicating a willingness to receive disclosive
information about sexual abuse. (p. 187)

Participants in Petronio et al. (1996) also
disclosed in response to the other person’s
disclosure input, what we have referred to
as disclosure reciprocity (also see Dindia,
2000). Reciprocity may occur because the
other person’s disclosure input was taken as
a “request” or “consent” to talk oneself about
a similar matter. Petronio et al. (1996) gave
the following example of reciprocity:

Jennifer stated that her sister revealed she
had been abused by the stepfather and
expected her to disclose in return. She said,
“We were just talking about different lit-
tle things. She was just basically telling
me what she was doing. She wasn’t liv-
ing at home at the time. We were talk-
ing about her, the job she had, and stuff,
and then she brought it up because she
started talking about how it happened to
her. Then she asked me. . . . I just said,
well yes, it happened to me too.” (pp.
188–189; italics in original)

This phenomenon of reciprocity may occur
in the disclosure of other potentially stig-
matizing information. For example, Greene
et al. (2003 , p. 105) found that people with

HIV are more likely to disclose their HIV
seropositive status to another person if
the other first discloses about being HIV
positive.

The examples of responding to general
inquiries and the other’s disclosure input
illustrate how the disclosure process is a
transaction between the “discloser” and the
“disclosure recipient.” In these illustrations,
expressions of concern by the prospective
disclosure target as well as the target’s own
self-disclosure affected participants’ willing-
ness to self-disclose.

Disclosure Message Enactment

How disclosure messages are enacted is an
important feature of self-disclosure in per-
sonal relationships. When someone decides
to disclose, he or she must choose what to
say as well as how, when, where, and to
whom. These message choices vary accord-
ing to perceptions of the relationship. We
describe various message features, including
disclosure mode, context (including setting
and timing), and content (directness, length,
and associated information).

Disclosure Mode

The mode of disclosure (also termed mes-
sage channel ) can be face-to-face, non-face-
to-face, or third-party (Greene et al., 2003).
Face-to-face disclosure such as talking in
person may be the most common, but the
in-person interaction may be unpredictable
and difficult to manage. For example, the
discloser may be asked follow-up ques-
tions after the disclosure, perhaps ending up
divulging much more information than was
desired. Non-face-to-face disclosures (e.g.,
letter writing or an e-mail message) tend to
be communicated in a manner that restricts
how much the listener learns about the dis-
closer. A benefit of non-face-to-face disclo-
sure (e.g., an e-mail message) is that indi-
viduals may feel free to disclose openly in a
manner that is not possible in face-to-face
interactions (e.g., McKenna, Green, & Glea-
son, 2002), but fewer nonverbal cues are
available to the interactants.
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Yet not all disclosure is between just two
people, and the third mode is having another
person disclose one’s personal information
to others (either face-to-face or non-face-to-
face). For example, someone with a serious
illness may ask a sibling to tell the parents
about the diagnosis. Although third-party
disclosure may be intentional and deliber-
ate, there is always the possibility that a dis-
closure recipient may violate the discloser’s
privacy either accidentally or deliberately by
leaking confidential information to others.
In research on HIV disclosure, individuals
with HIV frequently report being upset by
the loss of control of this information to a
third party, especially in families (Greene &
Faulkner, 2002).

Disclosure Setting

Along with the mode of disclosure, disclo-
sure messages are set within contexts such
as the place and time. The physical envi-
ronment where people interact may influ-
ence how much and what people disclose
(Werner, Altman, & Brown, 1992 ; also see
Brown, Werner, & Altman, this volume). A
person may choose to disclose at home to
increase intimacy with the other person as
well as to regulate privacy, yet another may
choose to disclose in a public setting such as
in a restaurant in hopes that the open setting
may constrain the recipient’s reaction. Also,
what one person perceives as a private set-
ting for disclosing personal information (e.g.,
talking on a cell phone while walking down
a public street) may be perceived by another
person as grossly inappropriate.

Disclosure Timing

Early studies of self-disclosure timing (in
the 1970s and 1980s) often focused on dis-
closure between new acquaintances, find-
ing that disclosure at the beginning of an
interaction was often perceived as inappro-
priate and as violating social norms (e.g.,
Wortman, Adesman, Herman, & Greenberg,
1976). Less research is available on disclo-
sure timing within close relationships, but
Greene et al. (2003) provided a way to con-
ceptualize timing on three levels: timing of

disclosure in a relationship, spontaneous ver-
sus preplanned disclosure, and timing of dis-
closure within a conversation.

Concerning timing of disclosure in a rela-
tionship, the prospective discloser may have
to decide whether to disclose information
immediately at the start of a relationship,
after an important event has occurred, or
wait until some future time. For example, if
someone is diagnosed with a life-threatening
disease, should that person tell friends (and
family) immediately or wait (and how long)?
Research indicates that people are likely to
disclose to their loves ones (such as to a
spouse or intimate partner) relatively soon
after learning about a life-threatening illness,
but decisions about when to disclose to chil-
dren may be delayed because of age and
maturity concerns (e.g., Greene et al., 2003 ;
Schrimshaw & Siegel, 2002).

Disclosures may be either unplanned
(spontaneous) or planned (occurring delib-
erately after a decision is made to dis-
close). People may prefer planned disclo-
sure about potentially stigmatizing informa-
tion because it maximizes privacy regula-
tion (Petronio, 2002). When disclosure is
unplanned, perhaps in response to a disclo-
sure input or a direct question, someone may
regret not having considered in detail the
consequences of disclosing this information
(e.g., gossip, being rejected).

Finally, the timing of disclosure in a con-
versation requires sequencing and a plan of
action (see Derlega et al., 1993). If a per-
son discloses early in a conversation, this
may surprise the recipient but does ensure
that the discloser does not “chicken out.”
For example, two people could sit down for
lunch and one immediately blurts out, “I’m
getting a divorce.” If someone chooses to dis-
close in the middle of a conversation, prior
time in the conversation can be used to assess
the readiness of the prospective disclosure
target to listen (e.g., whether the person is
preoccupied by his or her own problems;
see Petronio et al., 1996). With intermediate
disclosure, it is also possible to foreshadow
the disclosure, perhaps telling someone you
“want to talk.” For example, in the same
lunch interaction the potential discloser asks
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how the disclosure target is doing, how work
is going, how the family is, and if all is well
then shares about the divorce (or chooses
not to if the timing does not seem appro-
priate). For late disclosure, a person waits
until the end of an interaction, for exam-
ple, when the discloser target (or discloser)
is leaving for the airport in 45 minutes and
someone shares important information. The
discloser may prefer late disclosure because
it limits the interaction (and possible follow-
up questions; see Greene et al., 2003), but
the disclosure recipient may become upset
or confused because there is no time to pro-
cess the content of the disclosure or to be
supportive.

Disclosure Message Features

Message features (directness, length, con-
tent) are another important aspect of self-
disclosure in personal relationships. For
instance, someone can discuss the same topic
in a direct (“I just found out that I got a
promotion”) or in an indirect manner (“It’s
nice to finally have something good happen
at work”; see Petronio, 1991). Direct, com-
pared with indirect, disclosure messages may
place more demands for a response from
the disclosure recipient because the mes-
sage is so clear. For instance, disclosing about
the job promotion may require some sort of
acknowledgment or an affirming statement,
whereas a disclosure target may shrug off
an equivocal comment about an unspecified
event at work.

Disclosures may vary in length, but it is
not always the case that greater length of
disclosure is associated with greater depth of
disclosure. For instance, a brief message (e.g.,
“I recently found out that I have breast can-
cer”) may be more disclosing than, say, a con-
voluted description of a visit to a clinic for a
mammogram or a vague general description
of “I am not feeling very well these days.”
Sometimes people may give the appearance
of disclosing intimately by increasing the
amount of time spent talking about low-
intimacy facts and feelings when they actu-
ally want to avoid divulging personal infor-
mation (Derlega, Sherburne, & Lewis, 1998).

We should also note that the precise con-
tent of disclosure might differ, even when
different persons are ostensibly revealing the
same information. Someone who has missed
work recently because of physical compli-
cations of HIV progression may reveal to
a coworker, “I have HIV,” whereas another
person with the same diagnosis may simply
say that “I have been sick.” What the dis-
closer said in these examples illustrates how
someone can control the flow of information
to a disclosure recipient and then influence
the others’ reactions (Petronio, 2002).

Alternative Disclosure Message Strategies

We have focused on verbal forms of dis-
closure, yet there are symbolic and non-
verbal means of enacting self-disclosure in
personal relationships. Particularly if verbal
disclosure might be burdensome, symbolic
disclosure may be an effective and efficient
way of communicating information about
the self to intimates. For instance, a person
with HIV described how he had “HIV+”
tattooed on his bicep to forewarn potential
sexual partners:

I was still going out, picking up guys, and I
got tired of all the mess with talking about
it, being safe. . . . [A] friend jokingly sug-
gested I get this [points to tattoo] and I
thought it would be the perfect solution.
This way, there is no way he [a potential
date] wouldn’t know but we don’t have to
talk about it. (Greene et al., 2 003 , p. 117)

Sometimes these symbolic forms become
almost habitual or automatic, but we focus
on examples that are intentional in nature
and thus qualify as disclosure. For example,
wearing a special piece of jewelry, such as
a pearl necklace given to a woman by her
intimate partner as an anniversary gift. The
woman assumes that her partner will recog-
nize the significance of her gesture because
it symbolizes their love. On the other hand,
some alternative disclosure message strate-
gies may be less clear, such as leaving a bank
statement with a low balance in view in the
hope that a relative will loan money!
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Self-Disclosure, Relationships, and Health

In this section, we summarize research on
the possible health ramifications of self-
disclosure versus nondisclosure in personal
relationships for coping with stressful and
traumatic life events. Consider, for instance,
the following study by Pennebaker and
O’Heeron’s (1984). Spouses of suicide and
accidental-death victims completed a ques-
tionnaire about their coping strategies. The
less the participants talked with friends, the
greater the increase in health problems (e.g.,
weight change, headaches) from the year
before the death of the spouse to the year
after the death. Also, the more the par-
ticipants talked with friends, the less they
experienced intrusive thoughts (or rumina-
tions) about the spouse’s death. Pennebaker
and O’Heeron suggested that the failure
to talk with a confidant accounts for the
unwanted thoughts about the spouse’s death
and contributes to health problems. Why
might withholding information about stress-
ful or traumatic events lead to psychologi-
cal and physical problems, while disclosing
may be healthy? We consider several possi-
ble mechanisms here.

Nondisclosure As Psychological
Inhibition, Disclosure As Disinhibition

Concealing personal thoughts, feelings, and
even actions could be a stressor on the body,
ultimately increasing susceptibility to illness
(e.g., Pennebaker, 1995). Disclosing, on the
other hand, may reduce the negative effects
of concealment, including improving health.

Research by Cole and colleagues (Cole,
Kemeny, Taylor, Visscher, & Fahey, 1996)
illustrates the notion that psychological inhi-
bition (operationalized in Cole et al.’s study
as concealing one’s homosexual identity)
may weaken immune function and influ-
ence disease progression. Participants were
men with HIV who self-identified as either
exclusively or predominantly homosexual.
They were divided into an “open” versus
a “closeted” group based on how much
they reported disclosing or concealing their
homosexual identity compared with other
gay men. HIV progressed more rapidly

among the closeted compared with the
open participants. Cole, Kemeny, Taylor, and
Visscher (1996) conducted a related study
on psychological inhibition among a group
of gay men who were HIV seronegative.
Participants who were closeted about their
homosexual identity had a higher risk of can-
cer and infectious diseases (e.g., pneumonia,
bronchitis). Given the results in Cole et al.’s
studies, it is tempting to speculate that the
link between psychological inhibition and
health may occur across a variety of con-
cealed psychological events (e.g., sexual ori-
entation as well as other sensitive thoughts
and feelings).

Nondisclosure As Suppression,
Disclosure As Cognitive Processing

Suppressing thoughts and feelings via
nondisclosure may have negative cognitive
consequences. According to the preoccu-
pation model of secrecy (Wegner & Lane,
1995), “secrecy sets into motion certain
cognitive processes that create an obses-
sive preoccupation with the secret thought”
(p. 31). Attempting not to think about
a particular thought or feeling paradoxi-
cally increases intrusive thoughts about the
information. The intrusive thoughts lead
to further attempts at thought suppression,
causing a “self-sustaining cycle of obsessive
preoccupation with the secret” (Wegner &
Lane, 1995 , p. 33). For instance, Smart and
Wegner (1999) found that concealing an
eating disorder during a social interaction
caused participants to become preoccupied
with keeping the information a secret (e.g.,
increasing thought intrusions about the eat-
ing disorder).

From a cognitive processing perspective
(Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000), talking
about stressful thoughts and feelings to a
confidant enables someone to make sense
of their experiences as well as desensitize
them to upsetting or stress-related events.
Someone who can put stressful thoughts and
feelings into words (i.e., construct a narra-
tive via talking or even writing about these
events) may be better able to understand
and find meaning in their experiences. Also,
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talking about stressful events may reduce
their emotional impact. For instance, Lep-
ore and Helgeson (1998) found that prostate
cancer survivors who reported fewer con-
straints in talking about cancer with
friends, relatives, and spouses were less dis-
tressed about intrusive thoughts associated
with cancer.

disclosure in the context of “helpful”

versus “unhelpful” reactions by the listener

The possible benefits of self-disclosure in
coping with stressful thoughts and feelings
we have just described could be obtained
from talking with a confidant or from writ-
ing or talking to oneself. In fact, most
research on the physical and psychological
health benefits of “self-disclosure” is based
on expressive writing, that is, writing down
personal thoughts and feelings on paper to
oneself. One drawback, however, is that
these conclusions based on writing are not
always appropriate to generalize to disclo-
sure that occurs between a discloser and dis-
closure recipient. The social benefits of self-
disclosure depend, in part, on the reactions
of the disclosure target and others (third par-
ties) who find out about the private informa-
tion (cf. Greene & Faulkner, 2002 ; Greene &
Serovich, 1996). For instance, disclosure tar-
gets might be able to provide useful informa-
tion or material assistance to the discloser
to cope with health problems. The under-
standing and acceptance that others pro-
vide as listeners might also promote feelings
of self-worth in the discloser (Beals, 2003)
and decrease social isolation (Reis, Sheldon,
Gable, Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000).

Nevertheless, there may be negative
social consequences of self-disclosure for
personal relationships. Talking about neg-
ative feelings in anticipation of an upset-
ting event may increase the discloser’s stress
(Costanza, Derlega, & Winstead, 1988), and
the recipient (especially immediate fam-
ily) may be “unhelpful” (Barbee, Derlega,
Sherburne, & Grimshaw, 1998) and reject-
ing (Kelly, 2002). There may also be unrea-
sonable physical and psychological burdens
placed on the disclosure recipient who now

“co-owns” the information (Petronio, 2002)
and must manage it.

Given the risk of negative reactions by
a disclosure recipient and concerns about
regulating privacy, researchers recommend
that prospective disclosers should exercise
caution in deciding whether to disclose. For
instance, Kelly (2002) suggested the fol-
lowing algorithm for deciding whether to
reveal hidden information to a relationship
partner. First, is the information private or
secret (“private” refers to personal informa-
tion which someone does not have a right
to know, whereas “secret” refers to informa-
tion that someone else may expect to have
access)? If the information is secret, the next
question would be, Is the other person an
appropriate target for disclosure (someone
“who will not tell others the secret, will
not judge him negatively and will not reject
him,” Kelly, 2002 , p. 199)? Next, is the secret
likely to be found out by the other person
anyway, and is keeping the secret troubling?
If the other person is likely to find out about
the secret and keeping the secret is emotion-
ally upsetting, then a decision might be made
to disclose the secret.

The research on the link between disclo-
sure and health often focuses on the possi-
ble health benefits of self-disclosure in cop-
ing with negative life events and negative
thoughts and feelings. But there may be
psychological benefits from disclosing about
pleasant events and positive emotions (e.g.,
getting a good grade, birth of a child, lower
tuition rates). Gable, Reis, Impett, and Asher
(2004) presented data on the phenomenon
of capitalization, dealing with the benefits of
sharing good things with significant others.
Disclosing about positive personal events
was associated with increases in daily pos-
itive affect as well higher relationship well-
being (including intimacy and marital sat-
isfaction) and was even more beneficial if
the listener responded in an active and con-
structive manner to the information (e.g.,
“asks a lot of questions and shows gen-
uine concern,” p. 50). This research on cap-
italization illustrates a welcome trend in
relationship research on how interactions
about positive events between relationship
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partners promote personal health and rela-
tionship growth.

Methodological Trends and Future
Research in Disclosure

Self-disclosure continues to be a signifi-
cant area of relationship research, providing
opportunities for both methodological and
theoretical advancement. A recent method-
ological trend includes a greater reliance
on diary studies (e.g., Lippert & Prager,
2001) that provide multiple observations
from research participants on the predictors
and consequences of self-disclosure. This
kind of longitudinal data requires the use
of statistical programs such as hierarchi-
cal linear modeling (HLM) that are appro-
priate for multilevel data. By asking par-
ticipants to report their experiences on a
daily basis (or more frequently) or after
specific events have occurred, researchers
can address questions such as the following:
How much do individuals differ from one
another over time in self-disclosure based
on within-person (e.g., interactions in dif-
ferent types of relationships) and between-
person (e.g., gender) variables? Are temporal
changes in self-disclosure cyclical or linear in
the development of different kinds of per-
sonal relationships?

Another important methodological
development has been the extension of
self-disclosure research to typically under-
researched populations (e.g., stigmatized
populations such as individuals with HIV,
gay men and lesbians, or sexual abuse sur-
vivors). Studies with these populations test
the strengths and weaknesses of theories and
research about self-disclosure or personal
relationships that have been developed pri-
marily by studying undergraduate research
participants.

Despite these important methodological
advances, there is room for improvement
in how research is conducted. There is a
need for more research on the transactional
nature of disclosure and the relational conse-
quences of disclosure decisions. The focus of

analysis in disclosure research has often been
at the level of the individual (usually focus-
ing on the discloser per se), but more atten-
tion can be focused on the dynamic interac-
tion between the relationship partners (the
“discloser” and the “disclosure recipient”) as
the process of self-disclosure unfolds within
a single disclosure episode and over time.
Videotapes of interaction episodes or diary
records to be kept by relationship partners
over time could be useful in documenting
when and how self-disclosure occurs as well
as its consequences.

Future research needs to disentangle the
consequences for relationship functioning
in cases when someone is told a particu-
lar piece of information by a discloser ver-
sus someone finding out about the infor-
mation (see Greene & Faulkner, 2002).
There are undoubtedly different ramifica-
tions for a personal relationship if some-
one acquires information (e.g., a diagnosis
of a life-threatening illness) because they
heard this information in a secondhand man-
ner (e.g., via gossip) as opposed to hearing
the information face-to-face during a self-
disclosure episode.

People in self-disclosure studies often
lament not knowing “what to say” or “how
to say” something to their relationship part-
ner. Burdening others with one’s personal
problems is another concern voiced by many
(Burke et al., 1976; Derlega & Winstead,
2001). People also report that “some things
are better left unsaid,” even with relation-
ship partners. Research should be conducted
on disclosure skills, including knowing
what to disclose, when to disclose, and how
to disclose.

Finally, research is needed on the cul-
tural criteria that influence self-disclosure.
Although there is extensive research on, say,
gender differences in self-disclosure (e.g.,
women in North America tend to dis-
close more than men, especially in same-
sex interactions; cf. Dindia, 2002), more
research is necessary on the psychological
and social underpinnings of these effects.
Also, there are cross-cultural differences
in self-disclosure in different types of per-
sonal relationships (Yep, Reece, & Negrón,
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2003). How different cultures conceptual-
ize and express intimacy via self-disclosure
and target responsiveness needs further
examination.

Footnotes

1. There are relatively few studies examining dis-
closure in deteriorating relationships. In fact,
there are many fewer studies of relationship
breakups compared with relationship progres-
sion more generally. It is possible there is a
sharp decline in disclosure with the breakup,
yet there may also be a gradual lessening of
disclosure with many peaks and valleys.

2 . Lippert and Prager (2001) also conducted a
related diary study focusing on predictors of
daily experiences of intimacy between cohab-
iting couples. Consistent with Laurenceau et
al. (1998), Lippert and Prager found that the
perception of being understood by one’s part-
ner (together with interaction pleasantness,
disclosure of private information, the expres-
sion of positive feelings, and the disclosure of
emotions) predicted the perceived intimacy of
daily interactions.
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Close Relationships and Social Support:
Implications for the Measurement

of Social Support

Barbara R. Sarason
Irwin G. Sarason

Scientific inquiry does not always proceed
into a predictable pathway. The empiri-
cal investigation of the association between
health outcomes and social relationships,
from which the study of social support was
born, began a little more than 30 years ago in
1976 with the publication of two papers, one
by Cassel and one by Cobb, that stemmed
from two very different scientific disci-
plines but which addressed the same general
point that health, both physical and men-
tal, was strongly affected by social aspects
of the environment. Interest in the topic
has grown so rapidly that a computer search
of the psychological literature currently lists
more than 21,000 publications dealing with
social support.

Cassel (1976) in his paper, gave a wide-
ranging review of epidemiological literature
covering both animal and human health and
well-being. The paper presented convinc-
ing evidence that the presence of others of
the same species was linked to better health
and to lower mortality rates for a wide vari-
ety of species. Cobb’s paper (1976) had a
different focus. He approached the associa-
tion of health and presence of others from

a clinical viewpoint and argued that, along
with the support provided by others to a
social support recipient, there was an addi-
tional and even more salutary communica-
tion. In Cobb’s view the important aspect
of supportive behavior of others was that it
conveyed that an individual was valued and
cared about and was part of a network of
communication and mutual obligation.

Although Cobb’s definition hinted at the
importance of specific relationships in the
effects produced by social support, most
of those interested in social support assess-
ment neglected this subtlety and instead
emphasized the overall support available,
regardless of its source. Many researchers
focused on the presence of others in terms
of the assistance they might provide, par-
ticularly in stressful situations. It had long
been observed that some individuals han-
dled stressful situations much better than
others. What excited researchers was the
possibility that help from others, whether it
involved actual assistance or a virtual “pat on
the back,” might serve to moderate stress and
ensure a more positive outcome. In study-
ing what had now come to be called “social
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support” little attention was given to who
did the supporting.

One partial exception to this rather cav-
alier attitude toward the source of the sup-
port was the work of Henderson (1977) who
focused on two aspects of social support that
he believed fulfilled very different roles in
a person’s life and health. He used a struc-
tured interview method to assess both the
casual contacts with others that are part of
a person’s daily routine and also the role of
the person with whom the support recipient
felt most close. In the first case, he believed
the casual contacts added to an individual’s
feelings of connection with others. Exam-
ples of this level of contact include casual
greetings of neighbors and interactions at the
bus stop with others who ride at the same
time every day. In the second case, and for
the present discussion the most relevant, the
respondent was asked to select the individ-
ual with whom he or she had the most inti-
mate or confiding relationship and then to
respond to questions concerning the charac-
teristics of that relationship. In his focus on
this aspect of social support, Henderson was
influenced by Bowlby’s work on attachment
(1969, 1977), discussed later in this chapter.

Despite Henderson’s efforts, as the field
of social support grew rapidly, the role of
specific personal relationships was gener-
ally ignored. This was in part a function
of the measuring instruments that began
to be developed. Although a variety of
questionnaires were created for research,
most of them focused on asking the sup-
port recipient to report on the types and
amount of support received and sometimes
also the satisfaction with that support. One
exception was the work of Procidano and
Heller (1983), whose measure differenti-
ated between support reported from fam-
ily members and from friends. The sec-
ond exception was the work of Sarason and
his collaborators, who asked respondents
to indicate by sets of initials specific indi-
viduals whom they considered to be avail-
able for support provision (I. G. Sarason,
Levine, Basham, & Sarason, 1983). The ratio-
nale for this approach was that by focusing
on actual relationships, the report of avail-
able support would be tied more closely

to the individual’s perceptions of each of
these relationships and less to some gen-
eral or global assessment that might be more
affected by response bias. However, at this
early stage neither Procidano and Heller
nor Sarason et al. focused on specific rela-
tionships to the degree that now seems
most productive.

Another way of assessing social relation-
ships that included specific individuals but
did not always focus on their supportive
qualities was a network approach in which
a schematic view of a person’s relation-
ships with others was developed. Using this
method, some idea of the number of peo-
ple considered part of the target person’s
network as well as the pattern of interre-
lationships among these individuals within
the network could be constructed. How-
ever, within the field of psychology, the net-
work methodology was not readily adapted
to the statistical techniques available, so it
was not often used as a research instrument.
A somewhat simplified network approach
was developed by Antonucci (1985), who
used a diagram containing three concentric
circles with the target person in the center to
record not only the identity of specific peo-
ple but also their perceived degree of close-
ness. This convoy model was especially use-
ful in studying the changes in patterns as the
target person grew older.

However, despite or in part because of the
large number of measures that were, and are
still being, developed and the various mea-
surement approaches, the social support lit-
erature is replete with contradictions. Sup-
port was found to be at times a mediator
and a times a moderator of stress (Cohen &
Wills, 1985). In addition, support was some-
times found to be helpful and at other times
either not effective or definitely negative in
impact. Not only did these findings suggest
that theory regarding social support needed
to be refined, but they have also served as a
major impediment to efficient and successful
interventions. Relatively early in this flurry
of test development, Heitzmann and Kaplan
(1988) surveyed many of the available mea-
sures and the variables with which they
correlated. They found that many, although
not all, of the measures were sadly lacking
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in reliability and evidence of validity. They
warned researchers that many of the results
thus far available might be suspect as a result
of the poor quality of many of the support
measures used in the research. Later, B. R.
Sarason, Shearin, Pierce, and Sarason (1987)
compared several sets of measures by admin-
istering them to the same participants. Their
work, as well as that of Barrera (1986), con-
firmed and strengthened the conclusion that
results of using social support measures of
different types were not at all comparable.

Most early questionnaire methods, and
many still in use today, simply focus on
whether people are available to provide sup-
port or companionship in each of a variety
of situations. The support score consists of
either the overall number of situations for
which adequate support could be expected
or divides these in some way, for instance,
by the types of support, such as emotional
support, information giving, and provision
of concrete help, or the degree to which
the support was satisfactory to the recipi-
ent or fit the situation. Alternately and less
often, the number of people seen as sup-
port providers or the number of times help
had been received over a specific period, for
example, 6 months, is the focus of the mea-
sure. Although the various questionnaires
assessing support availability show gener-
ally similar results, these reports of per-
ceived available support do not correlate
highly with reports of support that has been
received (Barrera, 1986; B. R. Sarason et al.,
1987). Further, only the measures that focus
on available support are generally related
to well-being and health outcomes. One
reasonable explanation for this discrepancy
is that people who receive a considerable
amount of support are usually perceived by
others to be in a very stressful situation, not
to be coping well, or both (Dunkel-Schetter
& Bennett, 1990).

Changing the Focus to Support in the
Context of Relationships

Two conclusions have come from this work
on social support. Both involve close per-
sonal relationships. The first relates to the

importance of cognitive processes, influ-
enced by earlier experience, in identifying
the meaning of behaviors of others. The sec-
ond suggests a focus on the dyadic aspects of
social support. At least two individuals, the
source of support and the intended recipi-
ent, are involved in every supportive transac-
tion and in the majority of cases a close per-
sonal relationship exits between these two
individuals. (The chapter on dyadic coping
by Cutrona and Gardner in this volume rein-
forces the point that social support is an
interactive process.)

Cognitive Processes and Social
Support Perception

The importance of the cognitive aspects of
social support or perceptions of availabil-
ity as opposed to the behavioral aspects,
such as receiving help, suggested that social
support needs redefinition both to advance
theory and to enhance prediction. A num-
ber of researchers had investigated per-
ceptions of social support in the context
of Bowlby’s (1977) work on attachment
(Henderson, 1977; B. R. Sarason et al., 1990).
They suggested that early attachment expe-
rience might be an important determinant
of support perceptions later in life, both on
a cognitive level through expectations about
relationship behavior and in the behavioral
and emotional characteristics of the relation-
ships formed in later life. The qualities of
these past and present relationships could be
expected to affect both current social sup-
port perception and provision. Recent work
by Feeney and Cassidy (2003) demonstrated
that despite how trained raters evaluated
a taped laboratory-based conflict discussion
between adolescents and their parents, when
the adolescents rated the interaction imme-
diately after it occurred, their ratings were
generally congruent with their attachment
status. Further, after 6 weeks had passed, the
adolescents’ perceptions of the interaction
had shifted to bring them even more in line
with their attachment-related representa-
tions of the parents. Thus, as time passed the
attachment-related expectations were even
more salient. These results are consistent
with Bowlby’s description of attachment
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schemata and the role they play in relation-
ship expectations.

Bowlby and others also thought that
these early relationship experiences might
be important in later relationship choice. A
number of researchers have supported this
view by demonstrating that attachment sta-
tus appears to be one determinant in later
partner selection. Thus, partner choice may
be determined in part by the apparent desire
for predictable relationships. For example,
those who are classified as securely attached
are more likely than by chance to partner
with someone of the same status (Collins &
Read, 1990; J. Feeney, 1994). This argument
has also been advanced as one explanation
why some individuals consistently appear to
make what might be considered “bad” rela-
tionship choices, for example, by perpetu-
ating a childhood abusive relationship sit-
uation in the choice of an adult romantic
partner (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986). They sug-
gested that this counterintuitive trend might
be caused by the need for emotional regula-
tion that was in part satisfied by the familiar
type of relationship.

Specific Dyadic Relationships in Social
Support Research

Relationship expectations also play a role
in how supportive efforts are experienced.
Several studies have shown that interpreta-
tion of the behaviors of one marital partner
by the other can be predicted based on the
couples’ marital satisfaction. For example,
in tension-provoking situations, individuals
low in marital satisfaction tended to judge
the intentions of their spouses more inaccu-
rately than those high in marital satisfaction
(Noller & Ruzzene, 1991). These researchers
also found that husbands who were low in
marital satisfaction tended to make more
negative errors than those high in mari-
tal adjustment in interpreting their wives’
behavior. Fincham and his colleagues have
linked favorable causal attributions regard-
ing spousal behavior to later marital satisfac-
tion (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987, 1993). The
meanings attached by recipients to efforts
at support from others are also important

in assessing the impact of social support
(Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, 1982).
For example, efforts to provide practical
suggestions or even tangible assistance may
carry with them negative appraisals in the
eyes of the recipient, especially if the rela-
tionship is a generally conflictful one.

Often well-intentioned efforts to be sup-
portive, either in a practical sense or through
emotional support, can have a negative
effect. Two general reasons have been sug-
gested to explain why receipt of social
support is not usually helpful in reducing
distress in stressful situations. First, the sup-
port given may not be helpful or may even
make things worse. Second, the receipt of
support may have a negative effect on self
esteem if the provider is not sensitive to
the needs of the intended recipient. A study
by Bolger and his associates (Bolger, Zuck-
erman, & Kessler, 2000) investigated sup-
port provision and receipt through a daily
diary technique. The purpose of the study
was to help clarify the general finding that
in many cases actual support transactions do
not aid adjustment to stressful life situations
(Barrera, 1986; Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett,
1990; Wethington & Kessler, 1986), but per-
ceptions of support availability are generally
related to positive outcomes.

The participants in the Bolger et al.
(2000) study were couples who lived
together during the period when one of
them, a law student, was preparing to take
the bar exam. The use of the diary format
and the participation of both members of the
relationship dyad allowed the researchers to
match reports of emotional support giving
and emotional support receipt on a daily
basis. The results indicated that support
reported by the giver and acknowledged by
the recipient was not helpful in allieviating
stress and depressed mood. Instead, what
the researchers called silent support, sup-
port reported to have been provided but
not reported to have been received, was
the effective factor in reducing depression
level of the student preparing for the bar
exam. The recipient apparently benefited
from the support because it was not per-
ceived as such, so there were no emotional
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costs from its receipt. Although some sup-
port may be carried out beyond the aware-
ness of the recipient, such as dealing with
problems before they come to the attention
of the person under stress or what Coyne
and Smith (1991) called protective buffer-
ing, Bolger et al. (2000) suggested that what
was protective in this study was the skillful
way the support was administered so that
the recipient did not code the transaction as
enacted support. This study illustrates how
taking a dyadic view of social support in the
context of close relationships can shed light
on questions that have troubled researchers
for a number of years.

Lehmann, Ellard, and Wortman (1986)
also provided examples of attempts of emo-
tional support offered in a stressful situa-
tion – in this case, to bereaved individuals.
They suggested that the stressful nature of
the bereavement situation made it more dif-
ficult for the would-be supporters to respond
as sensitively as they might in more benign
interactions. Some of the same reasoning
was advanced by Coyne and Bandura and
their colleagues (Coyne & Smith, 1991; Tay-
lor, Bandura, Ewart, Miller, & DeBusk, 1985)
in separate studies of spousal interactions
in which one member had a serious medi-
cal condition. In both instances, provision of
appropriate support, often encouragement
following a medical regimen, was difficult
for the well individual. It appeared that the
potential loss of the spouse was so threaten-
ing that it interfered with support provision.
Taylor et al. (1985) were able to demonstrate
this by giving the patients’ wives experience
with the exercise regimen prescribed for
their post–heart attack spouses. As a result
the wives became more supportive of their
husbands’ participation because the exercise
no longer appeared to them as too strenuous
for someone who had experienced a heart
attack.

These studies also illustrate that both
relationship factors and the emotions engen-
dered by stressful events involving a relation-
ship partner affect the quality and appro-
priateness of support that might be given
under other circumstances. Other exam-
ples of well-intentioned but misguided sup-

port efforts come from research on pain.
Support by spouses and family members
often serves as a deterrent for the person
with the pain problems in resumption of nor-
mal levels of activity. This misguided sup-
port can either be in the form of offering
concrete help that minimizes the patient’s
physical activity or emotional support that
reduces patient motivation to become more
active despite physicians’ recommendations
for resumption of more normal activity lev-
els (Jamison & Virts, 1991; Turk, Kerns, &
Rosenberg, 1992).

Social Support and the Negative
Aspects of Relationships

Some of the earliest epidemiologically based
work investigating the role of social support
in future poor health or mortality used mar-
ital status as a measure of social support.
Although this simple measure was some-
what useful in prediction when a very large
sample was used, its predictive qualities for
individuals were weakened because both
positive and negative aspects of the rela-
tionship were ignored. Relatively early in
the history of social support research Rook
and Pietromonaco (1987) called attention to
the paradox of close relationships, by which
they meant that close relationships can be
sources of conflict, strain, and disappoint-
ment, as well as of positive feelings and expe-
riences. Coyne and DeLongis (1986), who
were early in adopting the cognitive view of
relationships discussed earlier, pointed out
the importance of studying specific relation-
ships not only in terms of the supportive
behavior that occurred but how the behavior
was interpreted. They noted that whether
the behavior was interpreted by the recipi-
ent to be supportive was based not only on
the behavior per se but also on other aspects
of the relationship between the recipient and
the supporter.

Yet despite this important insight, social
support measures generally focused on pos-
itive aspects of general social interactions
until the development of the Quality of
Relationships Inventory (QRI) by Pierce and
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his associates (Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason,
1991). The QRI was designed to strengthen
two of the weak points in social support
assessment, its global nature and its removal
from the context of other aspects of rela-
tionships. The QRI focused on aspects of an
individual’s relationship with a specific per-
son, and it contained three separate scales by
which to assess the relationship – support,
depth or importance of the relationship in
one’s life, and conflict. Use of these scales
made assessment of the cognitive aspects of
social support more exact because the sup-
port could be seen in the context of these
other aspects of the relationship between a
particular pair of individuals. In both lab-
oratory and in clinical settings, the QRI
has been shown to enhance prediction of
psychological health beyond that obtained
from a general social support measure and
demonstrated that social support percep-
tions are truly dyadic and specific to the
individuals involved. For example, predic-
tions based on a student’s QRI about his or
her mother predicted the student’s appraisal
of later behavior attributed to the mother,
although the QRI data about his or her
father did not (Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason,
1992). Even though the student’s QRI rat-
ings of the two parents were correlated,
they were sensitive to differences in the
two relationships.

Levels of Analysis in Social Support

Sarason and her colleagues (B. R. Sara-
son, Pierce, Bannerman, & Sarason, 1993)
demonstrated that measures of perceived
social support between family members
were related but dyad specific. In a complex
study, Branje and her colleagues (Branje, van
Aken, & van Lieshout, 2002) expanded on
this finding. In their study of dyadic sup-
port perceptions within families consisting
of parents and two adolescent children, they
found that four separate relationship-related
support effects independently contributed
to the prediction of the perceived relational
support for each dyadic relationship. These
effects included perceiver variance, that is,

the contribution of the recipient partner
variance; the contribution of the support
giver; relationship variance, that is, the role
in the family (mother, father, older sibling,
younger sibling); and family variance, that
is, the general level of family support per-
ceived by each participant. The percent of
the variance contributed by each of these
variables differed depending on the fam-
ily relationship of the dyad members. For
instance, the adolescents’ support percep-
tions were mainly explained by either their
own characteristics as perceivers or the gen-
eral sense of support held by all family mem-
bers. This finding buttresses the assertion by
several authors that one aspect of social sup-
port is the general sense of support produced
through early supportive interactions within
the family as suggested by Bowlby’s discus-
sion of early attachment (Lakey & Dickin-
son, 1994 ; B. R. Sarason et al., 1993). In
contrast, for the marital relationship, per-
ceived support was predicted much more
by the dyadic qualities of the relationship
than any of the other variables. The results
of the Branje et al. (2002) study suggest
that relational factors are the primary pre-
dictors of perceived support within cou-
ple relationships and confirmed earlier find-
ings by Lakey and his coworkers (Lakey,
McCabe, Fisicaro, & Drew, 1996). The study
illustrates the importance of several aspects
of specific relationships in the provision of
social support.

Other Relationship Functions
to Consider

In considering what goes on in close rela-
tionships, it is obvious that they serve a
number of different functions with respect
to personal health and well-being. Social
support is perhaps one of the most widely
researched, but others – in particular, com-
panionship and social control – also play
important roles. One of the problems with
many ways of assessing social support is that
these aspects of interaction in close relation-
ships are comingled so the definitions and
conclusions continue to be fuzzy.
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Companionship and Social Support
Are Not the Same

Rook (1989) pointed out that many of the
positive behaviors that occur in close rela-
tionships and contribute to positive out-
comes should be classified as companionate,
not as socially supportive. Unlike social sup-
port behaviors, which have an intended pur-
pose, these companionship behaviors have
no intrinsic function, yet they supply impor-
tant pleasures that affect daily life. They
provide satisfaction simply by participation.
Companionate activities also have an impor-
tant expressive function; they may have pos-
itive effects on mood and feelings of well-
being. Rook (1989, 1990) found that com-
panionship had a general effect on psycho-
logical well-being and served as a buffer
against relatively minor life stresses. Social
support, in contrast, often served to amelio-
rate major life stresses but had little or no
effect on minor ones.

One way to help clarify this distinction
between companionship and social support
was advanced by Cutrona (1986) when she
suggested that categorizing behavior in close
relationships as socially supportive should be
limited to those behaviors that occur when
the recipient is perceived to be experienc-
ing stress. Although this definition might be
helpful, it is also problematic in its narrow-
ness and also because most measures that
assess social support include items that deal
with companionship as well. An example of
such an item might be, “When I want to go
to the movies, there is someone I can ask to
go with me.”

Close Relationships and Social Control

Health psychologists use the term social
control to draw attention to an important
function of close relationships, such as mar-
riage, in the regulation of healthful lifestyle
and behavior. One effect of social control
may be indirect. As a result of a sense
of personal obligation to others, individuals
involved in close personal relationships may
refrain from risky activities such as scuba
diving or rock climbing. Their concern for
the consequences to others of their possible

injury or death may serve as a deterrent for
such activities and as a spur toward positive
health behaviors. Large epidemiological sur-
veys have shown that both marriage and par-
enthood often facilitate self-regulation by
the choice of positive health behaviors and
the reduction of negative ones (Umberson,
1987). However, these survey measures are
not sensitive enough for prediction on an
individual level.

Health psychologists have focused more
attention on the second broad aspect of
social control, the efforts of network mem-
bers, especially those closest to an individual,
to foster a change in his or her health-related
behaviors. This may take the form of encour-
aging health promoting behaviors, monitor-
ing health-related behaviors, or seeking to
prohibit those that are potentially injurious
to health. Marital partners who attempt to
control the behaviors of their spouse are
more likely to be women than men (Umber-
son, 1992). Perhaps for this reason, in terms
of mortality, marriage has been found to be
more beneficial for men than for women
(Orth-Gomer, 1994). However, the degree
of satisfaction in the marriage was found
to be more important for health outcomes
for women than for men. In a long-term
study of marriages, women in marriages
that the participants considered unsatisfac-
tory in some way experienced more phys-
ical and mental health problems than did
their husbands, whereas in marriages con-
sidered satisfactory to both husbands and
wives, the health of both participants was
equal (Levenson, Carstensen, & Gottman,
1993). Brown and Harris (1978) also found
that women with unsatisfactory marital rela-
tionships were more protected from mental
health problems if they had a close friend
or confidant. In this case, the marital rela-
tionship served as a stressor rather than
as a support.

It is likely that a spouse’s attempts at
social control may have negative effects on
the marital relationship. One unanswered
question is whether efforts to assert con-
trol, in themselves, provide the frustration
or whether continued attempts to alter a
partner’s behavior tend to be accompanied
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by negative interactions within the couple.
In either case, both participants may expe-
rience increased negative mood. Another
question is whether the manner in which
social control is attempted and whether
the efforts are focused toward the elimi-
nation of negative health-related behaviors
such as smoking or overuse of alcohol or
toward the adoption of positive behaviors
such as eating more fruits and vegetables or
increasing exercise.

Little research has addressed these ques-
tions. An exception is a study that used a
community-based sample rather than par-
ticipants in a formal behavior change pro-
gram to provide some insights into these
issues. In this study, Lewis and Rook (1999)
looked at the effects of efforts of encour-
agement both to stop behaviors that had
a negative effect on health and to encour-
age those that might have a positive effect.
They found that efforts at social control were
quite commonly experienced among those
they surveyed. Both married and unmar-
ried people reported that they were the tar-
get of efforts at social control from people
in their social network. This finding consti-
tutes yet another argument as to the inade-
quacy of simply looking at whether a rela-
tionship exists rather than the qualities of a
specific relationship. The reports of the par-
ticipants indicated that among the most fre-
quent efforts at social control they experi-
enced were attempts to curb their smoking
and drinking and efforts to encourage them
to exercise. The more members of their net-
work who participated in these social control
efforts and the greater the frequency of their
efforts, the less likely were the recipients to
increase health enhancing behaviors and the
more likely they were to increase their nega-
tive behaviors. Thus, the greater the pressure
to change, the more reactance they experi-
enced. In contrast, when only one particular
person in the network was involved in the
change efforts, the more likely the behav-
iors were to change in the desired direc-
tion. However, even in these instances, the
size of the change was generally small and
many of those reporting said they made
no changes at all. Positive control strategies

were more likely to produce change, but
they also produced negative emotions in the
change target, including guilt and feelings
of sadness. Recipients of negative strategies
such as nagging reported that not only did
these not produce change, they also caused
them to have feelings of irritation and hos-
tility as well as sadness and guilt. The qual-
ity of the relationship between the person
urging the change and the change target
thus seemed to have suffered from the social
control efforts.

A problem with applying the concept of
social control to close relationships is that
it is often difficult to define how the con-
trol is exerted. Is a wife’s advising a hus-
band to go to the doctor an example of social
control? The answer probably depends on
how the advice is given and the husband’s
readiness to take it. Given in a certain way,
the advice might be received gratefully as
an indication of caring, given in another, the
advice might produce a negative reaction.
Another study, focused on smoking cessa-
tion, indicated that the context of the rela-
tionship seems to mediate the impact of spe-
cific supportive or not supportive behaviors
(Cohen & Lichtenstein, 1990). Social control
in close relationships involves much more
about the quality of the relationship than
simply whether such a relationship exists.

The work on social control and health
indicates that the quality of the relationship
serves as a filter through which the behav-
iors of the partner or close network member
are interpreted.

Attachment As an Interactive Process

The study of attachment has implications
for a better understanding of both social
support and dyadic relationships as well as
the ability to form close, satisfying relation-
ships that are the main sources of effective
social support. For one thing, attachment
style may influence perceptions of behav-
ior in close relationships. Attachment secu-
rity has been defined as an inner resource
that helps to protect people in periods of
stress (Mikulincer & Florian, 1998). In much
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research attachment style is conceived of as
a traitlike characteristic developed as a func-
tion of early experience in a close relation-
ship with a caregiver. In this view, neither
the persons nor the situation are consid-
ered to be particularly important. This con-
ception, although common and often unac-
knowledged, is related to an idea expressed
by Bowlby (1988). He believed that attach-
ment begins as an interactive process but
that over time the patterns of attachment
become increasingly the property of the
child because they are internalized into what
Bowlby called working models. However, as
work on adult attachment has progressed,
this view is clearly too simple. Hazan and
Shaver (1987), whose work was primarily
responsible for initiating interest in adult
attachment, took a more complex view.
They argued that the security in a particular
relationship is likely to be a “joint function of
attachment style and factors unique to par-
ticular partners and circumstances” (1987, p.
3) [emphasis added].

The picture may become even more com-
plex if, as Kirkpatrick and Hazan (1994)
viewed it, people seek out relationships and
environments that are in accord with their
existing views of the world. Not only does
the attachment category of each partner
seem to matter, but how they combine or
interact is also important. In these studies of
so-called couple types, only two attachment
categories, secure and insecure, were ordi-
narily used, so that the participants fell into
one of three categories, both secure, both
insecure, or mixed (one secure, one inse-
cure). To add to the complexity, the gender
of the secure and insecure partners in mixed
couples proved to be important (Sumer,
2000). Recent research has shown that inter-
actional effects of the attachment dimen-
sions of the two partners are quite com-
mon although the effects are more likely to
be found for women than for men (Feeney,
2003). Feeney suggested that this may be a
result of women’s greater ability to buffer
their partner’s insecurity. There is some
evidence that women may be more able
to empathize with the emotional state of
others and may be more likely to do so

(e.g., see Guerrero & Reiter, 1998). Thus,
secure attachment status in women may
more greatly facilitate partner interactions
because women tend to be more active
in offering support in close relationships
than are men (Shumaker & Hill, 1991).
Research also has revealed that women who
are anxious about their relationship (inse-
curely attached) were particularly disad-
vantaged because their partners were less
likely to offer support whether or not they
were securely attached (Feeney, Noller, &
Roberts, 2000).

Empathy, Close Relationships,
and Social Support

As part of his theorizing on attachment,
Bowlby (1977, 1988) emphasized the role
of empathy and emotional sensitivity. He
believed that secure attachment was brought
about by what he called “sensitive parent-
ing.” By this he meant that the parent could
understand and respond appropriately to the
emotional needs of the child in a variety of
situations. Bowlby suggested that a child’s
ability to respond sensitively to others arose
in part from these early experiences and
was a crucial feature in effective support
provision and satisfaction in close relation-
ships. Although this concept is appealing,
research has been hampered by the diffi-
culties of objectifying and measuring empa-
thy and emotional sensitivity. More recently,
research in the field of social psychology has
explored empathic accuracy, a somewhat
allied construct, although empathic accu-
racy is focused more on cognition and less
on emotion and responding to others than
attachment theory (Ickes, 1993 , 1997).

Ickes developed a method for assessing
empathetic accuracy in the interaction of
strangers that was soon adapted to studies of
couples in close relationships. The empathic
accuracy studies led to some intriguing find-
ings. In close relationship interactions, the
participants did not seem to use behav-
ioral information as a basis for empathetic
judgments in any clear way (Thomas &
Fletcher, 1997). Further, the longer the time
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in a well-functioning relationship, the less
important empathic accuracy became. It was
clearly important in the first 2 years of mar-
riage, especially in dealing with relation-
ship conflict, but then its strength began to
weaken (Bissonnette, Rusbult, & Kilpatrick,
1997). In the early stages of marriage, accu-
racy inferring partner’s thoughts and feel-
ings enhances the relationship. As time goes
on the relationship quality may be gov-
erned more by long-standing motives and
habits rather than active efforts to under-
stand what the partner is feeling and think-
ing. These findings have important implica-
tions for understanding social support per-
ceptions in close relationships. Ickes’s work
may be interpreted as support for Bowlby’s
idea that satisfying relationships are built on
the ability to perceive and respond to the
thoughts and feelings of others. In Bowlby’s
view, this ability is fostered through
early experiences with an empathetic and
perceptive caretaker.

Bowlby also believed that early experi-
ence in relationships, if it is anxiety pro-
voking, may result in the development of
an anxious attachment style. Those who
develop this type of relationship expecta-
tion may become skilled at scanning for clues
as to what the other person is thinking or
feeling because of a need to be on guard
for possible threat. Work with empathic
accuracy also shows this phenomenon.
Simpson, Ickes, and Grich (1999) found that
although highly anxious–ambivalent indi-
viduals were more empathically accurate
in relationship-threatening situations, this
resulted in greater distress and a feeling of
decreased closeness. Thus, especially for cer-
tain types of individuals, enhanced under-
standing of what a partner is thinking or feel-
ing may be detrimental to a relationship in
circumstances in which partner’s thoughts
carry a negative message (Simpson, Orina,
& Ickes, 2003).

Although the degree of overlap between
Bowlby’s and Ickes’s approaches is not clear,
both could be helpful in understanding more
about how early attachment experiences
affect both perceptions of availability of
social support and the ability to provide

appropriate support in close relationships. In
addition to affecting the accurate perception
of thoughts and feeling of others, working
models derived from the initial attachment
experience may affect how those thoughts
and feelings are interpreted or the attribu-
tions made concerning them.

Attributions in Marital Relationships

The study of marital relationships is valu-
able because the marriage setting is a “lab-
oratory” ideal for the study of social sup-
port and close relationships. The quality
of their marital relationship is an impor-
tant factor in how marital partners view
each other and relationship-related negative
events (Fincham & Bradbury, 1993). Spouses
in positive relationships seem to make attri-
butions that do not locate the cause of the
problem in their partner but see it as a
temporary thing unlikely to recur. In con-
trast, spouses in distressed relationships are
likely to locate the cause of an untoward
event in their partner and see it as sta-
ble or lasting and affecting many aspects of
the relationship rather than a specific situa-
tion. However, both distressed and nondis-
tressed couples showed a strong association
between behavior and attributions (Johnson,
Karney, Rogge, & Bradbury, 2001). Noller
(1992) found that with respect to nonverbal
behavior, spouses who were low in marital
adjustment were not as accurate in their
interpretations as spouses high in mari-
tal adjustment. In a study of married and
unmarried couples involved in intimate
romantic relationships, Manusov and her
colleagues found that participants who had
reported higher marital quality were more
likely to note and to make attributions for
positive behaviors than participants who had
reported lower marital quality (Manusov,
Floyd, & Kerssen-Griep, 1997).

Bringing Knowledge of Relationship
Quality Into Social Support Research

We need to look beyond asking people about
their overall or global level of social support.
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Several recent developments can contribute
to understanding the processes involved in
social support and the consequences of social
support. The study of close relationships and
the support they provide seems promising.
Work on attachment has shown that percep-
tions of the supportive aspects of relation-
ships may be a function of the recipient’s
earlier relationship-related experiences.

It is also important to recognize that there
are additional aspects of close relationships
that may relate to the same types of out-
comes that have been studied in the con-
text of social support. To advance under-
standing of social support further, specific
aspects of the relationship between the sup-
porter and recipients, such as conflict should
be considered. Also within a family setting,
the individual dyadic relationships must be
analyzed in addition to the overall gestalt
of family integration and supportiveness. In
stressful circumstances, where support most
often seems appropriate, the effect of the
stressor on the potential support giver as
well as the intended recipient must also be
taken into account. In some situations, a per-
son attempting to give social support may
be so distressed by the situation that sup-
port efforts can have a negative effect. For
example, in recent years, the male partner
of a woman giving birth is often encour-
aged to be present during labor and deliv-
ery to serve as a source of support. How-
ever, if he becomes upset in the situation, his
efforts at support are likely to communicate
his anxieties. In such cases, contrary to what
might be expected, the presence of a sup-
portive stranger, a trained paraprofessional
who provides support may have a better out-
come (Klaus & Kennell, 1997). The earlier
examples of research on support efforts by
wives of heart attack patients illustrate this
same counterintuitive effect. In such situa-
tions, the needs of two people in a close rela-
tionship are in potential conflict in several
ways. These include reconciling conflicting
emotional needs, managing their distress as
well as that of their partners, and providing
appropriate practical support.

To understand how social support affects
individuals, it is necessary to look at specific

dyadic relationships and focus both on the
interchanges within them and also consider
other aspects of the quality of that relation-
ship, such as the degree of conflict and the
level of commitment it generally contains.
This will enhance prediction by removing
some of the “noise” in the association of
the factors studied and should also provide
clues as to the interpretation of behaviors of
one individual by another. Looking at social
support in the context of dyadic relation-
ships is particularly essential. Not only are
the perceptions of the recipient important,
but those of the support giver are impor-
tant as well. Just as the recipient may feel
belittled or angry, rather than grateful, for
the support, the giver may react with anger
or may experience rejection by what he or
she interprets a lack of appreciation of the
supportive efforts.

Although the research examples given
earlier in this chapter make clear the impor-
tant insights by which the focus on dyadic
relationships can enrich the support litera-
ture, efforts in this direction are relatively
sparse. Yet lack of social support from part-
ners has been identified by couples as one
of the most important complaints leading to
marital distress (Baxter, 1986). Marital sat-
isfaction is associated in many studies with
the provision of higher levels of social sup-
port to the partner (Acitelli & Antonucci,
1994 ; Cutrona, 1996). Further, social sup-
port within a marital couple has more than
an effect on the immediate situation. It also
makes a predictive contribution to marital
satisfaction at least 2 years later and even
when conflict behavior is considered, social
support adds to the prediction of a positive
outcome (Pasch & Bradbury, 1998).

Concluding Thoughts

The available evidence suggests the value of
learning more about social support through
the study of support efforts and expecta-
tions in the context of specific close relation-
ships. This approach can profitably incor-
porate what research has shown about the
importance of past relationship experience
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that affects the assessment of social support
availability and how comfortable a person is
with support receipt. In addition, focus on
social support in a relationship context that
takes account of the positive and negative
aspects of the particular personal relation-
ship involved is vital. Neglect of these vari-
ables not only may explain the many contra-
dictions in the social support literature but
also why so many supportive efforts fail.

References

Acitelli, L. K., & Antonucci, T. C. (1994). Gen-
der differences in the link between marital sup-
port and satisfaction in older couples. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 688–
698.

Antonucci, T. C. (1985). Social support: Theo-
retical advances, recent findings, and pressing
issues. In I. G. Sarason & B. R. Sarason (Eds.),
Social support: Theory, research and applica-
tions (pp. 21–38). Dordrecht, The Netherlands:
Martinus Nijhoff.

Barrera, M., Jr. (1986). Distinction between social
support concepts, measures, and models. Amer-
ican Journal of Community Psychology, 14 , 413–
455 .

Baxter, L. A. (1986). Gender differences in the
heterosexual relationship rules embedded in
breakup accounts. Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships, 3 , 289–306.

Bissonnette, V. L., Rusbult, C. E., & Kilpatrick,
S. D. (1997). Empathic accuracy and marital
conflict resolution. In W. Ickes (Ed.), Empathic
accuracy (pp. 251–281). New York: Guilford
Press.

Bolger, N., Zuckerman, A., & Kessler, R. C.
(2000). Invisible support and adjustment to
stress. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 79, 953–961.

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Vol. I.
Attachment. New York: Basic Books.

Bowlby, J. (1977). The making and breaking
of affectional bonds: I. Aetiology and psy-
chopathology in the light of attachment the-
ory. British Journal of Psychiatry, 130, 201–
210.

Bowlby, J. (1988). Developmental psychiatry
comes of age. American Journal of Psychiatry,
145 , 1–10.

Branje, S. J., van Aken, M. A., & van Lieshout,
C. F. M. (2002). Relational support in families
with adolescents. Journal of Family Psychology,
16, 351–362 .

Brown, G., & Harris, T. (1978). Social origins of
depression. New York: Free Press.

Cassel, J. (1976). The contributions of the social
environment to host resistance. American Jour-
nal of Epidemiology, 104 , 107–123 .

Cobb, S. (1976). Social support as a moderator
of life stress. Psychosomatic Medicine, 38, 300–
314 .

Cohen, S., & Lichtenstein, E. (1990). Partner
behaviors that support quitting smoking. Jour-
nal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 58,
304–309.

Cohen, S., & Wills, T. A. (1985) Stress, social sup-
port, and the buffering hypothesis. Psychologi-
cal Bulletin, 98, 310–357.

Collins, N. L., & Read, S. J. (1990). Adult
attachment: Working models, and relationship
quality in dating couples. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 58, 644–663 .

Coyne, J. C., & DeLongis, A. M. (1986). Going
beyond social support: The role of social rela-
tionships in adaptation. Journal of Consulting
and Clinical Psychology, 54 , 454–460.

Coyne, J. C., & Smith, D. A. F. (1991). Couples
coping with myocardial infarction: A contex-
tual perspective on wives’ distress. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 404–412 .

Cutrona, C. E. (1986). Behavioral manifestations
of social support: A microanalytic investiga-
tion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 51, 201–208.

Cutrona, C. E. (1996). Social support as a deter-
minant of marital quality: The interplay of neg-
ative and supportive behaviors. In G. R. Pierce,
B. R. Sarason, & I. G. Sarason (Eds.), Handbook
of social support and the family (pp. 173–194).
New York: Plenum.

Dunkel-Schetter, C., & Bennett, T. L. (1990).
Differentiating the cognitive and behavioral
aspects of social support. In B. R. Sarason, I. G.
Sarason, & G. R. Pierce (Eds.), Social support:
An interactional view (pp. 267–296). New York:
Wiley.

Feeney, J. A. (1994). Attachment styles, commu-
nication patterns, and satisfaction across the
life cycle of marriage. Personal Relationships, 1,
333–348.

Feeney, J. A. (2003). The systemic nature of cou-
ple relationships: An attachment perspective.



close relationships and social support: implications for the measurement 441

In P. Erdman & T. Caffery (Eds.), Attach-
ment and family systems: Conceptual, empirical,
and therapeutic relatedness (pp. 139–163). New
York: Brunner-Routledge.

Feeney, B. C., & Cassidy, J. (2003). Recon-
structive memory related to adolescent-
parent conflict interactions: The influence of
attachment-related representations on imme-
diate perceptions and changes in perceptions
over time. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 85 , 945–955 .

Feeney, J. A., Noller, P., & Roberts, N. (2000).
Attachment and close relationships (pp. 185–
201). In C. Hendrick & S. S. Hendrick (Eds.),
Close relationships: A sourcebook. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Fincham, F. D., & Bradbury, T. E. (1987). Mari-
tal satisfaction, depression, and attributions: A
longitudinal analysis. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 53 , 481–489.

Fincham, F. D., & Bradbury, T. E. (1993). The
impact of attributions in marriage: A longitu-
dinal analysis. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 64 , 442–452 .

Fisher, J. D., Nadler, A., & Whitcher-Algana, S.
(1982). Recipient reactions to aid. Psychological
Bulletin, 91, 27–54 .

Guerrero, L. K., & Reiter, R. L. (1998). Express-
ing emotion: Sex differences in social skills
and communicative responses to anger, sad-
ness, and jealousy. In D. J. Canary & K. Dindia
(Eds.), Sex differences and similarities in commu-
nication (pp. 321–350). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. R. (1987). Romantic love
conceptualized as an attachment process. Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52 , 511–
524 .

Henderson, A. S. (1977). The social network, sup-
port, and neurosis: The function of attachment
in adult life. British Journal of Psychiatry, 136,
574–583 .

Heitzmann, C. A., & Kaplan, R. M. (1988).
Assessment of methods for measuring social
support. Health Psychology, 7, 75–109.

Ickes, W. (1993). Empathic accuracy. Journal of
Personality, 61, 587–610.

Ickes, W. (Ed.). (1997). Empathic accuracy. New
York: Guilford Press.

Jamison, R., & Virts, K. L. (1991). The influence
of family support on chronic pain. Behavior
Research and Therapy, 2 8, 283–287.

Johnson, M. D., Karney, B. R., Rogge, R., & Brad-
bury, T. N. (2001). The role of marital behavior

in the longitudinal association between
attributions and marital quality. In V. Manusov
& J. H. Harvey (Eds.), Attribution, communi-
cation, and close relationships (pp. 173–192).
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.

Kirkpatrick, L. E., & Hazan, C. (1994). Attach-
ment styles and close relationships: A four-
year prospective study. Personal Relationships,
1, 123–142 .

Klaus, M. H., & Kennell, J. H. (1997). The doula:
An essential ingredient of childbirth rediscov-
ered. Acta Paediatrica, 86, 1034–1036.

Lakey, B., & Dickinson, L. G. (1994). Antecedents
of perceived support: Is perceived fam-
ily environment generalized to new social
relationships? Cognitive Therapy and Research,
18, 39–53 .

Lakey, B., McCabe, K. M., Fisicaro, S. A., &
Drew, J. B. (1996). Environmental and per-
sonal determinants of support perceptions:
Three generalizability studies. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 1270–
1280.

Lehman, D. R., Ellard, J. H., & Wortman, C. B.
(1986). Social support for the bereaved: Recip-
ients’ and providers’ perspectives on what is
helpful. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psy-
chology, 54 , 438–446.

Levenson, R. W., Carstensen, L. L., & Gottman,
J. M. (1993). Long-term marriage: Age, gender,
and satisfaction. Psychology and Aging, 8, 301–
313 .

Lewis, M. A., & Rook, K. S. (1999). Social con-
trol in personal relationships: Inpact on health
behaviors and psychological distress. Health
Psychology, 18, 63–71.

Manusov, V., Floyd, K., & Kerssen-Griep, J.,
(1997). Yours, mine, and ours: Mutual attribu-
tions for nonverbal behaviors in couples’ inter-
actions. Communication Research, 2 4 , 234–
260.

Mikulincer, M., & Florian, V. (1998). Attachment
style and the mental representation of the self.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69,
1203–1217.

Noller, P. (1992). Nonverbal communication in
marriage. In R. S. Feldman (Ed.), Applications of
nonverbal behavioral theories and research (pp.
31–59). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Noller, P., & Ruzzene, M. (1991). The effects of
cognition and affect on marital communica-
tion. In G. J. O. Fletcher & F. D. Fincham (Eds.),



442 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

Affect and cognition in close relationships (pp.
203–233). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Orth-Gomer, K. (1994). International epidemi-
ological evidence for a relationship between
social support and cardiovascular disease. In S.
A. Shumaker & S. M. Czaijkowski (Eds.), Social
support and cariovascular disease (pp. 97–119).
New York: Plenum.

Pasch, L. A., & Bradbury, T. N. (1998). Social sup-
port, conflict, and the development of marital
dysfunction. Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, 66, 219–230.

Pierce, G. R., Sarason, B. R., & Sarason, I. G.
(1992). General and specific support expec-
tations and stress as predictors of perceived
supportiveness: An experimental study. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 63 , 297–
307.

Pierce, G. R., Sarason, I. G., & Sarason, B. R.
(1991) General and relationship-based percep-
tions of social support: Are two constructs bet-
ter than one? Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 61, 1028–1039.

Procidano, M. E., & Heller, K. (1983). Mea-
sures of perceived social support from friends
and from family: Three validation studies.
American Journal of Community Psychology, 11,
1–24 .

Rook, K. S. (1989). Strains in older adults’
friendships. In R. G. Adams & R. Blieszner
(Eds.), Older adult friendships: Structure and
processes (pp. 164–194). Newbury Park, CA:
Sage.

Rook, K. S. (1990). Social relationships as a
source of companionship: Implications for
older adults’ psychological well-being. In B. R.
Sarason, I. G. Sarason, & G. R. Pierce (Eds.),
Social support: An interactional view (pp. 219–
250). New York: Wiley.

Rook, K. S., & Pietromonaco, P. (1987). Close
relationships: Ties that heal or ties that bind? In
W. H. Jones & D. Perlman (Eds.), Advances in
personal relationships (Vol. 1, pp. 1–35). Green-
wich, CT: JAI Press.

Sarason, B. R., Pierce, G. R., Bannerman, A.,
& Sarason, I. G. (1993). Investigating the
antecedents of perceived social support: Par-
ents’ view of and behavior toward their chil-
dren. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 65 , 1071–1085 .

Sarason, B. R., Pierce, G. R., & Sarason, I. G.
(1990). Social support: Sense of acceptance and

the role of relationshhips. In B. R. Sarason, I. G.,
Sarason, & G. R. Pierce (Eds.), Social support:
An interactional view (pp. 97–128). New York:
Wiley.

Sarason, B. R., Shearin, E. N., Pierce, G. R., &
Sarason, I. G. (1987). Interrelationships among
social support measures: Theoretical and prac-
tical implications. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 52 , 813–832 .

Sarason, I. G., Levine, H. M., Basham, R. B., &
Sarason, B. R. (1983). Assessing social support:
The social support questionnaire. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 49, 469–
480.

Shumaker, S. A., & Hill, D. R. (1991). Gender dif-
ferences in social support and physical health.
Health Psychology, 10, 102–111.

Simpson, J. A., Ickes, W., & Grich, J. (1999).
When accuracy hurts: Reactions of anxious–
ambivalent dating partners to a relationship-
threatening situation. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 76, 754–769.

Simpson, J. A., Orina, M. M., & Ickes, W. (2003).
When accuracy hurts and when it helps: A
test of the empathic accuracy model in mari-
tal interactions. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 85 , 881–893 .

Sroufe, L. A., & Fleeson, J. (1986). Attachment
and the construction of relationships. In W.
W. Hartup & Z. Rubin (Eds.), Relationships
and development (pp. 51–71). Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Sumer, N. (2000, June). The interplay between
attachment models and interpersonal schemas
among married couples. Paper presented at the
Second Joint conference of ISSPR and INPR,
Brisbane, Australia.

Taylor, C. B., Bandura, A., Ewart, C. K., Miller, N.
H., & DeBusk, R. F. (1985). Exercise testing to
enhance wives’ confidence in their husband’s
cardiac capability soon after clinically uncom-
plicated myocardial infarction. American Jour-
nal of Cardiology, 55 , 635–638.

Thomas, G., & Fletcher, G. J. O. (1997). Empa-
thetic accuracy in close relationships. In W.
Ickes (Ed.). Empathic accuracy (pp. 194–217).
New York: Guilford Press.

Turk, D.C., Kerns, R. D., & Rosenberg, R. (1992).
Effects of marital interaction on chronic pain
and disability: Examining the down side of
social support. Rehabilitation Psychology, 37,
259–274 .



close relationships and social support: implications for the measurement 443

Umberson, D. (1987). Family status and health
behaviors: Social control as a dimension of
social integration. Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 2 8, 306–319.

Umberson, D. (1992). Gender, marital status,
and the social control of health behavior.

Social Science and Medicine, 34 , 907–
917.

Wethington, E., & Kessler, R. C. (1986). Perceived
support, received support, and adjustment to
stressful life events. Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 2 7, 78–89.





C H A P T E R 2 4

Understanding Couple Conflict

Galena H. Kline
Nicole D. Pleasant
Sarah W. Whitton

Howard J. Markman

Understanding Couple Conflict

Couple conflict is seen as a generic risk fac-
tor for a host of mental and physical health
problems for adults and children (Coie et al.,
1993). It has received widespread atten-
tion in the couple research field because
of its links to relationship dissatisfaction,
divorce, domestic violence, functioning at
work, parenting, and child outcomes (for
overviews, see Booth, Crouter, & Clements,
2001; Cox & Brooks-Gunn, 1999; for histori-
cal perspectives, see Raush, Barry, Hertel, &
Swain, 1974 ; Gurman & Rice, 1975). Manag-
ing conflict is often a target, if not the main
target, of couple interventions (Halford &
Markman, 1997).

In this chapter, we first discuss what
couple conflict is and provide examples of
ways that researchers have measured con-
flict. Then, we provide a developmental
context for couple conflict. We next exam-
ine the importance of understanding couple
conflict because of its relation to relation-
ship satisfaction and then discuss example
risk factors for couple conflict. Lastly, we

discuss specific, problematic patterns in how
couples manage conflict and devote a signif-
icant amount of space to interventions for
couple conflict.

Defining Conflict

Interpersonal conflict has been defined as
an interaction between persons expressing
opposing interests, views, or opinions (Bell
& Blakeney, 1977) or, based on the work of
Lewin (1948), as interactions in which part-
ners “hold incompatible goals” (Bradbury,
Rogge, & Lawrence, 2001). Some degree
of conflict is typically considered a norma-
tive aspect of romantic relationships (Mark-
man, Stanley, Blumberg, Jenkins, & White-
ley, 2004), and some have pointed out that
it is not the amount of conflict that mat-
ters in relationships as much as the way
conflict is handled (e.g., Markman, Renick,
Floyd, Stanley, & Clements, 1993). Indeed,
numerous studies have found associations
between conflict management and relation-
ship satisfaction (e.g., Gill, Christensen, &
Fincham, 1999).

445
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Aside from these definitions, there are
many ways that researchers have concep-
tualized conflict. For example, some have
made the distinction between overt and
covert conflict (Beach, 2001; Whittaker &
Bry, 1991), signifying that conflict is not
always expressed outwardly. The majority
of studies on couple conflict examine the
more easily measured overt conflict, such as
disagreements, arguments, verbal aggression,
and, in some cases, physical violence, but it
may also be important to examine conflict
that may be expressed in other ways, such
as avoidance of issues, negative body lan-
guage, or spiteful behavior. While conflict
can be considered on a continuum of sever-
ity, some have made the case that researchers
should consider typologies of conflict (e.g.,
Gottman, 1993 ; Gottman, Markman, &
Notarius, 1977; Ridley, Wilhelm, & Surra,
2001), especially violent conflict (Gelles,
1991; M. P. Johnson, 2001; Waltz, Babcock,
Jacobson, & Gottman, 2000). While we
include information on research that exam-
ines both violent and nonviolent conflict,
the main focus of this chapter is on con-
flict without violence. The literatures on
physical violence and conflictual interac-
tions are somewhat distinct, and review-
ing the violence literature is beyond the
scope of this chapter. See Johnson’s chap-
ter in this volume for more information on
couple violence.

Measuring Conflict

Measuring conflict accurately is important
in research on couple relationships. Some
scales are designed to measure the topics
on which couples disagree. For example,
the Marital Agendas Protocol (Notarius &
Vanzetti, 1983 ; based on Knox, 1971) pro-
vides a list of possible topics of conflict, such
as household tasks, money, children, jeal-
ousy, and in-laws and asks participants to rate
the degree to which each area is a problem
for the relationship.

A wide variety of scales is available for
measuring how couples handle conflict. One
of the most widely used instruments is the
Conflict Tactics Scales (see Archer, 1999,

for a review). The measure asks individuals
whether several behaviors have occurred and
how frequently he or she and his or her part-
ner have performed each one in the past year.
The first version focused on couples’ use of
reasoning and on verbal and physical aggres-
sion in handling conflict (Straus, 1979).
A 78-item revised version now includes sub-
scales for minor and severe dimensions of
negative conflict management, sexual coer-
cion, physical injury, as well as distinctions
between cognitive and emotional negotia-
tion (positive forms of conflict management;
Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman,
1996). Other measures assess the broader
construct of couple communication and
many of these measures assess self-reported
communication specifically about conflict-
ual issues. For example, the Communication
Patterns Questionnaire (Heavey, Larson,
Zumtobel, & Christensen, 1996) measures
several dimensions of communication about
problems in relationships, including a mea-
sure of the demand–withdrawal pattern dis-
cussed later in this chapter. The Communi-
cation Skills Test, developed by Jenkins and
Saiz (see Saiz, 2001; Stanley et al., 2001),
is another example of a measure designed
to assess several dimensions of communi-
cation about relationship problems (e.g.,
problem-solving skills, withdrawal, level
of conflict, invalidation). A brief (eight-
item) measure developed by Stanley and
Markman (1997) is also available for assess-
ing interaction characteristics predictive of
relationship distress (e.g., negative escala-
tion, invalidation, negative interpretations,
withdrawal; see description in Kline, Stanley,
et al., 2004).

Some measures are available to tap dif-
ferential perspectives on conflict in the
relationship. The Conflict Tactics Scale
(described earlier) includes questions about
one’s partner’s behavior and the Conflicts
and Problem-Solving Scales asks participants
to rate both themselves and their partners
on dimensions of conflict, such as verbal
aggression and collaboration (Kerig, 1996).
These scales provide unique opportunities
to examine both partners’ views on conflict
management.
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Scales have also been designed spe-
cially to measure couple conflict in parental
relationships. For example, the O’Leary–
Porter Scale asks parents to rate items con-
cerning how much interparental conflict
their children witness (Porter & O’Leary,
1980). Additionally, the Children’s Percep-
tions of Interparental Conflict Scale (Grych,
Seid, & Fincham, 1992) and a briefer ver-
sion of this measure developed for use
with young adults (Kline, Wood, & Moore,
2003) address children’s assessment of their
parents’ conflict.

Lastly, observational methods are often
used to obtain independent ratings of cou-
ple communication and conflict. Although
many observational coding systems exam-
ine broader issues in couple interactions,
such as positive and negative dimensions
of couple communication, many have sub-
scales specifically examining couple con-
flict (Markman & Notarius, 1987). For
example, the Interactional Dimensions Cod-
ing System has a conflict subscale that
assesses the level of tension, hostility, dis-
agreement, antagonism, and negative affect
an individual displays during a video-
taped interaction (Kline, Julien, et al.,
2004). One benefit of using observat-
ional methods is that they contribute to a
multimethod assessment of couple conflict
when combined with self-report, making for
a stronger, more well-rounded assessment
of conflict. In addition, observational meth-
ods are designed to be objective. That is,
raters do not rate partners’ behavior based
on what is socially desirable, nor are they
influenced by outside factors that self-
reporters might be influenced by (e.g., what
happened between partners in the car just
before completing the forms). While con-
flict during laboratory visits is likely prog-
nostic of conflict at home, the conflict
that couples display while being video-
taped is likely less severe than at home
(Fincham, 2003).

A Developmental Perspective

Stages of relationship development can be
broadly characterized by dating, cohabita-

tion, and marriage. Most adults will expe-
rience each of these stages at some point
during their lives, and many couples move
through them linearly, with around 65%
of couples in the United States now living
together before marriage (Bumpass & Lu,
2000). Each stage or type may be associated
with different levels of conflict and different
ways of managing conflict.

dating

In most cases, dating relationships first occur
in adolescence when individuals are begin-
ning to form strong peer relationships and
explore conflict-management styles within
and outside the family (Hartup, 1992).
Whereas conflict with romantic partners
typically occurs less frequently than with
family members during early and middle
adolescence, conflict occurs as frequently
with romantic partners as is it does with
family members in late adolescence (Furman
& Buhrmester, 1992). The way one han-
dles conflict within family relationships
are related to how one manages conflict
in romantic relationships. As an exam-
ple, Reese-Weber and Bartle-Haring (1998)
found that negative conflict management
styles in adolescent sibling relationships
were related to styles in romantic relation-
ships. In the same study, adolescents who
used attacking, avoiding or compromising
tactics with parents were likely to use these
tactics with romantic partners. In a study of
high schoolers, Feldman and Gowen (1998)
examined several types of conflict man-
agement with romantic partners, including
overt anger, violence, compromise, avoid-
ance, distraction, and social support seeking.
Compromise was reported most often, fol-
lowed by distraction and avoidance; the use
of compromise increased with age.

Adults, of course, also experience dating
relationships. Much of the research on adult
dating relationships, however, has focused
on college students who may or may not
adequately represent dating experiences of
other adults (e.g., Larson, Peterson, Heath,
& Birch, 2000; Levy, Wambolt, & Fiese,
1997; Reedy, 2002). One of the factors
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shown to affect conflict management within
college student dating relationships is one’s
capacity for intimacy (i.e., self-disclosure,
trust, and interdependence). Sanderson and
Karetsky (2002) found that desiring inti-
macy in romantic relationships was asso-
ciated with positive conflict management,
such as the use of open discussion dur-
ing conflict and showing concern for one’s
partner’s feelings. The use of these con-
flict management strategies was also associ-
ated with increased relationship satisfaction
(Sanderson & Karetsky, 2002).

cohabitation

Research suggests that the conflict in cohab-
iting relationships versus dating and married
relationships tends to be more violent. For
example, cohabiters are nearly twice as likely
as daters to be physically abusive toward
their partners even when controlling for fac-
tors such as aggressiveness in adolescence,
education level, stress, relationship duration,
time spent together, relationship quality, bal-
ance of power, social ties, and religiosity
(Kline, Stanley, et al., 2004 ; Magdol, Moffitt,
& Caspi, 1998). Cohabitation appears to be
a risk factor for violent conflict, particularly
given that cohabiters have higher rates of
partner violence than marrieds as well as
daters (Stets, 1991).

marriage

The vast majority of research on conflict
has been conducted with married couples.
Indeed, nearly all of the research described
in this chapter was conducted with mar-
ried couples. Here, we highlight some basic
findings about top issues and frequency of
conflict in marriage.

What do couples experience conflict
about most frequently? Longitudinal re-
search suggests that before marriage, couples
report money, jealousy, and relatives as top
issues. Early in their marriages and just after
the birth of a first child, the same couples
reported money, sex, and communication as
top issues, indicating that areas of conflict
likely change with relationship development

(Storaasli & Markman, 1990). A national
phone survey of married individuals asked
in open-ended fashion about their top issues
(Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002).
This research suggests that money is the
top issue for first-time marriages, followed
by children. However, for remarried cou-
ples, conflict over children was reported
most often, followed by money (Stanley
et al., 2002).

How often do couples experience
conflict? According to some research,
long-term married couples report only
one or two disagreements per month
(McGonagle, Kessler, & Schilling, 1992).
Other research using observational coding
of family dinners suggests one or two
conflicts per meal (Vuchinich, 1987). It is
important to note that individuals (both
researchers and research participants) may
have different ideas on what constitutes a
disagreement, and in some cases, disagree-
ments may not be associated with conflict
per se. More research is needed to describe
better the frequency of conflict in marriage,
particularly research in which conflict is
operationally defined clearly. Studies that
employ daily diary methods (e.g., Almeida,
McGonagle, Cate, Kessler, & Wethington,
2003) may be particularly useful in this area
of research.

There may also be important changes
in marital conflict (both in level and
type) across the life span (see Zietlow
& Sillars, 1988). For example, Jacobson
and Christensen (1998), in their book
on Integrative Couple Therapy, suggested
that older couples are more difficult to
treat with traditional behavioral techniques
that teach conflict management skills.
Further, they suggested that it may be
that younger couples experience more overt
conflict than older couples. For younger
couples, conflict may be a key predictor
of divorce. Older couples may be more
likely to report a lack of positives aspects,
such as intimacy and friendship, being the
reason for desiring a divorce. These are
empirical questions that future research
could address.
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Conflict, Relationship Satisfaction,
and Divorce

It is generally recognized that destructive
couple conflict (i.e., poorly managed con-
flict) is a risk for dissatisfaction and divorce
(e.g., Clements, Stanley, & Markman, 2004)
and 61% of divorced individuals cite “too
much arguing” as a reason for divorce (C.
A. Johnson et al., 2002). However, the con-
nection between conflict and relationship
outcomes is not exceedingly straightforward
(for an overview, see Gill et al., 1999).
Some suggest that low satisfaction leads
to destructive conflict management (Marc-
hand & Hock, 2000), whereas others have
demonstrated that reductions in destruc-
tive conflict-management through preven-
tive interventions are associated with higher
satisfaction later on (Markman, Floyd, Stan-
ley, & Storaasli, 1988).

Much longitudinal research has examined
the effects of destructive conflict and mari-
tal outcomes (see Karney & Bradbury, 1995 ;
Markman & Hahlweg, 1993). Markman
and colleagues’ early longitudinal research
on whether couples’ interactions predicted
marital distress and divorce was the first
to videotape couples discussing conflicts
and have both the couples themselves as
well as outside observers code the interac-
tions (Markman, 1979; Markman, Duncan,
Storaasli, & Howes, 1987; Markman &
Hahlweg, 1993). This type of research iden-
tified several conflict-management charac-
teristics that distinguished successful mar-
riages from those that ended in divorce or
distress (i.e., danger signs noted earlier such
as invalidation, escalation, negative interpre-
tations, and withdrawal). One of the most
important findings from this early work was
that these danger signs were apparent years
before relationship dissatisfaction and dis-
tress developed. These findings led to a the-
ory of marital dissolution that reflects a pro-
cess of erosion (Markman, 1979; Stanley
et al., 1999). According to this theory,
deficits in conflict management exist in rela-
tionships from the start but become more
important as couples try to negotiate expec-

tations, problems, and stressors over time.
Surprisingly (at the time), negative interac-
tion was a stronger predictor of negative out-
comes than positive interaction a predictor
of positive outcomes. For example, couples
headed for distress and divorce did not differ
in amounts of validation during premarital
conflict discussions but differed dramatically
in terms of invalidation (e.g., put downs,
criticism; Markman et al., 1987). Thus, cou-
ples destined to become distressed had more
in common than couples destined to stay
happy over time. The clinical implication of
these findings was that interventions were
developed to teach couples to avoid dan-
ger signs and manage conflict constructively,
rather than teaching a formula for marital
success (Notarius & Markman, 1993).

In more recent years, researchers have
focused on ways to further examine the asso-
ciation between conflict and marital satisfac-
tion. Gill et al. (1999) tested a social learn-
ing perspective (essentially suggesting that
negativity leads to dissatisfaction) versus a
negative confrontation model. The negative
confrontation model was based on research
suggesting that unpleasant interactions in
which one partner (usually the female)
confronts the other about marital prob-
lems are essential for resolving problems
and achieving long-term marital satisfac-
tion (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; see Woody
& Costanzo, 1990 for a critique of this
study). Gill et al. (1999) found support for
the social learning perspective, particularly
for wives, in that aversive communication
predicted declines in satisfaction, whereas
positive communication predicted increases
in satisfaction.

Other research on conflict and satisfac-
tion has examined negative behavior in the
context of the amount of positive behaviors
in relationships. For example, based on their
research, Notarius and Markman (1993)
proposed a “relationship bank account”
model. They coined the now well-know
mathematical metaphor that one “zinger”
can erase 5 or 10 positive acts of kindness.
Stated another way, couples need to add
deposits to the relationship bank account
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regularly to offset the inevitable negative
interactions.

In a similar line of thinking, Gottman
and colleagues (Gottman, 1993 ; Gottman &
Levenson, 1992) divided married couples
into two types based on the balance between
negativity and positivity in their conflict
interactions. In regulated (stable) couples,
both partners show significantly more pos-
itive than negative speaker behavior dur-
ing conflict discussions. In contrast, in non-
regulated (unstable) couples, at least one
partner showed more negative than posi-
tive conflict behaviors when speaking. There
is evidence that these categories of con-
flict styles are predictive of couple out-
comes. Nonregulated couples demonstrated
significantly lower marital satisfaction and
were more likely to consider ending their
marriage, separate, and divorce during the
following 4 years than regulated couples
(Gottman, 1979; Gottman, 1993 ; Gottman
& Levenson, 1992). Further, the ratio of
negative to positive conflict behaviors best
discriminated between regulated and non-
regulated couples (i.e., the ratio did bet-
ter at classifying couples than did the raw
number of positive or negative behaviors or
the difference between number of positive
and negative codes; Gottman & Levenson,
1992). Based on these results, Gottman and
colleagues proposed that marital stability
may be based not in the ability to exclude
all negative behaviors from conflicts, but
in the ability to maintain a fairly high
balance of positive to negative behaviors
(positive to negative ratios of approxi-
mately five to one). Thus, multiple lines
of research have suggested that it is impor-
tant to consider positive and negative behav-
ior in conflict management with regard to
marital outcomes.

Another important distinction to make in
regard to conflict and marital outcomes is
dissatisfaction versus divorce. For example,
in a longitudinal study, divorce was tied more
closely to individual risk factors, whereas
satisfaction was more related to observed
conflict management (Rogge & Bradbury,
1999). Other longitudinal research corrobo-
rates the point that there may be differences

in what predicts divorce versus dissatisfac-
tion (Clements et al., 2004).

In conclusion, to attribute negative mar-
ital outcomes solely to a mismanagement
of marital conflict would be too simplistic.
Conflict is associated with satisfaction, but
other factors, such as individual characteris-
tics, life events, and the positive aspects of
relationships, play important roles as well
(Bradbury et al., 2001; Stanley, Blumberg,
& Markman, 1999). Stanley et al. (1999)
suggested that destructive conflict erodes
the positive aspects in marriages, turning a
loving relationship into one in which “the
presence of the partner becomes increas-
ingly associated with pain and frustration”
(p. 282).

Correlates of and Risk Factors for Conflict

Another consideration in understanding
couple conflict is the circumstances that may
make some couples susceptible to conflict
or may accompany conflict. Conflict has
been associated with a host of risk factors,
life changes, and consequences (see Almeida
et al., 2003 ; Booth et al., 2001). In this sec-
tion, we highlight a small sampling of factors
associated with couple conflict; it is by no
means an exhaustive list.

family background

There is a large body of research examin-
ing family background characteristics and
child and adult outcomes. There are two
important points to take from this litera-
ture that are relevant to this chapter. First,
couple conflict can be detrimental to chil-
dren in a variety of ways. A summary of
the literature examining the negative effects
of couple conflict for child outcomes is far
beyond the scope of this chapter (for a
review, see Grych & Fincham, 2001). Here,
we highlight the second important point
which is that some research indicates that
parental conflict, particularly violence, may
be a risk factor for marital conflict (Hal-
ford, Sanders, & Behrens, 2000). Thus, there
may be an intergenerational transmission of
conflict, although the mechanisms by which
parental conflict and marital conflict are not
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exceedingly clear. In addition, research indi-
cates that female parental divorce may be a
risk factor for less effective and more nega-
tive conflict management (Sanders, Halford,
& Behrens, 1999).

depression

There is growing evidence that poor conflict-
management increases spouses’ risk for
depression. An extended increase in mari-
tal arguments is the most frequent life event
reported as preceding the onset of depres-
sion in married women (Paykel, 1969).
Marital interactions of couples with one
depressed member are characterized by neg-
ativity, decreased positivity and congeniality,
asymmetry, and aggression (Hautzinger, Lin-
den, & Hoffman, 1982 ; Hops, Biglan, Sher-
man, & Arthur, 1987; S. L. Johnson & Jacob,
1997; Whisman, Weinstock, & Uebelacker,
2002). Depressed spouses and their part-
ners, in comparison with control couples,
have been observed to have a more negative
and impaired communication styles, includ-
ing less constructive and more destructive
problem solving, more negative feelings,
and greater difficulty discussing problems
(Coyne, Thompson, & Palmer, 2002). Low
levels of self-disclosure (Brown & Harris,
1978) and diminished provision of emotional
support (Daley & Hammen, 2002) between
spouses are also associated with depression.

It is reasonable to presume that causal-
ity is bidirectional in such research. Just as
conflict no doubt increases risk for depres-
sion, depression also affects the likelihood
of conflict. In fact, observational data indi-
cate that depressed individuals have a nega-
tive bias in the perceptions of their spouses’
communications (Kowalik & Gotlib, 1987)
and express lower rates of positive affect
and higher rates of aggression toward their
spouses (Biglan, 1985 ; Hops et al., 1987).
Such findings support a view that patterns
of poor conflict management are likely con-
tributing to and being expressed from the
presence of depression in marriage. It should
also be noted that marital therapy has been
shown to be effective treatment for depres-
sion (Beach, Fincham, & Katz, 1998).

premarital cohabitation

Some research indicates premarital cohab-
itation may be associated with poorer
conflict-management skills in marriage.
Specifically, Cohan and Kleinbaum (2002)
found that couples who lived together
before marriage demonstrated more nega-
tive and less positive interaction skills during
a videotaped conflict discussion. Similarly,
Kline, Stanley et al. (2004) found that those
who cohabited before engagement demon-
strated poorer conflict-management skills
during a conflict discussion and self-reported
more verbal aggression than those who did
not live together until after engagement or
until marriage. Although it is difficult to dis-
cern why this cohabitation effect may occur,
the results of both of these studies held up
when controlling for length of cohabitation
and sociodemographic factors such as reli-
giosity, income, and age. Thus, it could be
that there is something about the experience
of cohabitation that is linked with poorer
conflict management. Alternatively, it may
be that couples who experience higher lev-
els of conflict may decide to cohabit before
deciding to marry because the conflict indi-
cates to them a need to test their relation-
ships before making a final decision. Some of
these couples who are cohabiting as a test of
the relationship may wind up marrying even
though their conflict is not resolved (Kline,
Stanley, et al., 2004).

physiology

Researchers have begun examining what
role physiology may play in couple con-
flict. For example, one study indicates that
couples who demonstrate greater stress hor-
mone reactivity during negative interac-
tions during the first year of marriage may
be more likely to experience divorce later
(Kiecolt-Glaser, Bane, Glaser, & Malarkey,
2003). Thus, negative reactivity is an indi-
vidual factor that appears to be associ-
ated with marital distress. Perhaps couples
who had less hormone reactivity possess
fewer “vulnerabilities” when dealing with
the stress and conflict that all couples will
face, allowing them a greater ability to adapt
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and experience better relationship outcomes
overall (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). In addi-
tion, some have examined levels of testos-
terone during problem-solving tasks in a lab-
oratory (Cohan, Booth, & Granger, 2003).
In Cohan et al.’s study, there were impor-
tant interactions between gender and levels
of testosterone; low levels of testosterone
in both partners seemed to be associated
with more adaptive conflict management
for husbands, whereas a high level of wife
testosterone paired with a low level of hus-
band testosterone was associated with more
adaptive conflict management for wives.
As the couple conflict field continues to
expand, it is likely that more research will be
conducted examining physiological risk fac-
tors and responses to conflict (see Loving,
Heffner, & Kiecolt-Glaser’s chapter in this
volume for information on current direc-
tions in the study of physiology and inter-
personal relationships). Ultimately, this line
of research may lead to innovative new inter-
vention strategies for couple conflict.

The Mechanics of Conflict Management

How do couples deal with conflict? In this
section, we review some of the literature
that describes the process of conflict man-
agement. It is important to note here that we
typically use the term conflict management to
describe how couples handle conflict in their
relationships. Others use conflict resolution
to describe this process. We chose conflict
management because we believe that not all
conflicts can be resolved. Not all conflict is
destructive conflict, and what is most impor-
tant is how couples manage conflict (Mark-
man, Stanley, et al., 2004). Some conflicts
will last throughout marriages, even happy
marriages, but from our perspective, couples
can learn better ways to understand areas of
contention and manage them.

In terms of the mechanics of how cou-
ples deal with conflict, one early model
for the process of conflict suggests that
there are three distinct phases to couples’
conflict discussions (Gottman et al., 1977).
First, during the agenda building phase, both
partners tend to present their perspectives

and feelings about the problem (at least in
happy couples). Second, during the arguing
phase, partners tend to attempt to persuade
one another. Finally, during the negotiation
phase, partners usually attempt to compro-
mise and reach a resolution. The amount
of time spent in each phase, as well as the
behaviors observed in each phase, differs
across couples.

Peterson (1983) also provided a compre-
hensive model for how conflict discussions
begin and end. He suggested that predispo-
sitions for conflict around particular areas
exist for most couples. Discussions about
issues that partners feel strongly about and
that have not been adequately resolved in
the past may turn into destructive con-
flictual discussions with little provocation.
Once a conflict discussion has started, it
either moves toward direct negotiation or
toward escalation and intensification of con-
flict. Peterson (1983) suggested that for con-
flict to end, the problem must be reframed
to be less important than maintaining the
relationship and the person making the first
conciliatory move must acknowledge some
personal responsibility for the conflict and
an interest in negotiating a resolution.

More recent work examining the mech-
anisms of conflict has focused on part-
ner’s thoughts during conflict discussions.
For example, Sillars, Roberts, Leonard, and
Dun (2000) found that during conflict dis-
cussions, partners differed in their attention
to issues, behaviors, and background knowl-
edge surrounding the discussion. Many part-
ners seemed to interpret the stream of
communication in markedly different ways.
Cognition during conflict discussions was
also related to marital outcomes, in that
angry, frustrated, and blaming thoughts were
prevalent in severe conflicts and dissatisfied
marriages. Satisfied couples expressed more
optimism toward communication, reflected
in a sense of impending resolution of con-
flict and faith that the partner is capable of
understanding oneself.

The research detailed here suggests that
both behavior and cognition must be exam-
ined to understand fully the mechanics of
conflict management. With this background
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on the mechanics of conflict in mind, we
next review specific patterns of conflict
management. We focus on the demand–
withdrawal pattern and Gottman’s (1993)
distinction between engagers and avoiders.

demand–withdrawal pattern

of conflict management

Gender has been implicated in a destruc-
tive pattern that relationship researchers
and therapists often cite: the demand–
withdrawal pattern in which one partner
typically retreats from conflict discussions
and the other pursues (Caughlin & Huston,
2002 ; Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Mark-
man, Silvern, Clements, & Kraft-Hanak,
1993). An example from a recent couples
therapy session with the first author fol-
lows. Identifiable details have been modi-
fied to preserve confidentiality. The wife,
Sally, a medical transcriptionist in her 40s,
described to the therapist what happened
over the weekend when she tried to talk to
her husband, Scott, a police officer in his
40s, about landscaping their yard. She said
that she asked Scott (while he was read-
ing the newspaper) how much money he
thought that they could spend and whether
he was leaning toward rosebushes or rhodo-
dendrons in the front. He said that it was up
to her. She apparently then answered in a
somewhat agitated voice, “Well, I need your
input because we have to talk about how
much we can spend.” Scott continued read-
ing his newspaper. He reported during the
session that he could tell his wife was becom-
ing angry and that he did not want to “make
things worse by talking.” He reported that he
felt like anything he said would have made
her more mad, so he chose to be silent and
“let her have time to calm herself down.”
What Sally did, though, was become even
angrier, saying, “Why don’t you ever listen to
me?” Scott reported that he then told her he
was going for a walk alone because their con-
versation was “going nowhere.” Their issue
then switched from being one about money
and shrubbery to communication and car-
ing. Sally was clearly pursuing Scott and
demanding that they discuss an issue impor-
tant to her and Scott was withdrawing, later

explaining in session that he did so because
he did not know how to react to Sally in
a way that would not make her angrier.
Sally told the therapist that Scott’s silence
about things was exactly what made her
most angry in their relationship.

Couples married less than 3 months
have been shown to exhibit this pattern of
demand and withdrawal, but with impor-
tant qualifications (Vogel & Karney, 2002).
Behavior during a marital interaction may be
a function not of gender but of the invest-
ment of each spouse in the problem being
discussed. When the husband viewed the
topic as important, sex differences in with-
drawal were greatly reduced. That is, when
the husband selected the topic, there were
no gender differences in terms of who played
the demanding or withdrawing roles. How-
ever, in the same study, wives demanded
more than husbands but without the cor-
responding greater withdrawal by husbands,
which is different from what is observed
in established relationships. Another inter-
esting finding is that there was not a pat-
tern of demand–withdrawal in this sample.
Just because one partner demanded, it was
not necessarily associated with correspond-
ing withdrawal of the other partner. Instead,
the withdrawal of one partner was associ-
ated with the withdrawal of the other. Simi-
larly, demand by one partner was associated
with demand by the other partner. This find-
ing is not consistent with findings for estab-
lished couples where there is a pattern of
demand by the wife and withdrawal by the
husband (e.g., Christensen & Heavey, 1990).
The explanation the authors provide for this
finding is that as the relationship deterio-
rates over time, the more typical demand–
withdrawal pattern may emerge (Vogel &
Karney, 2002).

In line with Vogel and Karney’s (2002)
findings, some researchers have found that
who chooses the discussion topic moder-
ates the demand–withdrawal pattern. That
is, if the male chooses the discussion topic,
he is less likely to withdrawal and more
likely to be the pursuer, whereas if the
female chooses the discussion topic, she is
less likely to withdrawal and more likely
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to pursue (Christensen & Heavey, 1990).
Other research suggests that the pattern
may be linked to gender roles (i.e., femi-
ninity vs. masculinity) more than sex per se
(Markman, Silvern, et al., 1993). Markman
and colleagues found that men who rated
themselves highly on indicators of feminin-
ity were less likely to withdrawal. In con-
clusion, the demand–withdrawal pattern is
one that has received much attention in the
couple conflict literature and is often rec-
ognized by couple therapists. For this rea-
son, it is commonly targeted in prevention
and therapy.

engagers versus avoiders

Gottman (1993) further divided the
regulated–stable couples described earlier
into conflict engagers versus avoiders,
based on listener behavior during conflict
interactions. Specifically, both partners
in engager couples show more positive
than negative listener behaviors, whereas
avoiders demonstrated either more negative
behaviors or equal numbers of positive
and negative behaviors. Using clinical
observations, Gottman described engagers
as willingly and openly disagreeing and
confronting conflict, in contrast to avoiders,
who do not have specific strategies for
resolving conflicts and tend to emphasize
the acceptance and minimization of differ-
ences. To relate these types to the process
of conflict discussion described earlier,
avoiders tend to do little persuasion and
often consider simply recognizing each
person’s perspective and the accepting
the differences between perspectives as a
complete discussion of the conflict. In con-
trast, conflict engagers demonstrate a great
deal of persuasion throughout the conflict
discussion, including during the agenda
building phase, that for other couples is
reserved for the expression of feelings.

In a parallel fashion, nonregulated cou-
ples were further classified as either hos-
tile (more positive than negative listener
behaviors) or hostile–detached (fewer or
equal positive behaviors than negative
behaviors). Anecdotally, hostile couples

appeared directly engaged in the conflict
and showed high levels of defensiveness,
whereas hostile–detached couples were typ-
ically detached and emotionally uninvolved.
This creates a descriptive typology of cou-
ples; however, Gottman (1993) did not
demonstrate that these subgroups differed
in terms of marital satisfaction or stability.

Other researchers have classified couples
based on their conflict management styles.
For example, Ridley and colleagues (2001)
examined distancing versus engaging cou-
ples and couples in which partners were
mismatched on these styles. The researchers
report that these profiles were related to
marital quality in that engaging couples
reported the highest quality, distancing the
lowest, and the mismatched couples were in
the middle. It should be noted that much of
the research on couple types grew out of the
seminal work of Raush and colleagues (e.g.,
Raush et al., 1974).

Prevention and Intervention

A major theme in understanding the impact
of conflict on romantic relationships is real-
izing that the amount of conflict may be less
important than how that conflict is managed
(Markman, Renick, et al., 1993). The find-
ing mentioned earlier that seeds of future
distress could be identified early in a rela-
tionship, while a couple was still happy
and before children were born, gave way
to divorce prevention and marriage edu-
cation programs designed to teach couples
skills to talk without fighting about the
inevitable conflicts that most couples experi-
ence (e.g., Markman et al., 2004). Markman
and colleagues noted that prevention pro-
grams need to teach couples how to handle
conflict and regulate negative emotions, not
because happy couples use these skills natu-
rally, but because couples headed for distress
naturally talk in destructive ways and need
a safe way to talk about inevitable conflicts
(and to handle negative emotions safely). In
other words, couples need to learn safe ways
to talk that counteract the dangerous com-
munication patterns that predict negative
outcomes (Markman, Stanley, et al., 2004).
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Many intervention and prevention pro-
grams for couples include a component
of teaching couples communication skills
(e.g., Guerney, 1988; Jacobson & Chris-
tensen, 1998; Markman, Stanley, et al., 2004 ;
Miller, Nunnally, & Wackman, 1975 ; also
see Halford & Markman, 1997). Because the
authors’ expertise is with prevention pro-
grams, this section focuses on what preven-
tion programs teach couples about conflict
management.

A recent evaluation of the effective-
ness of premarital prevention programs sug-
gested that such programs are generally
effective in producing immediate and short-
term gains in conflict-management skills
(Carroll & Doherty, 2003). Most programs
employ a psychoeducational approach that
includes lectures, discussions, and practice
time for skills; such programs are often
defined as “relationship education.” The Pre-
marital Relationship Enhancement Program
(PREP; Markman, Stanley, et al., 2004) has
the most empirical support for effectiveness
(Halford, Markman, Kline, & Stanley, 2003).
In a review of best practices in relationship
education, four major components of such
programs were identified: awareness, feed-
back, cognitive change, and skills training
(Halford et al., 2003). Although all these
components may have an impact on con-
flict management, it is the skills training por-
tion of these programs that has the most sig-
nificant implications for handling conflict.
In PREP, for example, there is substantial
emphasis early in the curriculum to prevent
and remediate destructive conflict. Couples
are taught to identify danger signs in conflict
discussions (i.e., invalidation, negative esca-
lation, withdrawal, and negative interpreta-
tions), and then they are taught the skills
to reduce these danger signs (Markman,
Stanley, et al., 2004). In an evaluation of
PREP, couples rated the skills training in
communication as the most helpful (Stanley
et al., 2001).

safety theory

Prevention programs are often based on the-
ories or models of what makes a healthy

relationship. Here, we describe the model on
which PREP is based, highlighting how con-
flict fits into this theory called “safety the-
ory” (Stanley et al., 2002) also referred to as
the Baseball Model of Healthy Relationships
(Markman, Stanley, et al., 2004).

Safety theory is based on Markman and
Stanley’s 25 years of research and interven-
tion experience regarding how couples man-
age conflict and learn skills to better commu-
nicate. Safety theory is consistent with other
theories of healthy family functioning, such
as attachment theory (Furman & Flanagan,
1997), Jacobson and Christensen’s (1998)
work on acceptance, and emotional expres-
sion theory (S. M. Johnson, 1996). Safety
theory suggests that there are two types of
safety: safety in interaction (i.e., being able
to talk openly and well (enough) about key
issues) and safety in commitment (i.e., hav-
ing the security of support and a sense of a
clear future).

As described elsewhere (Markman, Kline,
Rea, Piper Simms, & Stanley, 2005),

Safety theory has guided our intervention
work both in PREP and in our clinical prac-
tices. For example, if we had one session
with a couple or one opportunity to edu-
cate a group of couples, based on research
and clinical experience, we would help part-
ners to take personal action to do two
things: (a) help them stop (or avoid the
tendency toward) fighting destructively and
talk without fighting about important issues
and (b) help them protect and preserve
a lasting love though nurturing positive
connections and being committed to one
another. This will help couples be ‘safe at
home!’

From the description of safety theory, it is
clear that healthy conflict management (part
of safety in interaction) is a large compo-
nent of what Markman and colleagues con-
sider a healthy relationship. PREP focuses
on helping couples better manage conflict
by teaching them about danger signs in
relationships (i.e., communication behaviors
and patterns that are predictive of relation-
ship erosion) and skills for structuring com-
munication between partners that can help
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reduce destructive conflict patterns (i.e., the
speaker–listener technique).

modifying programs to address specific

needs of couples

Most intervention and prevention programs
have been designed to be applicable to all
couples. Although this was an important first
step in the field, we believe it is important
to begin to tailor programs to address differ-
ences that may exist between couples and
cater more to the specific needs of couples.
For example, the developers of PREP have
begun to do this by supplying guidelines for
working with different populations, such as
low-income couples who may face unique
problems (see http://www.PREPinc.com).
In addition, when training leaders to deliver
PREP, leaders are encouraged to modify the
examples used and the language so that it
fits best with the populations being served
(Markman, Whitton, et al., 2004). As an
illustration of ways in which interventions
can be tailored to meet the particular needs
of a specific group of people, we suggest ways
in this chapter in which programs could be
modified to better serve couples who are
cohabiting or who cohabited before mar-
riage. We chose cohabiting couples to use
as an example because the United States is
seeing such a dramatic shift in the number
of couples that cohabit before or instead of
marriage, and these issues are not typically
addressed in prevention programs.

Cohabiting couples face special circum-
stances. As noted earlier, cohabiting couples
show higher rates of conflict (Magdol et al.,
1998) and research indicates that those who
live together before to marriage and espe-
cially before engagement report more neg-
ative conflict than couples who do not live
together before a commitment to marriage
(Kline, Stanley, et al., 2004 ; Stanley, Whit-
ton, & Markman, 2004). Because cohab-
iters appear to be at special risk for conflict,
here we discuss specific intervention ideas
for them.

It may be that cohabiting couples expe-
rience conflict around different issues than
married couples or engaged couples who are
not living together. For example, we outline

that, based on safety theory, feeling safe in
the future of the relationship is a key com-
ponent to a healthy relationship. Although
little contemporary research has examined
cohabiters’ reasons for living together, many
researchers speculate that some people who
cohabit likely do so because they want to test
the relationship before marriage (Popenoe &
Whitehead, 2002). Conflict may be linked to
this sense of wanting to test the relationship
in several ways. First, couples with high lev-
els of conflict during dating may sense a need
to test the waters before making a commit-
ment. That is, high levels of conflict may lead
some couples to want to live together before
marriage. Second, commitment levels and
future plans may be a particular source of
conflict for cohabiting couples, likely more
so than married couples, who have received
the most attention in the conflict interven-
tion literature to date.

With these important considerations
about cohabiting couples in mind, we sug-
gest that intervention programs that focus
on conflict management be modified to
address the special circumstances surround-
ing cohabitation. Although many of the
techniques, such as active listening and time-
outs, will be useful with cohabiting couples,
other issues need to be addressed. One such
issue is how to deal with conflict surrounding
commitment issues. Conflict around com-
mitment may be especially tricky to handle
because couples may not feel safe enough in
the future of the relationship to manage con-
flict effectively. Thus, one tactic could be to
help couples separate the conflict issue (e.g.,
housework, money, etc.) from the commit-
ment issue. Cohabiting couples could be
encouraged to hold discrete discussions (sep-
arated in time) for the conflict issues and
commitment issues that may be underlying
the conflict.

Future Directions

This chapter illuminates the need for
much further research on conflict. Here
we describe several areas where we see
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deficits and opportunities to further under-
stand couple conflict.

One area that is particularly under-
researched is the development of conflict-
management skills. Little research has
been conducted on adolescents’ conflict-
management skills in romantic relationships,
and the potential links between conflict
management in early romantic relationships
and later relationships in young adulthood
has, to our knowledge, not been examined.
Similarly, to our knowledge, no research
has examined the continuity of conflict-
management skills from one adult roman-
tic relationship to another. Doing so might
help illuminate the individual contributions
partners make to the quality of the couple’s
conflict management.

Related to issues surrounding the devel-
opment of conflict management skills, is the
issue of risk factors. Although many risk
factors have been identified none of them
are likely to be considered tried-and-true
risk factors. Additionally, other important
risk factors, such as mental health problems
(other than depression), have not been well
studied. Research on risk factors would aid
in the development of prevention and inter-
vention programs that could target high-risk
individuals and couples.

In addition, conflict in populations other
than heterosexual married couples needs to
be studied. For example, some have begun
studying conflict in gay and lesbian pop-
ulations (e.g., Julien, Chartrand, Simard,
Bouthillier, & Begin, 2003). Additionally, as
we highlighted earlier, there is a lack of
research on adult dating relationships that
is not based on college students.

As other researchers have suggested (e.g.,
Fincham & Beach, 1999), it is important for
research on conflict to continue to be the-
ory driven. Much research on conflict has
been based on theory; however, the cou-
ple conflict field lacks an integrative theory
that combines the entirety of findings on
conflict. Although developing such theory
may seem a daunting task, it is important
that we begin to consolidate findings, begin
researching multiple risk factors at a time,
and further examine the developmental tra-

jectory of conflict over the span of relation-
ships, beginning with adolescent dating and
extending into late-life relationships. Having
an integrative theory of conflict that com-
bines risk factors, correlates, and a develop-
mental perspective would push the couple
conflict field much further along.
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Sexuality in Close Relationships

Susan Sprecher
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Rodney Cate

Introduction

Relationships that include sexual desire and
sexual expression are particularly salient in
society and important to individuals. More-
over, our society emphasizes marriage as the
premier dyadic relationship in which sex
is expected to occur, although sex is also
often viewed to be acceptable in close, dating
relationships. Furthermore, many nonsexual
close relationships, including parent–child
relationships and friendships, provide social-
ization experiences related to sexuality. This
chapter focuses on personal (close) relation-
ships that are also sexual. Our chapter dis-
cusses how the sexual aspects of close rela-
tionships are intertwined with other aspects
of the relationship, including satisfaction,
affection, love, and conflict.

The research summarized in this chap-
ter, although mostly conducted in the last
2 decades, was influenced by the pioneering
work of such scholars as Ehrmann (1959),
Kirkendall (1961), and Reiss (1960). These
early scholars focused on how sexual stan-
dards and behaviors covary with relation-

ship stages and experiences. Since 1990, an
increasing number of scholars in various
social science disciplines (psychology, soci-
ology, family studies, communication) have
integrated the study of sexuality with the
study of close relationships. This interface
was enhanced with the publication of two
edited books that focused on sexuality in
close relationships (McKinney & Sprecher,
1989, 1991) and a special issue of the jour-
nal Personal Relationships (Issue 4 , 1995),
coedited by two of the authors of this chap-
ter, Christopher and Sprecher. In addition,
Harvey, Wenzel, and Sprecher (2004) have
recently edited the Handbook on Sexuality in
Close Relationships. Some of the chapters of
the Harvey et al. Handbook are referred to in
this chapter, and we encourage readers who
desire a more in-depth examination of these
topics to see this Handbook.

We begin this chapter with a discussion of
conceptual and methodological issues asso-
ciated with the study of sexuality in close
relationships and by presenting an overview
of the patterns of sexual practices of adults
(and adolescents).

463
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Conceptual, Theoretical, and
Methodological Issues

An important first step facing scholars who
investigate sexuality in a relational context
is to make decisions about how to concep-
tualize sexuality. Some have focused nar-
rowly by positing that sex is a means to pass
on one’s genetic material (Buss, 1998)1 or
by querying solely on coital behavior (e.g.,
Maticka-Tyndale, Herold, & Oppermann,
2003). Others have incorporated a wider
range of behaviors, including precoital inter-
actions, oral–genital contact, and anal inter-
course (e.g., Bogart, Cecil, Wagstaff, Pinker-
ton, & Abramson, 2000), and still others
have taken a broader approach, conceptu-
alizing sexuality as emerging from dyadic
interaction (Christopher, 2001). From our
perspective, conceptualizations of sexual-
ity should recognize its multidimensional
nature. They should include but not be lim-
ited to sexual behaviors that focus on car-
ing, pleasure, or reproduction. Conceptu-
alizing sexuality, however, must also take
into account dynamic processes that pro-
vide a contextual meaning for such behav-
iors, including processes within the self (i.e.,
attitudes and self-definitions), dyadic inter-
actions and relational conditions, and social
forces that influence these behaviors (i.e.,
peers, parents, ethnicity, media).

Unfortunately, much of the past research
in this area has been atheoretical and has not
offered a specific conceptualization of sexu-
ality. Scholars who have utilized theory have
primarily relied on one of three frameworks:
evolutionary theory, social exchange–based
theories, or orientations that focus on the
social construction of sexuality (for reviews
of these theories, see DeLamater & Hyde,
2004 ; Weis, 1998). In addition, the relevance
of attachment theory to the study of sexual-
ity in close relationships has recently been
highlighted. We briefly summarize these
theories as they apply to the study of sex-
uality in close relationships.

Evolutionary theory (Buss, 1998) offers
explanations specifically for gender differ-
ences in sexuality. It posits that differential

reproductive strategies have evolved over
time as a form of adaptation. This perspec-
tive begins by recognizing that men produce
high numbers of sperm at a relatively con-
stant rate. Men’s successful reproduction is
therefore most likely to occur by mating
with as many women as possible thereby
increasing the chances of multiple insem-
inations. Women, on the contrary, possess
a limited number of eggs and have limited
opportunities to conceive. Thus, women’s
best reproductive strategy is to procure
mates with resources who will invest those
resources in children. Men trade commit-
ment for certainty of paternity from this
perspective. This theory has been used to
explain why men are more willing than
women to seek short-term sexual partners
and more variety in sex and are more likely
to feel jealous about their partners’ imag-
ined or real extradyadic sexual encounters
(see Buss, 1998, for a review).

Social exchange–based theories assume
that sexual outcomes in relationships rep-
resent individuals’ inherent wish to max-
imize rewards (i.e., love, services, sexual
acts) and limit costs (i.e., punishments, pain,
rewards foregone) and that relationships
require investments if they are to last (e.g.,
Rusbult, 1983). Equity theory, an impor-
tant theoretical offshoot of this framework
(Sprecher, 1998), posits that satisfaction in a
relationship is based on the judgments part-
ners make about the proportion of rewards
and costs each experiences relative to the
other. Tests of social exchange models reveal
that perceptions of inequality in rewards and
costs are negatively related to sexual satis-
faction and can contribute to the decision to
engage in an extradyadic sexual liaison (see
Byers & Wang, 2004 , for a review). Other
tests show that experiencing high sexual
rewards and low sexual costs are positively
related to coital frequency in long-term rela-
tionships (Lawrence & Byers, 1995).

Other theoretical models conceptualize
sexuality as a social construction. One school
of thought, as represented by script theory
(Gagnon, 1990) and role theory (Stryker &
Statham, 1985), views sexuality in terms
of sexual roles and expectations. From
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this perspective, members of society con-
struct these roles and then both positively
and negatively sanction inappropriate sexual
behavior. Symbolic interactionism, a related
theory, posits that sexual roles and the mean-
ings assigned to behaviors in the roles emerge
from dyadic interaction (Longmore, 1998).
Christopher’s (2001) analysis of premarital
sexuality represents one effort to integrate
these two approaches. For example, he pro-
posed that a couple’s decision to engage in
coitus is an outgrowth of each partner’s sex-
ual attitudes in conjunction with their rela-
tionship experiences. Moreover, he posited
that the repertoire of possible sexual role
choices is an outcome of the socialization
efforts of peers, parents, and culture.

Finally, attachment theory is particularly
relevant to the study of sexuality in close
relationships. Shaver, Hazan, and Bradshaw
(1988) proposed that adult romantic love
is based on the integration of three behav-
ioral systems: attachment, caregiving, and
sexual mating. They argued that the primary
dimension is attachment and that individual
differences in attachment should be related
to patterns of sexual mating (and caregiv-
ing). Feeney and Noller (2004) summarized
their own research and that of others that
show links between attachment styles or
dimensions and sexuality. For example, they
found that the avoidance attachment dimen-
sion is associated with more permissive atti-
tudes about sex and that the secure attach-
ment dimension is associated with mutually
initiated sex and greater sexual enjoyment.

Methodological Issues

Sexuality research faces certain challenges
because society deems most sexual interac-
tion as private. For example, ethical constric-
tions limit the use of observation; studying
couples engaging in in situ coitus is rare,
although observation of flirting and related
behaviors has been undertaken (i.e., Moore,
1985). Privacy considerations also mean that
not everyone is willing to respond to sex-
related questions in surveys or during inter-
views, the most common ways of collecting
data in this field. Nonetheless, technolog-

ical advances in computer-assisted personal
and telephone interviews have increas-
ed response rates to sensitive questions
(Gribble, Miller, Rogers, & Turner, 1999).

Wiederman (2004) identified a number
of additional methodological issues that can
arise when investigating couples’ sexuality.
These include problems of nonrepresenta-
tive sampling, volunteer biases, a lack of con-
vergence in partners’ reports, and accuracy
in individuals recalling relationship events.
Analyzing couple data, with the lack of inde-
pendence in partners’ responses, poses addi-
tional challenges. Despite the conceptual
and methodological challenges faced by sex-
uality researchers, considerable research has
been done on sexuality in close relationships.
Furthermore, methodological advances are
being made to overcome these limitations,
including event-sampling and diary stud-
ies, greater use of longitudinal research,
development of valid and reliable multiple-
item scales, and taking statistical depen-
dence into account in statistical analyses
(e.g., Wiederman, 2004).

Patterns of Sexual Behaviors
in a Relational Context

In this section, we summarize the research
that has focused on patterns of sexual behav-
ior in society, based primarily on data col-
lected in national samples and with an
emphasis on the relational context of these
sexual behaviors. Although most of the
national data we summarize are from the
U.S., we also highlight a few cross-cultural
comparisons.

First Sexual Intercourse

National studies conducted with adolescents
focus on the percentage of the participants
who are sexually active by a particular age.
Risman and Schwartz (2002) presented data
from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey, which
was conducted with national representa-
tive samples of high school students in the
United States several times over the 1990s.
They reported that in 1991, 54 .1% of students
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aged 15 to 17 had engaged in sexual activ-
ity, but there was a decrease to 48.4% in
the cohort surveyed in 1997. Further analy-
ses conducted separately for male and female
adolescents indicated that the decrease was
greater for boys than girls. Risman and
Schwartz concluded that today both boys
and girls are likely to have their first sex-
ual intercourse experience within a “rela-
tionship,” in contrast to previous decades
when many boys had first sex with a sex-
ually experienced female outside of their
social network.

Other national studies, such as the
National Health and Social Life Survey
(NHSLS; Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, &
Michaels, 1994), have obtained retrospec-
tive data from adults on their premarital sex-
ual activity. Such research indicates that by
the age of 20, 80% to 90% of people have
had sex and that the mean age of first sex-
ual intercourse is around 16 to 17, although
slightly higher for older generations and
slightly lower for Blacks and Hispanics (e.g.,
Laumann et al., 1994). One of the most
important predictors of early initiation to
sex is being in a close, romantic relationship;
hence, early initiation into dating is asso-
ciated with early initiation into sex (e.g.,
Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003 ; Thornton,
1990).

Furthermore, research focused specifi-
cally on the experience of first sexual inter-
course has found that most people report
that it occurs in the context of a romantic
relationship (Sprecher, Barbee, & Schwartz,
1995 ; Thornton, 1990). Even when first sex
occurs in the context of romantic relation-
ships, however, it can have different mean-
ings for the partners depending on a num-
ber of factors, including whether they have
expressed love to each other before hav-
ing sex. Metts (2004), drawing from prior
research on turning points in relationships
(e.g., Baxter & Bullis, 1986), found that
expressions of love and commitment before
first sexual involvement in dating couples
were associated with the greater likelihood
that the sexual expression was perceived as a
positive turning point and one that had pos-
itive outcomes for the relationship.

Number of Sexual Partners

For most people, sexual partners are typi-
cally also relational partners. That is, people
usually feel affection, love, and commitment
toward sexual partners and are involved with
them in a relationship over time. Based on
the General Social Survey (GSS) data, Smith
(1998) reported that most sexual partners
were described to be a married or cohab-
iting partner. Only 3% to 4% of sexual part-
ners were prostitutes or one-night stands and
another 4% to 5% were acquaintances (e.g.,
neighbors, coworkers) but not regular part-
ners. In addition, national studies indicate
that a majority of Americans have only one
sexual–relational partner when asked about
their sexual activity in a prior year. Only a
small proportion of the participants report
five or more sexual partners in the prior
year, and they are primarily male, young, and
not married or cohabiting (Laumann et al.,
1994).

Over a lifetime, however, people accu-
mulate sexual partners, and the number of
partners may be increasing due to several
social trends that have occurred over the
past several decades. These trends include
people entering marriage at a later age and
the increased divorce rate, which allows for
a period of postmarital sexual activity for
many individuals (Smith, 1998).

For example, the respondents in the GSS
reported an overall mean of seven part-
ners during adulthood (Smith, 1998). For
the NHSLS sample, Laumann et al. (1994)
reported a median number of three partners
for the entire sample. In almost all stud-
ies, including those conducted in countries
other than North America, men report a
greater number of sexual partners than do
women (Wiederman, 1997). For example,
Smith (1998) reported that the mean was
12 .4 for men and 4 .0 for women in the GSS.
Several explanations have been offered for
this gender difference, including that there
is a small group of hypersexual women and
prostitutes who have sex with many men.
However, most experts argue that the gen-
der differences can be best explained by the
fact that men may exaggerate their reports
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of the number of sexual partners, whereas
women may underreport (Laumann et al.,
1994 ; Wiederman, 1997).

Men also both desire and expect to have
more sexual partners in the future than do
women (Schmitt, 2003 ; Simpson & Ganges-
tad, 1991). This gender difference has been
explained in various ways (e.g, Oliver &
Hyde, 1993), including differential socializa-
tion (men may be socialized and rewarded
for having more sexual partners) and differ-
ential reproductive strategies based on evolu-
tionary selection.

Sexual Frequency

Large national data sets have also assessed
how often people have sex. Although there
is considerable variability in reports of sex-
ual frequency, the overall average (mean or
median) has been found to around 1 to 2

times a week. For example, with data from
the National Survey of Family and House-
holds (NSFH), Call, Sprecher, and Schwartz
(1995) found that married respondents had
an overall mean frequency of 6.3 times per
month. In the NHSLS, the mean frequency
of sexual activity was slightly more than
6.5 times per month (Laumann et al., 1994).
Smith (1998) reported that married respon-
dents in the GSS data reported engaging in
sexual intercourse an average of 61 times
per year, which is slightly more than once
a week.

These national data sets and other large-
scale studies (e.g., Blumstein & Schwartz,
1983 ; Edwards & Booth, 1976), as well
as smaller geographically limited samples
(Greenblat, 1983 ; James, 1983), also indi-
cate that sex declines with age and num-
ber of years married. Thus, early in mar-
riage, couples generally have sex frequently,
but they do so less often over time. The
decline appears to be due to psychologi-
cal (attitudes about aging), social (children
and busy jobs), and biological (illness) fac-
tors associated with the aging process (e.g.,
Call et al., 1995), as well as to a reduction in
novelty associated with being with the same
person for a long period of time. Relation-
ship type also explains variance in sexual

frequency: Sex is more frequent in cohab-
iting relationships than in marital relation-
ships even controlling for relationship length
(e.g., Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983 ; Call et al.,
1995 ; Laumann et al., 1994) and is also
more frequent in gay relationships than in
either lesbian relationships or heterosexual
relationships (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983).
However, sexual frequency is generally not
strongly associated with other social demo-
graphic characteristics, such as religion and
socioeconomic status (e.g., Laumann et al.,
1994). In a later section, we discuss the asso-
ciation between sexual frequency and sexual
and relationship satisfaction.

Attitudes and Beliefs About Sexuality
in a Relational Context

Sexual attitudes refer to what people think
and feel about sexuality, for example,
whether they approve of certain sexual
behaviors (e.g., premarital sex) for them-
selves or others. In this section, we first dis-
cuss how people’s attitudes about premar-
ital sex depend on the relationship stage
of the premarital relationships. Second, we
describe research on other attitudes and
beliefs people develop about sexuality in
close relationships.

Premarital Sexual Standards
and Relationship Stages

Sometimes only one question is included
in a study to assess attitudes about pre-
marital sexuality (e.g., “Do you approve of
sexual intercourse before marriage?”), but
most often multiple-item scales are used to
assess the acceptance of sex for different
relationship stages. The Reiss (1964) Pre-
marital Sexual Permissiveness Scale was the
first widely used sexual permissiveness scale.
It asks respondents to indicate the accept-
ability of sexual behaviors for four levels of
emotional involvement: no affection, strong
affection, in love, and engaged. In a variation
of Reiss’s scale (Sprecher, McKinney, Walsh,
& Anderson, 1988), respondents are asked
about the acceptability of sex for five dating
stages: first date, casually dating, seriously
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dating, preengagement (informal commit-
ment to marry), and engagement.

When social scientists (e.g., Reiss, 1960,
1967) began studying college students’ atti-
tudes about premarital sexuality, the pre-
dominant sexual standards were the absti-
nence standard (the belief that sex is wrong
for both men and women before mar-
riage) and the double standard (greater sex-
ual freedom for men than for women).
More recently, however, young adults have
been most likely to endorse a permissive-
ness with affection standard (sex is permis-
sible in relationships with affection) and,
to a lesser degree, a permissiveness without
affection standard (sex is acceptable regard-
less of the emotional quality of the rela-
tionship; e.g., Sprecher & McKinney, 1993).
These two standards (Reiss, 1967) have also
been referred to as a relational orientation
and a recreational orientation, respectively
(e.g., DeLamater, 1989; Michael, Gagnon,
Laumann, & Kolata, 1994).

For example, Sprecher (1989) and her
colleagues (Sprecher & Hatfield, 1996;
Sprecher et al., 1988) found that young
adults (and especially women) expressed at
least some disapproval of sexual intercourse
on a first date and during casual dating, but
generally approved of sexual intercourse for
seriously dating and more committed stages
(e.g., engagement). However, in their sam-
ple, 10% to 15% of young adults still endorsed
an abstinence standard, that is, believed that
sex should wait until marriage. Men were
more accepting than were women of sexual
behavior at early stages of the relationship
(first date, casually dating), both for them-
selves and for others.

Other scales also measure attitudes about
the appropriateness of sex in casual ver-
sus emotional contexts. For example, the
Hendrick and Hendrick (1987) Sexual Atti-
tudes Scale contains four subscales of sex-
ual attitudes. The largest subscale, Permis-
siveness, measures acceptance of casual sex.
Example items are, “I do not need to be
committed to a person to have sex with
him/her,” and “The best sex is with no
strings attached.” In their research program,
Hendrick and Hendrick (1987, 1995) have
examined the links between sexual atti-

tudes and love styles. Permissiveness has
been found to be strongly associated with
a ludus love style (a game-playing orienta-
tion), and also modestly negatively associated
with storge (friendship love) and agape (self-
less love). (We discuss the other subscales in
the next section.)

Acceptance of sex for casual versus close
relationship conditions is also assessed in
Simpson and Gangestad’s (1991) Sociosex-
uality Scale, which includes attitudinal and
behavioral items that measure a sociosexual
orientation. Two of the attitudinal items are,
“Sex without love is OK,” and “I would have
to be closely attached to someone (both
emotionally and psychologically) before I
could feel comfortable and fully enjoy hav-
ing sex with him or her.” Those with
a restricted sociosexual orientation need
love, commitment, and emotional close-
ness before they would feel comfortable
having sex. Unrestricted individuals, how-
ever, would feel comfortable having sex
under more casual conditions. Simpson,
Wilson, and Winterheld (2004) summarized
research that has found that a more unre-
stricted sociosexual orientation is associ-
ated with being male, having dismissive–
avoidant and fearful–avoidant attachment
orientations, experiencing less commitment
in relationships, and placing greater empha-
sis on selecting mates who are physically
attractive and sexually experienced.

Beliefs About the Role of Sexuality
in Relationships

People also form beliefs about the role of
sexuality in established relationships. For
example, some people believe that sex is
essential to a good marriage, whereas oth-
ers believe it is not that important (e.g.,
Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992 ; Sprecher &
Toro-Morn, 2002). In addition, people hold
beliefs about specific aspects of sexual-
ity, such as the sequence in which sex-
ual behaviors should occur, whether one or
both partners should initiate sex, and where
and when sex should occur (e.g., Geer &
Broussard, 1990).

We have already referred to the Hendrick
and Hendrick (1987) Sexual Attitudes Scale.
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The other subscales, in addition to permis-
siveness, refer to beliefs about specific prac-
tices or the role of sexuality in the relation-
ship. The Sexual Practices subscale includes
several items such as “Birth control is part of
responsible sex” and “Using ‘sex toys’ dur-
ing lovemaking is acceptable.” The Commu-
nion subscale refers to the extent to which
sexuality is viewed as a means for merging
with the partner and includes such items
as “A sexual encounter between two peo-
ple deeply in love is the ultimate human
interaction.” The final subscale, Instrumen-
tality, refers to the extent to which sex is
seen as body focused versus person focused
(e.g., “Sex is primarily a bodily function,
like eating”). Hendrick and Hendrick (1987)
found that men scored higher than women
on permissiveness and instrumentality, but
there were no gender differences on commu-
nion or sexual practices (similar results were
found by Hendrick & Hendrick, 1995). Hen-
drick and Hendrick (1995) also reported that
permissiveness and instrumentality are neg-
atively associated with relationship satisfac-
tion for both men and women. Beliefs about
sexual practices were unrelated to satisfac-
tion, and beliefs about sex as communion
were positively associated with satisfaction.

Although Hendrick and Hendrick (1995)
found associations between certain sexual
beliefs (e.g., communion, instrumentality)
and relationship satisfaction, Fletcher and
Kininmonth (1992) found that the degree
to which people believe that sex and pas-
sion are important for a successful and happy
relationship is not associated with their
relationship satisfaction. These beliefs were
measured as a part of a larger Relationship
Beliefs Scale (e.g., Fletcher & Kininmonth,
1992) and included such items as, “The
best relationships are built on strong sexual
attraction,” “Without good sex relationships
do not survive,” and “Sexual compatibility
is essential to good relationships.” Fletcher
and Kininmonth found that both student
and nonstudent samples believe sex and pas-
sion are at least somewhat important to rela-
tionship success and that men rate passion as
more important than do women.

In sum, people have diverse attitudes,
standards, and beliefs about sexuality in

close relationships. These attitudes and
beliefs are likely to influence the meaning
given to sexual acts in a current relation-
ship. In addition, sexual attitudes and beliefs
can influence initial attraction and relation-
ship development, which we discuss in the
next section.

Sexuality and Attraction
and Relationship Development

People enter new relationships with a sexual
history and a constellation of sexual beliefs
and attitudes. These sexual standards and
past sexual behaviors can influence their
desirability as a dating or marriage part-
ner to others. Two types of methods have
been used to demonstrate the association
between a person’s sexuality and his or her
mate desirability.

In one method, called mate selection
studies (e.g., Buss, 1989a), people are pre-
sented with a list of traits or characteris-
tics and are asked how much they would
desire each trait in a partner. Included in
this list are one or more traits associated
with sexuality. The second method is exper-
imental, in which participants are presented
with information about a bogus stranger and
asked how much they would be attracted
to the person for a dating or marital rela-
tionship (e.g., Sprecher et al., 1991). The
bogus stranger’s degree of sexual experi-
ence is manipulated. Both methods generally
demonstrate that low to moderate amounts
of current or past sexual activities are desired
more in a partner than is a history of many
sexual partners or casual sexual activity
(e.g., Bettor, Hendrick, & Hendrick, 1995 ;
O’Sullivan, 1995 ; Sprecher, McKinney, &
Orbuch, 1991; Sprecher, Regan, McKinney,
Maxwell, & Wazienski, 1997).

There may be several explanations for
why someone with less sexual experience is
perceived to be more attractive than some-
one with more sexual experience, includ-
ing (a) there is a greater risk of HIV and
other STDs with a partner who has had
many prior sexual partners or liberal sexual
attitudes; (b) the implication may be that a
person who has had multiple sexual partners
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may not remain faithful (research indicates
that unfaithfulness is considered unattrac-
tive in a partner; e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993);
and (c) the rewards associated with being
someone’s first or nearly first sexual part-
ner. Although sexual experience does not
generally contribute to attraction or desire,
sexual passion and a high sex drive are val-
ued traits in a partner (e.g., Buss & Schmitt,
1993 ; Regan, Levin, Sprecher, Christopher,
& Cate, 2000; Sprecher & Regan, 2002).
Furthermore, chastity or virginity, although
valued more than sexual experience, is less
important than other traits (e.g., kindness,
physical attractiveness, social status) in the
consideration of desirability of the partner
(e.g., Sprecher et al., 1997).

The degree to which prior sexual expe-
rience is considered less desirable than lack
of sexual experience, however, may depend
on the relational context and the other per-
son’s sexual experience. Prior sexual expe-
rience can increase attraction or desirability
when the target person is being considered
for a short-term sexual relationship (e.g.,
Kenrick, Sundie, Nicastle, & Stone, 2001;
Sprecher et al., 1991; Sprecher & Regan,
2002). In addition, people who themselves
have extensive sexual experience are more
attracted to someone with considerable sex-
ual experience than are people with less or
no sexual experience (e.g., Sprecher et al.,
1997; Wiederman & Dubois, 1998).

The mate selection and experimental
methods have also been used to examine
whether the traits that attract people to
someone as a sexual partner (i.e., sexual
fling) are the same as those that attract them
to someone for a long-term relationship. An
attractive appearance has been found to be
a more important determinant of desirabil-
ity for a sexual relationship than for a long-
term relationship (e.g., Regan, 1998; Regan
& Berscheid, 1997; Sprecher & Regan, 2002).
Furthermore, people are less demanding of
a sexual partner than of a date or mate in
regard to intrinsic personality characteristics
(Sprecher & Regan, 2002).

Sexual attitudes and past sexual behavior
affect not only initial attraction but also how
soon the couple begins to have sex. If two

partners enter the relationship with exten-
sive prior sexual experience or liberal sexual
attitudes, they are likely to have sex rela-
tively early in their relationship, compared
with their more sexually restrictive coun-
terparts. Furthermore, the woman’s previ-
ous sexual experiences have a greater impact
than the man’s in heterosexual relationships.
For example, in the Boston Dating Couples
Study, Peplau, Rubin, and Hill (1977) found
that if the woman had previous sexual expe-
rience, the dating couple typically had sex-
ual intercourse within 2 months, but if the
woman was a virgin upon entering the dat-
ing relationship, the average time until sex-
ual intercourse was more than 8 months.
A man’s prior sexual experience had much
less influence on how soon the couple began
having sex.

Sexual Expression, Sexual
Satisfaction, and Relationship Quality

There is considerable empirical evidence
supporting the interplay between the emo-
tional and sexual aspects of close relation-
ships. At the same time, it is not uncommon
for people to experience emotional bonding
in the absence of sexual desire for a spe-
cific person, or the reverse – sexual desire
in the absence of emotional attachment
(Diamond, 2003). However, it is safe to say
that in romantically based relationships, the
emotional–pair–bonding aspects are closely
associated with the sexual aspects. In this
section, we focus on this association of emo-
tional and sexual aspects of romantic close
relationships. We acknowledge that the link
between emotional and sexual factors may
be reciprocal and mediated by several sex-
ual and nonsexual factors.

The Link between Sexual
and Relationship Quality

The positive association between sexual sat-
isfaction and relationship quality in close
relationships has considerable empirical sup-
port. People who say they are sexually sat-
isfied in their relationships are also likely
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to report higher levels of overall relation-
ship satisfaction. This association has been
found in marital (Blumstein & Schwartz,
1983 ; Cupach & Comstock, 1990; Edwards
& Booth, 1994 ; Henderson-King & Veroff,
1994), dating–premarital (Byers, Demmons,
& Lawrance, 1998; Davies, Katz, & Jackson,
1999; Sprecher, 2002), and homosexual cou-
ples (Kurdek, 1991). Sexual satisfaction is
related not only to relationship satisfaction,
it is also positively associated with other indi-
cators of relationship quality, such as love
(Aron & Henkemeyer, 1995 ; Grote & Frieze,
1998; Sprecher & Regan, 1998; Yela, 2000)
and commitment or the likelihood that the
relationship will last (Pinney, Gerrard, &
Denney, 1987; Sprecher, 2002 ; Sprecher,
Metts, Burleson, Hatfield, & Thompson,
1995 ; Waite & Joyner, 2001). The causal link
between sexual and nonsexual aspects of
relationships may be direct (e.g., when one
increases, it causes increases in the other).
On the other hand, it may be that sex-
ual dimensions affect other relationship pro-
cesses (e.g., sexual communication, conflict)
that in turn lead to changes in general rela-
tionship dimensions. Conversely, changes in
general relationship dimensions may affect
relationship processes, which then induce
changes in the sexual dimensions of a rela-
tionship. Unfortunately, there is surpris-
ingly little work that directly investigates
processes that might link the sexual and
emotional–pair–bonding dimensions of rela-
tionships. Researchers have only indirectly
studied such processes.

Processes That May Explain the Link
between Sexual Satisfaction
and Relationship Satisfaction

physiological mechanisms

The link between sexual and global relation-
ship satisfaction may be caused by physi-
ological processes. There are no studies in
humans that have explored this pathway.
However, the existing animal research sug-
gests that oxytocin, a neuropeptide hormone
produced in the brain, may be responsible
for the link between the sexual and non-
sexual aspects of relationships. For exam-

ple, in nonhuman mammal experiments, the
introduction of oxytocin into the brains of
animals has been found to facilitate both
interpersonal bonding and sexual interest
and behavior (see Diamond, 2003 , for a
more complete discussion). In other words,
it may be that when the sexual system is
activated, oxytocin is released, which then
activates the interpersonal bonding system;
or the reverse may occur (e.g., activation
of the bonding system leads to oxytocin
release, which activates the sexual system).
Physiological mediation of the association
between the sexual and bonding systems
is consistent with an evolutionary perspec-
tive. Ancestral individuals were likely to be
reproductively successful when they could
establish a strong interpersonal bond with a
mate (Buss, 1994). For females, the strong
bond reduced the likelihood that the male
partner would allocate resources to other
females. Furthermore, when a male estab-
lished a close bond with a female, she would
have been less likely to mate with someone
else, thus increasing the likelihood of pater-
nity for the male.

sexual frequency

Sexual frequency is potentially one impor-
tant mediator between sexual and nonsexual
relationship satisfaction. Sexual frequency
is related positively to sexual satisfaction
(Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983) and general
relationship satisfaction (Call et al., 1995),
suggesting that it may account for the con-
nection between sexual satisfaction and gen-
eral relationship satisfaction. It is plausible
that when people are generally satisfied with
their partners, they may engage in more fre-
quent intercourse, which may lead to greater
sexual satisfaction. Increased sexual satisfac-
tion may then lead to even more sexual inter-
course, which could then promote greater
overall global relationship satisfaction, thus
establishing a cyclical process. Research has
not addressed such cyclical–reciprocal pro-
cesses, however.

In addition, we are not aware of any
studies that have explored the processes
that link sexual frequency with sexual and
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global relationship satisfaction. Exploring
these processes could be facilitated by more
theoretical work in the area. For example,
why would increased sexual frequency lead
to sexual satisfaction? From an exchange
perspective, one might postulate that sex-
ual frequency increases when partners per-
ceive high rewards from both sexual and
nonsexual aspects of the relationship. From
a symbolic interaction perspective, increased
sexual frequency might occur when people
believe that they are competent in perform-
ing their role as wife, husband, or sex partner.
Future research should address these issues.

sexual communication

Sexual communication is related to both
sexual (Byers & Demmons, 1999; Chesney,
Blakeney, Cole, & Chan, 1981) and general
relationship satisfaction (Byers & Demmons,
1999; Yelsma, 1986), suggesting that it might
mediate between sexual and global relation-
ship satisfaction. One important type of sex-
ual communication, initiation or refusal of
sexual interaction, is related to both sex-
ual and global relationship satisfaction. Not
surprisingly, increased refusals are related to
lower sexual and relationship satisfaction,
and increased levels of initiation are related
positively to sexual and relationship satis-
faction (Byers & Heinlein, 1989). Logically,
when people are generally dissatisfied with a
relationship, they may express their discon-
tent through increased refusals to engage in
sex, which then leads to increased sexual dis-
satisfaction. On the other hand, people who
are dissatisfied with sex in the relationship
may refuse initiations to avoid further aver-
sive sexual interactions, which then can lead
to lower general satisfaction.

A second possible communicative medi-
ator of the link between sexual and relation-
ship satisfaction is the expression of likes and
dislikes for sexual behavior. Again, the dis-
closure of likes and dislikes to a partner is
positively related to both sexual and global
relationship satisfaction (Byers & Demmons,
1999; MacNeil & Byers, 1997; Purnine &
Carey, 1997). These associations have been
uncovered in both homosexual and hetero-
sexual couples (Masters & Johnson, 1979).

Sexually satisfied people are likely to express
their sexual likes and dislikes to each other.
The resulting pleasure from engaging in pre-
ferred activities, or not engaging in disliked
activities, may result in increased satisfac-
tion in the relationship. However, an equally
likely reverse path is that people who are
satisfied with their relationships may feel
comfortable disclosing their sexual likes and
dislikes, thus leading to increased sexual sat-
isfaction. Researchers have used exchange
principles to explain the association of sex-
ual communication with sexual and global
relationship satisfaction (Byers & Demmons,
1999). However, symbolic interaction the-
ory, which posits that relationships are nego-
tiated and constructed through couples’
communication, seems particularly applica-
ble to research in this area.

When likes and dislikes differ between
partners and partners refuse sexual initia-
tions, conflict about sex can result. We turn
to this topic next.

sexual conflict

Sexual conflict between partners may also
link sexual and global relationship satisfac-
tion in relationships. Relational conflict can
arise when couples disagree about the fre-
quency of sexual interaction, types of sex-
ual activity, the inability to be sexually satis-
fied by the partner, and myriad other issues.
However, the existing research on sexual
conflict in ongoing romantic relationships is
rather sparse.

Researchers have examined people’s
reports of conflict over sexual issues as it
relates to sexual and nonsexual relationship
quality. However, there are relatively few
studies addressing these links. The exist-
ing studies have shown that sexual con-
flict is negatively associated with sexual
and global relationship satisfaction in dating
(Long, Cate, Fehsenfeld, & Williams, 1996)
and married relationships (Buss, 1989b). In
a dating study (Long et al., 1996), conflict
over sexual issues (e.g., conflict over sexual
frequency, amount of foreplay) was nega-
tively related to both sexual and relation-
ship satisfaction. Also, sexual conflict pre-
dicted general relationship satisfaction over
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and above the contribution of general con-
flict in the relationship in a 4-month follow-
up of the respondents, suggesting a unique
role for sexual conflict. A study with mar-
ried individuals uncovered similar associa-
tions (Buss, 1989b). In this study, women
experienced lower general satisfaction and
sexual satisfaction the more their husbands
were sexually aggressive. On the other hand,
men were less generally satisfied and less sex-
ually satisfied the more their wives were sex-
ually withholding. In addition, Shackelford
and Buss (1997) found that sexual conflict
was negatively related to partners’ esteem
for their spouses. However, other research
has failed to demonstrate that sexual con-
flict is related to general relationship satis-
faction (Hurlbert, Apt, Hurlbert, & Pierce,
2000) but supported the link of sexual con-
flict with sexual satisfaction.

An evolutionary framework may be par-
ticularly useful in examining the role of sex-
ual conflict in sexual and global relation-
ship satisfaction. Evolutionary theory posits
that sexual and other marital conflict lead
to loss of esteem for the spouse (Shackel-
ford & Buss, 1997). In early humans, such
loss of spousal esteem would have moti-
vated individuals to seek alternative partners
with whom they would be more reproduc-
tively successful. Consequently, over histor-
ical time, present-day individuals retain the
tendency for sexual conflict to be disruptive
of committed relationships.

In summary, the association of sexual
and global relationship satisfaction is well
established. However, little is known about
the mechanisms that link the two phenom-
ena. Several mechanisms may link sexual
and relationship satisfaction, such as phys-
iological connections, coital frequency, sex-
ual communication, and sexual conflict. In
the next section, we discuss a more extreme
type of sexual conflict, sexual aggression, as
well as sexual jealousy.

The Dark Side of Sexuality

Although individuals are typically satisfied
with their sexuality, sexuality can have a

dark side. Individuals may suffer sexual
dysfunction, partners can have extradyadic
affairs, and couples may experience incom-
patibility. In this section, we focus on two
common negative sides of sexuality: sexual
aggression and sexual jealousy.

Sexual Aggression

Although most sexual interaction involves
consensual acts between willing partners,
this is not always the case. In fact, a recent
national survey revealed that 17.6% of the
females who participated were victims of
rape or attempted rape (Tjaden & Thoennes,
2000). Intimate partners (current or for-
mer spouse, cohabitant, or a dating partner)
accounted for 62% of the sexual assaults for
women over age 18, and these individuals
were more apt to injure their partner phys-
ically than were strangers or nonintimate
acquaintances. Men who took part in the sur-
vey were not as likely to be victims; only 3%
experienced rape or attempted rape. Their
experiences were different from women’s
in other ways as well. Their assailants were
more apt to be the same gender (male), their
abuse typically occurred when they were
under age 12 , and intimate partners were
much less likely to be perpetrators (only 18%
of the cases).

relational dynamics of sexual aggression

A number of relational dimensions con-
tribute to sexual aggression. Power is one
dimension. Sexually aggressive single men
and women, as well as sexually aggressive
married men, exert control over their part-
ners in areas of the relationship outside
of the bedroom (Christopher & McQuaid,
1998; Finkelhor & Yllö, 1985). Commit-
ment is another dimension. The chances of
male sexual aggression increase with a com-
mitment to monogamy among young sin-
gle adults (Christopher, Owens, & Stecker,
1993) and adolescents (Small & Kerns, 1993).
Moreover, some husbands see marriage as
a license to victimize their wives sexually
(Russell, 1990).

Two additional interrelated relational
dimensions, consensual sexual behaviors and
communication difficulties, play roles in
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sexual aggression in dating relationships. In
some cases, consensual but noncoital behav-
iors preceded acts of single male sexual
aggression (Kanin, 1970; Kanin & Parcell,
1977). At other times, couples have pre-
viously engaged in a given sexual act, but
the woman is unwilling to do so at a par-
ticular time (Lloyd & Emery, 1991). Kanin
(1970) speculated that women might not
always understand that their dating partners
become confused when they receive mixed
signals of willingness. This may be especially
true of men with a proclivity for using sexual
aggression. It is not unusual for such single
men to believe that their partners lead them
on, even when this was not their partner’s
intention (Muehlenhard & Linton, 1987).
Moreover, they may question the truthful-
ness of women’s clear and direct messages of
sexual refusal (Malamuth & Brown, 1994).

individual traits associated

with sexual aggression

A number of traits characterize sexually
aggressive men compared with their nonag-
gressive peers. Sex is often more central in
lives of sexually aggressive men. Single sexu-
ally aggressive men report having more coital
partners (Koss, Leonard, Beezley, & Oros,
1985) and are more likely to engage in coitus
in uncommitted relationships (Lalumière
& Quinsey, 1996). Sexually aggressive hus-
bands may want sex up to 4 times a day
and to engage in extreme sexual behav-
iors according to their wives (Finkelhor &
Yllö, 1985). Not surprisingly, some sexu-
ally aggressive men, both single and mar-
ried, find sex paired with violence arousing
(Malamuth, 1986; Russell, 1990).

Other traits covary with the use of aggres-
sion. Single sexually aggressive men are more
likely to accept rape myths and interper-
sonal violence (Byers & Eno, 1991) and feel
hostile toward women (Malamuth, Lintz,
Heavey, Barnes, & Acker, 1995). In addition,
single sexually aggressive men, compared
with nonaggressive peers, possess more tra-
ditional attitudes about women’s place in
society (Muehlenhard & Falcon, 1990) and
more strongly endorse masculinity (Dean &
Malamuth, 1997).

contextual influences associated with

sexual aggression

Single sexually aggressive men often join
social groups with strong masculine orienta-
tions such as fraternities or sports teams (e.g.,
Frinter & Rubinson, 1993) and have friends
who tend to be similarly aggressive toward
their own dating partners (DeKeseredy &
Kelly, 1995). These friends and social organi-
zations likely support members’ acts of sex-
ual aggression by rewarding “sexual achieve-
ments” with increased social status (Koss &
Dinero, 1988).

Another contextual influence on sexual
aggression occurs on a cultural level. Legal
support existed until recently in many states
for husbands raping their wives (Russell,
1990). The lack of legal interdictions against
husbands illustrates Burt’s (1980) proposi-
tion that attitudinal support for men’s sex-
ual aggressiveness exists on a societal level.
Investigations of this proposition generally
confirm it but reveal that supportive atti-
tudes are especially prevalent among single
men who hold sex-role stereotyped beliefs
(Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Even adoles-
cents, particularly boys, often believe that it
is permissible for a boy to force a girl to have
sex under certain circumstances (Morrison,
McLeod, Morrison, Anderson, & O’Connor,
1997).

Sexual Jealousy

Estimates of extradyadic affairs run as high
as 30% in marriages (Laumann et al., 1994)
and 40% in dating relationships (Wiederman
& Hurd, 1999). Undoubtedly, these inci-
dents or even the suspicion of these inci-
dents likely trigger feelings of sexual jeal-
ousy (see Buunk & Dijkstra, this volume).
Sexual jealousy occurs when partners sus-
pect or know that their partner has had
a sexual encounter with someone else
(Guerrero, Spitzberg, & Yoshimura, 2004).
Suspicions of an affair may be triggered by
a partner’s expression of relationship dissat-
isfaction, disengagement, unwillingness to
spend time together, inconsiderateness, crit-
icism, expressions of guilt, or reluctance to
talk about a particular person (Shackelford



sexuality in close relationships 475

& Buss, 1997). These signs may also gen-
erate emotional jealousy or jealousy based
on knowledge or suspicions that a partner is
emotionally involved with another.

Explanations of jealousy have focused on
its antecedents including evolution and biol-
ogy, culture, personality, qualities of the rela-
tionship, situational factors, and intention-
ally induced jealousy (see Guerrero et al.,
2004 , for a review). Testing evolutionary-
based hypotheses, however, has dominated
this area of research. According to these
hypotheses, extradyadic sexual involvement
generates concerns about certainty of pater-
nity for men. Men therefore would be more
jealous than women when infidelity involves
sexual acts. Women, on the other hand,
can be certain of their maternal status but
more concerned that their partner continue
to provide resources; hence, women should
be more jealous of acts of emotional infi-
delity (for reviews see Buss, 1998; Buunk &
Dijkstra, 2000). Although findings from a
number of studies support these hypotheses
(Buss, 1998), some scholars challenge these
results by citing a reliance on responses to
hypothetical as opposed to actual experi-
ences of infidelity and by reporting incon-
sistent findings when different response
formats are used to examine the same
manipulation (e.g., DeSteno & Salovey,
1996; Harris, 2002).

Thus far in this chapter, we have focused
on sexuality in romantic and marital rela-
tionships. In this final section, we discuss
parental and peer influence on sexuality, par-
ticularly among adolescents.

Sexuality As Affected by Parents
and Peers

Scholars often depict sexual expression as
a dyadic interaction that reflects individ-
ual choice. Research suggests, however, that
social forces also influence sexuality. Much
of this research has focused on sexual deci-
sion making in dating relationships. Parents
and peers represent the most proximal of
these forces and are discussed in this sec-
tion. Religion and ethnicity are more distal

influences on sexuality, and their discussion
is beyond the scope of this chapter, but see
Christopher (2001) for a discussion of the
effects of these factors on adolescent and
young adult sexuality.

Parents’ sexual socialization of their chil-
dren follows a developmental progression
(see Christopher, 2001, for a discussion).
During early childhood, if parents explain
reproduction, they frequently leave out
critical details even when their children
are cognitively ready to understand them2

(Goldman & Goldman, 1982 ; Raffaelli &
Green, 2003). Many parents, in fact, delay
talking to their children about sex and may
unknowingly wait until their child is sexually
active (K. S. Miller, Levin, Whitaker, & Xu,
1998). Even then, the likelihood of parents,
usually mothers, conversing with their off-
spring about sex may be dependent on the
comfort level of the parent (White, Wright,
& Barnes, 1995).

Parents’ effectiveness at socializing their
adolescents in the area of sexuality is depen-
dent on three central qualities of the parent–
child relationship: closeness–support, con-
trol attempts, and monitoring (see B. C.
Miller, 2002 , for a review). Teens are more
likely to adopt sexual attitudes that parallel
their parents, and limit or delay their sexual
involvement, if they feel close to their par-
ents and believe their parents support them
(Davis & Friel, 2001; Luster & Small, 1994).
Teens are also more likely to delay sexual
involvement if their parents exert moderate
levels of control over their offspring’s life
rather than too little or too much (Hovell
et al., 1994 ; B. C. Miller, McCoy, Olson,
& Wallace, 1986) and if they monitor their
teen’s daily activities (Small & Luster, 1994).

Peers are an additional socialization influ-
ence on youth’s sexuality (Gilmore et al.,
2002). Early adolescents are often concerned
with conformity to peer standards. Judg-
ments about peer standards, however, are
tied to teens’ perceptions of their friends’
sexual attitudes and behaviors. These per-
ceptions are positively associated with early
adolescents’ own attitudes and behavior
(Kinsman, Romer, Furstenberg, & Schwartz,
1998). Friends are also the most frequent
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source of teens’ first romantic pairings, pair-
ings which can include coital interaction
(Carver et al., 2003).

The nature of peer influence changes as
youth mature into single young adults. One
of the developmental tasks these individu-
als face is to form an adult identity sepa-
rate from one’s family of origin. Not only do
peers serve as models for sexual identities at
this age (Laumann et al., 1994), but peers
also support experimenting with adult roles
(Berndt, 1996). It is not surprising then that
young adults’ perceptions of their friends’
sexual behavior are positively related to their
own sexual behavior (Cohen & Shotland,
1996; Maticka-Tyndale et al., 2003). It is
important to note though that young adults’
experimentation with sexual roles is addi-
tionally supported by societal attitudes that
become increasingly permissive as youth age
(Smith, 1994).

Conclusions and Future
Research Directions

Several topics about sexuality in a rela-
tional context were discussed in this chapter
including the role of sexuality in the attrac-
tion process, attitudes and beliefs about pre-
marital sex and about the role of sex in
relationships, as well as the complex associ-
ations between sexual satisfaction and rela-
tionship satisfaction. The phenomena of sex-
ual aggression, sexual jealousy, and the role
of parents and peers in influencing sexu-
ality particularly among adolescents were
explored. Finally, we summarized overall
patterns of sexual behavior within a rela-
tional context and discussed methodological
and theoretical issues in studying sexuality in
a relational context. The research reviewed
came from diverse sources and disciplines.

Our review of the literature concern-
ing the link of sexuality with relationship
dynamics showed that there is a great need
for more research in this area. We believe
that future research is needed in a number of
specific areas. First, research should examine
the mechanisms that link the sexual dimen-

sions of relationships with general relation-
ship dimensions; relational aspects such as
sexual communication, sexual conflict, and
other factors may be responsible for this
association. The search for mediators might
additionally include physiological mediators
(see Diamond, 2003), motivated cognition,
or positive illusion processes in relationships
(Murray, 1999).

Second, examining the association of sex-
uality with close relationships could bene-
fit from investigating more proximal rela-
tionship processes. This would require more
attention to within-person or within-couple
research designs compared with between-
person designs that allow generalization of
findings only to the group level. For exam-
ple, daily diary designs and the use of multi-
level modeling statistical methods (Bryk &
Raudenbush, 1992) allow investigators to
make conclusions at the daily level. A
between-persons analysis of the link of sex-
ual satisfaction with relationship satisfaction
may allow one to conclude that on average
(e.g., the group level), the two constructs are
positively related. A within-person analysis
of daily diary data might show that sexual
and relationship satisfaction are positively
related thereby allowing researchers to con-
clude that on days when sexual satisfaction
is high, so is relationship satisfaction. Such
data may prove useful for designing inter-
vention programs addressing sexual issues in
relationships.

Other researchers could help to illumi-
nate the role of sexuality in marriage, a role
that has been previously ignored. Christo-
pher and Kisler (2004) speculated that mar-
ital partners have a number of sexual role
expectations and seek therapy when expec-
tations are violated; their assertion is wor-
thy of empirical testing. Investigators of mar-
ital sexuality should additionally consider
broadening the sexual variables they include
beyond coital frequency. The saliency of
sex, sexual variation, and sexual desire
represent additional variables that could
be explored.

We also encourage research on how
changes in society, including in technology
and the medicalization of sexuality, affect
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the sexual relationship of couples. For exam-
ple, in the technology realm, the Internet
provides ready access to sexual materials.
Does such availability positively affect cou-
ples’ sexuality? Couples can potentially use
the Internet to increase sexual excitement,
to learn about new techniques, or to obtain
information for their sexual questions or
problems. Contrarily, the ready availabil-
ity of pornography or cybersexual relation-
ships may promote secret liaisons, jealous
reactions, or cause couples to redefine the
boundaries of their relationship. These areas
are worthy of investigation.

In the medical realm, we know little
about how the availability of Viagra and
other sex drugs has affected the sex lives
of couples. Preliminary evidence (e.g., Pallas,
Levine, Althof, & Risen, 2000) suggests that
both men and their partners are satisfied
with men’s increased ability to maintain
an erection. However, the long-term conse-
quence for couples’ relationships character-
ized by the use of these drugs has not been
studied. Do they increase the desirability of
the partners, the couple’s intimacy, or their
relationship satisfaction? How long do these
effects last? These and many other issues
could be examined in future research that
focuses on sexuality in a relational context.

Footnotes

1. Sexuality should not be confused with sex-
ual orientation, which focuses on the sex of
one’s partner.

2 . This was not true of Scandinavian parents
who typically provided detailed explanations
of reproductions to their children (Goldman
& Goldman, 1982).
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Given that all people seek happiness and all
people desire to be happy, the feelings of
loneliness as registered among adolescents,
young adults (Marcoen, Goossens, & Caes,
1987; Sippola & Bukowski, 1999), midlife
and older adults (see among many others,
Lopata, 1996) reveal a major problem
in society. Although there is a general
core to loneliness – the evaluation of a
discrepancy between the desired and the
achieved network of relationships as a neg-
ative experience – the forms of loneliness
and their antecedents vary enormously
according to personal and contextual deter-
minants. Despite the fact that loneliness
is not treated as a specific clinical entity
(Mijuskovic, 1996), Russell, Peplau, and
Cutrona (1980) presented evidence on the
uniqueness of loneliness as a phenomenon
in its own right. After being largely ignored
by social scientists until the mid-20th
century, an ever-increasing flow of work
since the 1970s amply testifies to the utility
of loneliness as an important concept.
This chapter addresses the concepts of
loneliness and social isolation using theo-
retical ideas and empirical evidence from

various sources and disciplines including
psychology, sociology, and anthropology.

The Concepts of Loneliness and
Social Isolation

Loneliness

The oldest publication about loneliness is
Über die Einsamkeit (Zimmermann, 1785–
1786). More recent efforts to conceptual-
ize loneliness started in the 1950s with the
publication “Loneliness” by Fromm Reich-
man (1959). Empirical research into loneli-
ness was supported by the efforts of Perlman
and Peplau (1981), who defined loneliness
as “the unpleasant experience that occurs
when a person’s network of social relations
is deficient in some important way, either
quantitatively or qualitatively” (p. 31). A
second definition of loneliness, frequently
used in European countries, is formulated
as follows:

Loneliness is a situation experienced by
the individual as one where there is
an unpleasant or inadmissible lack of
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(quality of) certain relationships. This
includes situations, in which the number
of existing relationships is smaller than
is considered desirable or admissible, as
well as situations where the intimacy one
wishes for has not been realized. (De Jong
Gierveld, 1987, p. 12 0)

Central to both definitions is that loneliness
is a subjective and negative experience, and
the outcome of a cognitive evaluation of the
match between the quantity and quality of
existing relationships and relationship stan-
dards. The opposite of loneliness is belong-
ingness or embeddedness.

Social Isolation

Social isolation concerns the objective char-
acteristics of a situation and refers to the
absence of relationships with other people.
The central question is this: To what extent
is he or she alone? There is a continuum
running from social isolation at the one end
to social participation at the other. Persons
with a very small number of meaningful ties
are, by definition, socially isolated. Loneli-
ness is not directly connected to objective
social isolation; the association is of a more
complex nature.

The Relationship Between Social Isolation
and Loneliness

Loneliness is but one of the possible out-
comes of the evaluation of a situation
characterized by a small number of rela-
tionships. Socially isolated persons are not
necessarily lonely, and lonely persons are not
necessarily socially isolated in an objective
sense. An individual who is well positioned
in terms of objective social participation can
occupy virtually any position on the subjec-
tive continuum. Where a person ends up
on the subjective continuum depends on
his or her relationship standards. Some peo-
ple with a small number of social contacts
might feel lonely; others might feel suffi-
ciently embedded. An example of the latter
situation is that of a person who prefers to be
alone and opts for privacy as a means toward
avoiding undesired social contacts and rela-
tionships. Acknowledging the importance of
relationship standards, Perlman and Peplau

(1981) developed a cognitive or cognitive
discrepancy theoretical approach to loneli-
ness that focuses on the subjective evalua-
tion of relationships in association with the
personal standards for an optimal network of
social relationships. The cognitive approach
also considers the activities a person might
undertake to restore the imbalance between
the actual and the ideal situation. Thus,
a person’s position on the subjective con-
tinuum is affected not only by the type,
nature and the saliency of the contacts
missed, but also by the time perspective
required to “solve” and upgrade problematic
relationships, and the capacities to change
the situation.

Types of Loneliness

Several components of loneliness can be dis-
tinguished. Zimmerman (1785 /1786) differ-
entiated between a positive and a negative
type of loneliness. The positive type of lone-
liness is related to situations such as the
voluntary withdrawal from the daily has-
sles of life and is oriented toward higher
goals: reflection, meditation, and commu-
nication with God. Nowadays, the posi-
tive type of loneliness is more frequently
referred to by a separate concept: privacy.
Privacy is voluntary; it concerns a freely
chosen situation of (temporary) absence of
contacts with other people. The negative
type of loneliness is related to an unpleas-
ant or inadmissible lack of personal rela-
tionships and contacts with important oth-
ers, as formulated in the definitions given in
this chapter. This is the concept of loneli-
ness that is nowadays used in theories and
research. Moreover, it is the type of lone-
liness that best fits the everyday concept
of loneliness.

Weiss (1973) differentiated between emo-
tional loneliness, stemming from the absence
of an intimate figure or a close emotional
attachment (a partner, a best friend), and
social loneliness stemming from the absence
of a broader group of contacts, or an engag-
ing social network (friends, colleagues, and
people in the neighborhood). Emotional
loneliness arises when a partner relationship
dissolves through widowhood or divorce and
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is characterized by intense feelings of empti-
ness, abandonment, and forlornness. This
type of loneliness is only solvable by start-
ing a new intimate relationship. Social sup-
port from family and friends cannot com-
pensate the loss of the attachment figure
(Stroebe, Stroebe, Abakoumkin, & Schut,
1996). The social type of loneliness is related
to the absence of a wider network of
friends with common interests. According to
Weiss (1973), social loneliness is frequently
reported by young homemakers, who have
moved to an area where they are newcom-
ers. Their husbands, however supportive and
intimate, cannot fill the gap that is caused
by the absence of a group of friends and
others with whom to socialize. The distinc-
tion between social and emotional loneliness
has again been gaining attention. In recent
years, researchers have used the two types
to better understand the determinants and
expressions of loneliness. Both the De Jong
Gierveld loneliness scale (De Jong Gierveld
& Van Tilburg, 1999a, 1999b; Dykstra & De
Jong Gierveld, 2004 ; Van Baarsen, Snijders,
Smit, & Van Duijn, 2001) and the Social
and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults
(SELSA); (DiTommaso & Spinner, 1993 ;
Ernst & Cacioppo, 1999) have proved to be
valid and reliable measuring instruments for
emotional and social loneliness (see the next
section for additional information).

Measuring Instruments

Loneliness has a negative connotation.
Lonely people carry a social stigma. For
those reasons it is embarrassing to talk about
feelings of loneliness, in particular for men
(Borys & Perlman, 1985), and people with
deficiencies in their relationships do not
always admit to being lonely. The use of
direct questions including the words “lonely”
or “loneliness” to investigate loneliness is
likely to result in underreporting. Some
loneliness scales consist of items exclud-
ing any reference to loneliness, whereas
other scales include one or more such items.
In discussing different measuring instru-
ments, Shaver and Brennan (1991) argued
that the exclusion of explicit references to
loneliness gives rise to disagreements on

content validity. In their view, it is unclear
whether one is measuring relationship sat-
isfaction or loneliness. We disagree: Many
instruments are validated by showing they
correlate with self-reports of loneliness. We
describe two loneliness scales that have
no explicit references to loneliness and
have been used in many research projects
(Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001b).

The UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell,
Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980) has been trans-
lated into several languages. In the original
version, all the items were worded in a neg-
ative or “lonely” direction. Because of con-
cerns about how the negative wording of
the items might affect scores (i.e., response
sets), a revised version of the scale was devel-
oped that included items worded in a lonely
and a nonlonely direction. The wording of
the items and the response format have
been simplified to facilitate administration
of the measure to less educated populations
(Russell, 1996).

De Jong Gierveld and colleagues con-
ducted qualitative research as the first step
in developing a loneliness scale. The 1985

version (De Jong Gierveld & Kamphuis,
1985 ; De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg,
1999a) consists of 11 items. Five items are
positively phrased, and six are negatively
phrased. The reliability and homogeneity
of the scale have proven to be satisfac-
tory in different Dutch samples adopting
different modes of data collection (Van
Tilburg & De Leeuw, 1991). Using the scale
in self-administered questionnaires results
in higher scale means than if the scale
is used in face-to-face or telephone inter-
views (De Leeuw, 1992). This finding is in
line with Sudman and Bradburn’s (1974)
observation that, compared with interviews,
the more anonymous the setting in which
self-administered surveys are completed,
the more the results show self-disclosure
and reduce the tendency of respondents to
present themselves in a favorable light. The
De Jong Gierveld scale was not developed
to assess types of loneliness but rather to
measure the severity of feelings of loneli-
ness. Researchers can choose to use the scale
as a one-dimensional measure. As a whole,
the scale is moderately, yet sufficiently
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homogeneous. The items were, however,
developed with Weiss’s (1973) distinction
between social and emotional loneliness
in mind. For that reason, researchers can
choose to use two subscales (one for emo-
tional and one for social loneliness) that have
moderate intercorrelations.

Conceptual Approaches to
Understanding Loneliness

Several theoretical approaches have been
used for analyzing loneliness (Derlega &
Margulis, 1982 ; Perlman & Peplau, 1981).
Weiss (1974), a leading proponent of the
attachment perspective, suggested that there
are different provisions of relationships (e.g.,
attachment, sense of worth, etc.), each asso-
ciated with a specific type of relationships.
He contended that as long as the provider
is trustworthy, we can obtain guidance and
assistance, often needed during stressful sit-
uations, and in alleviating loneliness. The
main approaches to loneliness focus on
individual-level characteristics that predis-
pose people to become lonely or to persist
in being lonely (Marangoni & Ickes, 1989;
Rokach & Brock, 1996). In our view, greater
insight into loneliness will be gained by
bringing together individual level character-
istics and contextual characteristics. Exam-
ples of the latter are sociocultural factors and
sociostructural characteristics of the individ-
ual’s environment. In this section, we start
with a description of the individual level
factors contributing to loneliness. We con-
tinue with the sociocultural factors that con-
tribute to loneliness, more specifically, the
social standards. Finally, the sociostructural
factors modulating the risks of loneliness are
addressed, particularly the socioeconomic
characteristics of the contextual setting.

The Cognitive Approach to Loneliness
(Individual Level)

Thanks to the efforts of Peplau and Perlman
(1982) who, at the end of the 1970s, brought
together loneliness researchers from the
United States, Canada, and Europe, mea-

suring instruments and research into the
determinants of loneliness became more or
less “standardized.” From that point in time,
loneliness research in different regions of the
world has been largely comparable in terms
of design and theoretical modeling. Draw-
ing on the cognitive approach to loneliness
(Dykstra & De Jong Gierveld, 1994 ; Perlman
& Peplau, 1981), analyses focus on subjec-
tive experiences and on cognitive processes
that mediate the association between rela-
tionship characteristics and the experience
of loneliness. A shortage of achieved as com-
pared with desired relationships does not
directly and inevitably lead to loneliness but
is first perceived and evaluated. Social com-
parisons are key to this process. For example,
social comparison may affect how large and
important a social deficit is believed to be
(Perlman & Peplau, 1981).

Researchers adopting the cognitive
approach typically include the following
characteristics in their models: (a) descrip-
tive characteristics of the social network
(intimate relationships as well as the broader
group of acquaintances, colleagues, neigh-
bors, and extended kin); (b) relationship
standards, (c) personality characteristics
(e.g., social skills, self-esteem, shyness,
anxiety, introversion); and (d) background
characteristics (e.g., gender and health).
First, we address various components of the
network of social relationships.

marital and partner status

From Durkheim onward, marriage has
been seen as an avenue toward alleviat-
ing social isolation and loneliness. Research
has repeatedly shown the protective effect
of an intimate partner bond on the phys-
ical, financial and mental well-being of
both men and women (Waite & Gallagher,
2000). Although, in Western and Northern
Europe “new” partnerships such as consen-
sual unions and “living apart and together”
relationships are becoming increasingly pop-
ular, it is the content and not the form of
the partner bond that matters (Coleman,
Ganong, & Fine, 2000; De Jong Gierveld,
2004 ; Dykstra, 2004). A partner does not
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always provide protection against loneliness.
Persons with a partner who is not their
most supportive network member tend to be
very lonely (Van Tilburg, 1988). Generally
speaking, however, persons with a part-
ner bond tend to be better protected from
loneliness than persons without a partner
bond (Dannenbeck, 1995 ; Wenger, Davies,
Shahtahmasebi, & Scott, 1996).

Several mechanisms can explain why the
absence of a partner in the household makes
people more vulnerable to loneliness. First,
a key structuring influence in the social net-
work is missing: The size and broader com-
position of the network are strongly linked
with the presence of a partner (Pinquart &
Sörensen, 2001a). Persons living alone have
smaller networks than those living with a
partner. Second, when help is needed, the
persons living alone lack in-house support
and, by definition, have to orient themselves
toward others outside the household. Third,
living alone is, in many cases, the result of the
dissolution of a partner relationship. Those
who remain alone after the death of the
partner are specifically at risk of loneliness,
and the effects on the intensity of loneliness
are recognizable over a long period of time
(Lopata, 1996; Stevens, 1989). The effects
of divorce on loneliness are also known to
continue over long periods of time: Divorce
in middle adulthood continues to affect feel-
ings of loneliness even at older ages (Dykstra
& De Jong Gierveld, 2004). Remarriage,
unmarried cohabitation, and dating help to
resolve loneliness to a certain extent. Find-
ings reported by Peters and Liefbroer (1997)
show that previous disruptions of partner-
ships have an effect on loneliness over and
above current partner status.

kin relationships

Involvement in relationships other than a
partner can also help to prevent or alleviate
loneliness. Hagestad (1981, 1998) described
the socially integrative role of the fam-
ily, arguing that communication and histor-
ical conversations across generations help
maintain continuity across life phases and
strengthen a sense of belonging. The central-

ity of the parent–child bond in people’s lives
is undisputed (Rossi & Rossi, 1990). Adult
children are an important source of compan-
ionship, closeness, and sharing, particularly
for those who live alone. Dykstra (1993) and
Pinquart (2003) have shown, for example,
that contacts with children are more likely
to reduce loneliness among formerly married
than among married older adults. Divorce
often impairs the relationship between par-
ents and children, especially in the case of
fathers (Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 1998; Kitson
& Morgan, 1990). The low level of contact
with adult children is the reason divorced
fathers tend to be lonelier than divorced
mothers (Pinquart, 2003). Siblings are spe-
cial in many ways (Bedford, 1989; Cicirelli,
1995 ; Connidis, 1989; Gold, 1987): There
is the common blood tie, the shared his-
tory of growing up together and of having
the same background. The loss of a sibling
has been found to contribute to loneliness
among older persons (Gold, 1987). Siblings
serve a particularly important function in
alleviating the loneliness of those who lack
the intimate attachment of a partner and
have no children (Pinquart, 2003).

nonkin relationships

The importance of friends for psychologi-
cal well-being is well documented (Blieszner
& Adams, 1992 ; Rawlins, 1995): the joy of
spending time together, the compassion evi-
dent in keeping up with personal ups and
downs, and the exchange of ideas. Rela-
tionships with friends, colleagues, and other
nonkin relationships serve to connect peo-
ple to circles outside their immediate fam-
ily. The benefits of belonging to a set of
interlocking networks can lower the risks of
social loneliness (Connidis & Davies, 1990;
Wagner, Schütze, & Lang, 1999). More-
over, best friends can step in and function
as confidants and in doing so help allevi-
ate emotional loneliness, in particular, for
never partnered or childless adults (Dykstra,

1993 ; Pinquart, 2003). Involvement in
formal organizations is another source of
sociability: Church attendance, activities in
voluntary associations, and volunteer work
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bring people together and are a means of
forming attachments (Pilusuk & Minkler,
1980) and in this way help to prevent or
combat loneliness (Van Tilburg, De Jong
Gierveld, Lecchini, & Marsiglia, 1998).

size and composition of the network

Generally speaking, as the number of rela-
tionships in the social network increases
and as the amount of emotional and social
support exchanged increases, the intensity
of loneliness decreases (Van Tilburg, 1988).
The four closest ties in a person’s network
provide the greatest degree of protection
against loneliness. The protection provided
by additional relationships is marginal (Van
Tilburg, 1990). Diversity across relationship
types also serves to protect against loneliness.
People with networks composed of both
strong and weak ties are less prone to loneli-
ness than people with strong ties only (Van
Tilburg, 1990). Moreover, research (Dykstra,
1990; Silverstein & Chen, 1996) has shown
that people with networks that consist
primarily or entirely of kin ties are more
vulnerable to loneliness than people with
more heterogeneous networks. Those who
are dependent on family members for social
contacts because they lack alternatives tend
to have the highest levels of loneliness.

relationships standards

The cognitive approach to loneliness empha-
sizes that people evaluate whether their
relationships measure up to their standards.
Standards might be what a person aims for
in relationships (e.g., a certain degree of inti-
macy, of frequency of contacts). Standards
might also be desires to have specific types
of relationships (e.g., an intimate partner,
best friends, supportive colleagues). Stan-
dards develop over the course of life. Child-
hood experiences shape needs and desires
for attachment (Bowlby, 1974), which are
altered with new relationship experiences.
Standards regarding partner relationships
are a case in point. Research has shown that
over the course of time, men and women
who have lost their partner by death start
downplaying the advantages of having a

partner and start upgrading the advantages
of being single (Dykstra & De Jong Gierveld,
1994 ; Stevens, 1989). In doing so, they free
the way for other relationships. The less
importance attached to having a partner, the
less lonely the widowed were found to be.

personality characteristics

People with poor social skills and psycholog-
ical resources are likely to experience diffi-
culty developing and maintaining relation-
ships, and for that reason might feel lonely
(Windle & Woods, 2004). Similarly, people
with a neurotic or anxious personality might
harbor unrealistic relationship standards,
and their unmet social needs might give rise
to feelings of loneliness (cf. Jones & Carver,
1991). Feeling socially uncomfortable, fear
of intimacy, being easily intimidated by
others, being unable to communicate ade-
quately to others and developmental deficits
such as childhood neglect and abandonment
are reported by lonely people as the main
causes of their feelings of loneliness (Rokach
& Brock, 1996). Characteristics such as low
self-esteem, shyness and low assertiveness
can predispose people to loneliness and
might also make it more difficult to recover
from loneliness (Peplau & Perlman, 1982).

gender

Chodorow (1978) described the gender-
specific socialization of men and women,
arguing that men and women differ in the
values they ascribe to different types of rela-
tionships. Men socialized to be emotion-
ally independent prefer undemanding rela-
tionships and tend to rely on their wives
and partners for social and emotional sup-
port. Women are socialized to have more
complex affective needs in which an exclu-
sive relationship to a man is not enough.
Results from a meta-analysis (Pinquart &
Sörensen, 2001a) of 102 studies that investi-
gated gender differences in loneliness show
that women report significantly higher lev-
els of loneliness than men. This is more
pronounced in studies in which loneli-
ness is measured with single-item indica-
tors than for studies using higher quality
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loneliness measuring instruments. This dif-
ference might be related to men’s greater
reluctance to report loneliness in response to
direct questions (see the measurement sec-
tion of this chapter; and Borys & Perlman,
1985). In multivariate analyses controlling
for marital status, partner history, socioeco-
nomic factors, and the functioning of the
social network, the effect of gender on lone-
liness decreases (Baltes, Freund, & Horgas,
1999) and becomes insignificant for those in
first marriages (Dykstra, 2004).

health

Loneliness is associated with a variety of
measures of physical health. Those who
are in poor health, whether this is mea-
sured objectively or subjectively, tend to
report higher levels of loneliness (Havens, &
Hall, 2001; Kramer, Kapteyn, Kuik, & Deeg,
2002 ; Mullins, Hall Elston, & Gutkowski,
1996; Penninx et al., 1999; Steverink,
Westerhof, Bode, & Dittmann-Kohli, 2001).
The causal mechanisms underlying the asso-
ciation between loneliness and health are
not well understood, although new lines of
research on the psychophysiology mecha-
nisms and other pathways connecting lone-
liness and health outcomes (see Cacioppo
et al., 2002 ; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2003 ;
Loving, Heffner, & Kiecolt-Glaser, this vol-
ume). Does Poor health lead to loneli-
ness via difficulties in maintaining social
relationships? Or does poor health lead to
an increase in support and a decrease in
loneliness? Penninx et al. (1999) and Van
Tilburg and Broese van Groenou (2002)
showed that investing in relationships by giv-
ing support might pay off in times of need:
Poor health mobilizes network members
and increases support giving. Does loneli-
ness produce Poor health? Could they mutu-
ally influence each other? Perhaps there is
no direct causation but rather an indirect
relationship through a third factor. One pos-
sible reason for the loneliness–health asso-
ciation involves preventive health behaviors
(see Cacioppo, Hawkley, & Bernston, 2003).
Lonely individuals are less likely to engage
in behaviors such as exercise, remember-

ing to take medications or see their doc-
tors, good nutrition, and relaxation (Aartsen,
2003 ; Mahon, Yarcheski, & Yarcheski, 2001;
Pérodeau & du-Fort, 2000).

Loneliness in Context

Empirical studies have focused on
individual-level determinants of loneli-
ness. Much less attention has been paid
to the ways in which social isolation and
loneliness are patterned socially. A relatively
new area of research concerns (a) the soci-
etal patterning of standards for evaluating
one’s social network of relationships and
(b) the societal patterning of social and
economic resources contributing to social
integration. These contextual-level factors
affect the intensity of loneliness either
indirectly via the composition and size of
the individual’s network of relationships or
directly via differences in the evaluation of
a given context. Differences between neigh-
borhoods in mutual concern for the other’s
well-being are an example of societal pat-
terning of resources at the contextual level.
As Thomése, Van Tilburg, and Knipscheer
(2003) showed, as mutual concern for the
other’s well-being and the shared feeling
of community embeddedness increase,
the risk of loneliness at the individual
level decreases.

In this section, we first address the out-
comes of international comparative research
into the relationship on socially differen-
tiated standards and loneliness. Next we
discuss theoretical ideas on contextual dif-
ferences in social and economic resources
and loneliness.

normative climate

People’s relationship standards are shaped
by the normative climate in which they find
themselves. The normative climate in and of
itself can be conducive to loneliness. Norms
and values affect people’s ideas about the
optimal size of the network, and the obliga-
tions and duties of family members.

Johnson and Mullins (1987) suggested
that loneliness is high in collectivist-oriented
communities where sensitivity to social
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exclusion is stronger than in individualis-
tic communities. This hypothesis has been
tested in a number of studies on differ-
ences between North America and Europe.
Rokach, Orzeck, Cripps, Lackovic-Grgin,
and Penezic (2001) compared Canadians
and Croatians (from central-south Europe)
assuming that North American culture poses
a lower loneliness risk than European cul-
ture because of its emphasis on individ-
ual achievement and impersonal relation-
ships. However, their findings revealed that
Canadians experienced more loneliness than
Croatians. Van Tilburg, Havens, and De
Jong Gierveld (2004) observed, in line
with Johnson and Mullins’s hypothesis, that
the likelihood of being emotionally lonely
among older adults without a partner and
of being socially lonely among all older
adults in the study was highest in Tuscany,
Italy, followed by the Netherlands and Man-
itoba, Canada. Swedish centenarians were
more often lonely, in contrast to centenar-
ians in Georgia, United States, who seldom
reported being lonely (Martin, Hagberg, &
Poon, 1997). Stack’s (1998) analysis of World
Values Surveys data showed that adults in
Italy and Japan reported more loneliness
than adults in the United States and Canada,
whereas adults in a number of Western and
Northern European countries as well as in
Australia reported less loneliness than in the
United States and Canada (after controlling
for several individual characteristics such
as marital and parental status, self-reported
health, socioeconomic status, education, and
gender). The assumed dichotomy of two
types of cultures might be too simple. Dif-
ferences within a cultural system are over-
looked. Considerable variability exists within
North America, for example, as illustrated
by research among immigrants and people
born and raised in North America where the
experience of loneliness differed by country
of origin and cultural background (Good-
win, Cook, & Yung, 2001; Rokach & Sharma,
1996). No one has yet offered a comprehen-
sive explanation to account for the range of
cultural differences that have been found.

A set of studies has examined differ-
ences in older adult loneliness across Europe

(İmamoğlu, Küller, İmamoğlu, & Küller,
1993 ; Jylhä & Jokela, 1990). Findings showed
that although living alone became progres-
sively less common from Northern Europe
to Southern Europe, experiences of loneli-
ness progressively increased. According to
the authors the crossnational differences are
attributable to differences in normative cli-
mate. Living alone generally gives rise to
loneliness, but this is the more so in coun-
tries where older adults without a partner
are expected to live with their families (e.g.,
Greece, Italy) and the less so in countries
where older adults without a partner prefer
to live alone (e.g., Finland).

In general, the problems of lonely peo-
ple cannot be regarded as individual failures
only. Characteristics of the societal context,
such as prevailing standards concerning mat-
rimony and the nuclear family, the emphasis
on individual fulfillment, and high expec-
tations about romantic relationships might
also be considered loneliness-provoking fac-
tors, especially so for those living on their
own and parents without parents (Ernst &
Cacioppo, 1999).

socioeconomic context

Perlman and Peplau (1981) argued that in any
setting, factors that increase the frequency of
interaction and foster group cohesiveness are
likely to affect the incidence of loneliness. In
our view, the dimension of socioeconomic
equality versus inequality is among these fac-
tors. Unfortunately empirical research con-
necting socioeconomic inequality (a con-
cept at the contextual level) to individual
loneliness is virtually nonexistent. Phillipson
(2004) has started a program of research

in the United Kingdom that is oriented
toward investigating the consequences of the
deepening social and economic inequality
and the socially deprived circumstances of
groups of impoverished inhabitants of urban
neighborhoods compared with the affluent
subgroups, taking loneliness as the depen-
dent variable (Phillipson, 2004). Research
by Scharf, Phillipson, and Smith (2004) in
some of the most deprived neighborhoods
of the United Kingdom indicated significant
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numbers of people prone to social exclu-
sion (e.g., from social relations, material
resources, and basic services) and experi-
encing neighborhood exclusion. The risk of
being affected by multiple forms of social
exclusion and loneliness was greatest for
those belonging to minority ethnic groups
and the age group of 75 years and over.

In our view, the links between socioe-
conomic inequality and loneliness are a
research area worth pursuing. In doing so,
one can learn from research that inves-
tigates the relationship between socioeco-
nomic inequalities and indicators of individ-
uals’ well-being, such as health, morbidity,
and mortality.

O’Rand (2001) postulated that across
industrialized countries, major structural
and demographic changes have generated
persistent social inequalities and shifts away
from social welfare policies toward market-
centered strategies for income and health
maintenance. In her view, the growing eco-
nomic and social inequalities within popula-
tions form the fundamental social condition
that yields negative outcomes in health and
well-being. O’Rand’s concept of inequality
consists of economic, social, and psychoso-
cial components and operates multilevel:
across societal planes, the state, and the
neighborhood to the individual. The causal
mechanism by which inequality affects well-
being operates through people’s perceptions
of societal fairness more than directly on its
own. O’Rand distinguished, on one hand,
a direct pathway connecting inequality and
persons’ well-being via individuals’ socioe-
conomic resources. On the other hand, there
is an indirect pathway by which contex-
tual level inequality and atomization at the
community level reduce trust and increase
persons’ perceptions of relative deprivation,
leading to negative outcomes.

Within the same paradigm, Wilkinson
(1994) investigated the relationship between
societal characteristics – gross national prod-
uct per capita and differences in relative
income – and life expectancy. He con-
cluded that the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development countries
with the longest life expectancy are not the

wealthiest but those with the smallest spread
of incomes and the smallest proportion of
the population in relative poverty. Wilkinson
(1994) postulated that the link between
socioeconomic inequalities and health or
mortality is mediated by cognitive processes
of social comparison, feelings of deprivation
and disadvantage that can lead to depression.
Kawachi, Kennedy, Lochner, and Prothow-
Stith (1997) provided evidence for the link
between social inequality at the macro-
level and perceived fairness and distrust at
the microlevel. Using General Social Sur-
vey data from the United States, they found
an inverse relationship between the degree
of income inequality at the state level and
the perceived lack of fairness and mistrust.
The perceived lack of fairness was oper-
ationalized with the item, “Most people
would try to take advantage of you if they
got a chance,” and social mistrust with the
item, “Generally speaking, would you say
that most people can be trusted or that
you can’t be too careful in dealing with
people?” The concept of trust is also central
in Ross, Mirowsky, and Pribesh’s (2001) work
on neighborhood disadvantage and pow-
erlessness. Neighborhood disadvantage was
measured as the sum of the percentage of
households with incomes below the federal
poverty line and the percentage of female-
headed households with children. Results
indicated that when controlled for individ-
ual disadvantage, residents of disadvantaged
neighborhoods experienced lower levels of
trust. Mistrust and absence of faith in other
people promoted and reinforced a sense of
powerlessness.

The promise of the previously described
theoretical ideas for research into loneliness
is that contextual and individual determi-
nants might be integrated under an over-
arching cognitive theory, connecting social
and economic inequality to the cognitive
processes of persons’ perceptions of soci-
etal fairness and trust, which in turn affect
people’s vulnerability to social isolation and
loneliness. In the near future, the analy-
ses and description of the core mechanisms
of the overarching cognitive theory needs
attention. Until now, this type of multilevel
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research is scarce. Moreover, some of the
central theoretical concepts need better def-
initions and valid and reliable measuring
instruments. We need to work toward a
research and sample design that enables
multilevel research into social isolation
and loneliness.

Coping and Interventions

Some individuals recover from loneliness by
using their own strategies, or by letting time
do the healing. Others require outside pro-
fessional help. The most obvious approach
is to help people develop satisfying personal
relationships (Rook, 1984). This can be done
by improving how they interact with oth-
ers through social skills training or forms of
psychotherapy aimed at changing dysfunc-
tional interpersonal dispositions (e.g., fear of
rejection). It can also be done by improving
opportunities for interactions through pro-
grams aimed at removing barriers for social
interaction (e.g., providing transportation)
or at bringing people together (e.g., discus-
sion groups). Pilusuk and Minkler (1980)
emphasized the importance of develop-
ing programs that have opportunities for
so-called unintentional network building,
that is, the development of friendships is
a by-product of the shared activity, not
the explicit purpose. Nevertheless, programs
with an explicit focus on improving personal
relationships have proven to be effective.
In the Netherlands, the Friendship Enrich-
ment Program (FEP) in which participants
are taught how to nourish friendships and go
about making friends has been successful in
alleviating loneliness (Stevens, 2001; Stevens
& Van Tilburg, 2000). The beneficial effects
of the FEP might be limited to specific
groups, however. The authors noted that the
participants were self-selected and wanted
to learn about friendship. The FEP might
work best for individuals who actively want
to become less lonely. Moreover, given that
only women participated in the evaluation
study, the question of whether men will also
benefit from the FEP cannot be answered.

Interventions aimed at improving rela-
tionships might not always be feasible or
appropriate, as in the case of people who
have unrealistically demanding or excessive
needs for support. Such people are more
likely to benefit from cognitive interven-
tions aimed at modifying relationship expec-
tations. Individuals with severely limited
physical mobility are likely to benefit from
interventions aimed at increasing their reper-
toire of rewarding solitary activities. Rook
(1984) pointed out that although encour-
aging lonely individuals to develop enjoy-
able solitary activities seems like a last resort,
solitary activities relieve people from depen-
dence on others and thus may increase their
sense of personal control.

In a recent review of interventions tar-
geting social isolation among the elderly,
Findlay (2003) lamented the lack of evi-
dence showing that they work. Few evalu-
ative studies on the effectiveness of lone-
liness interventions have been carried out.
The few studies that have been done are
flawed by weak methodologies. Findlay con-
cluded that future programs aimed at reduc-
ing social isolation should have evaluation
built into them at inception. This advice is
heeded in a program of research that is cur-
rently being carried out under the auspices
of the Sluyterman van Loo Foundation in the
Netherlands. This foundation commissioned
17 interventions aimed at reducing loneliness
among the elderly under the condition that
their effectiveness would be evaluated by the
three authors of this chapter together with
Tineke Fokkema of the Netherlands Inter-
disciplinary Demographic Institute. The
interventions are diverse (e.g., home vis-
its by volunteers, social program for nurs-
ing home residents, educational program
for the hearing impaired, Internet usage).
Under our supervision, the collection of data
has been standardized as far as possible.
Key variables such as loneliness, marital his-
tory, social network characteristics, relation-
ship standards, and health and personality
characteristics are measured the same way in
each of the projects. All but two of the inter-
ventions are randomized control trials. A
first report is scheduled for the end of 2005 .
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An Evaluative Conclusion

It is broadly agreed that loneliness is not
directly connected to social isolation, that
is, the absence of relationships with other
people. Loneliness is defined as the nega-
tive outcome of a cognitive evaluation of a
discrepancy between (the quality and quan-
tity of) existing relationships and relation-
ship standards. An increasing flow of work
from disciplines such as psychology, sociol-
ogy, and anthropology has broadened the
understanding of the mechanisms behind
the onset and continuation of loneliness. In
doing so, next to background variables such
as age, gender, and health, characteristics of
the social network of relationships, personal-
ity characteristics, and relationship standards
have been addressed. The socially isolating
effects of deprivations brought by social and
economic circumstances at the community
or country level require further exploration.
Future research should address the ways in
which people’s evaluations of their relation-
ship networks are affected by the normative
context in which they find themselves.

References

Aartsen, M. (2003). On the interrelationships
between cognitive and social functioning in older
age. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Vrije
Universiteit, Amsterdam.

Baltes, M. M., Freund, A. M., & Horgas,
A. L. (1999). Men and women in the Berlin
Aging Study. In P. B. Baltes & K. U. Mayer
(Eds.), The Berlin Aging Study; aging from 70
to 100 (pp. 259–281). Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press.

Bedford, V. H. (1989). Understanding the value
of siblings in old age: A proposed model. Amer-
ican Behavioral Scientist, 33 , 33–44 .

Blieszner, R., & Adams, R. (1992). Adult friend-
ship. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Borys, S., & Perlman, D. (1985). Gender differ-
ences in loneliness. Personality and Social Psy-
chology Bulletin, 11, 63–74 .

Bowlby, J. (1974). Attachment and loss Attach-
ment: Vol. 1. London: Hogart Press and the
Institute of Psycho-Analysis.

Cacioppo, J. T., Hawkley, L. C., & Bernston, G. G.
(2003). The anatomy of loneliness. Current
Directions in Psychological Science, 12 , 71–74 .

Cacioppo, J. T., Hawkley, L. C., Crawford, E.,
Ernst, J. M., Burleson, M. H., Kowalewski,
R. B., et al. (2002). Loneliness and health:
Potential mechanisms. Psychosomatic Medicine,
64 , 407–417.

Chodorow, N. (1978). The reproduction of
mothering: Psychoanalysis and the sociology of
gender. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Cicirelli, V. G. (1995). Sibling relationships across
the life span. New York: Plenum Press.

Coleman, M., Ganong, L., & Fine, M. (2000).
Reinvestigating remarriage: Another decade of
progress. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 62 ,
1288–1307.

Connidis, I. A. (1989). Siblings as friends in later
life. American Behavioral Scientist, 33 , 81–93 .

Connidis, I. A., & Davies, L. (1990). Confidants
and companions in later life: The place of fam-
ily and friends. Journal of Gerontology: Social
Science, 45 , 141–149.

Dannenbeck, C. (1995). Im alter einsam? Zur
strukturveränderung sozialer beziehungen im
alter [Lonely in later life? Changing social rela-
tionships in later life]. In H. Bertram (Ed.),
Das individuum und seine familie (pp. 125–156).
Opladen, Germany: Leske + Budrich.

De Jong Gierveld, J. (1987). Developing and test-
ing a model of loneliness. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 53 , 119–128.

De Jong Gierveld, J. (2004). Remarriage, unmar-
ried cohabitation, living apart together: Part-
ner relationships following bereavement or
divorce. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66,
236–243 .

De Jong Gierveld, J., & Kamphuis, F. H. (1985).
The development of a Rasch-type loneliness-
scale. Applied Psychological Measurement, 9,
289–299.

De Jong Gierveld, J., & Van Tilburg, T. G. (1999a).
Manual of the loneliness scale. Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam, Department of Social Research
Methodology.

De Jong Gierveld, J., & Van Tilburg, T. (1999b).
Living arrangements of older adults in the
Netherlands and Italy: Coresidence values and
behavior and their consequences for loneli-
ness. Journal of Cross-Cultural Gerontology, 14 ,
1–24 .

De Leeuw, E. D. (1992). Data quality in mail,
telephone, and face-to-face surveys. Unpublished



496 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

doctoral dissertation, Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam.

Derlega, V. J., & Margulis, S. T. (1982). Why lone-
liness occurs: The interrelationship of social-
psychological and privacy concepts. In L. A.
Peplau & D. Perlman (Eds), Loneliness. A source-
book of current theory, research and therapy
(pp. 152–165). New York: Wiley.

DiTommaso, E., & Spinner, B. (1993). The devel-
opment and initial validation of the social and
emotional loneliness scale for adults (SELSA).
Personality and Individual Differences, 14 , 127–
134 .

Dykstra, P. A. (1990). Next of non-kin. The impor-
tance of primary relationships for older adults’
well-being. Amsterdam/Lisse, the Netherlands:
Swets & Zeitlinger.

Dykstra, P. A. (1993). The differential availability
of relationships and the provision and effective-
ness of support to older adults. Journal of Social
and Personal Relationships, 10, 355–370.

Dykstra, P. A. (2004). Diversity in partner-
ship histories: Implications for older adults’
social integration. In C. Phillipson, G. Allan,
& D. Morgan (Eds.), Social networks and social
exclusion: Sociological and policy issues (pp. 117–
141). London: Ashgate.

Dykstra, P. A., & De Jong Gierveld, J. (1994). The
theory of mental incongruity, with a specific
application to loneliness among widowed men
and women. In R. Erber & R. Gilmour (Eds.),
Theoretical frameworks for personal relationships
(pp. 235–259). Hillsdale NJ: Erlbaum.

Dykstra, P. A., & De Jong Gierveld, J. (2004).
Gender and marital-history differences in
social and emotional loneliness among Dutch
older adults. Canadian Journal on Aging, 2 3 ,
141–155 .

Ernst, J., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1999). Lonely
hearts: Psychological perspectives on loneli-
ness. Applied and Preventive Psychology, 8, 1–22 .

Findlay, R. A. (2003). Interventions to reduce
social isolation amongst older people: Where is
the evidence? Ageing and Society, 2 3 , 647–658.

Fromm Reichmann, F. (1959). Loneliness. Psychi-
atry, 2 2 , 1–15 .

Gold, D. T. (1987). Siblings in old age: Something
special. Canadian Journal on Aging, 6, 199–215 .

Goodwin, R., Cook, O., & Yung, Y. (2001). Lone-
liness and life satisfaction among three cultural
groups. Personal Relationships, 8, 225–230.

Hagestad, G. O. (1981). Problems and promises in
the social psychology of intergenerational rela-

tions. In E. Shanas (Ed.), Aging: Stability and
change in the family (pp. 11–46). New York: Aca-
demic Press.

Hagestad, G. (1998, October 1). Towards a society
for all ages: New thinking, new language, new
conversations. Keynote address at the Launch
of the International Year of Older Persons 1999,
United Nations, New York.

Havens, B., & Hall, M. (2001). Social isola-
tion, loneliness, and the health of older adults.
Indian Journal of Gerontology, 14 , 144–153 .

Hawkley, L. C., & Cacioppo, J. T. (2003). Lone-
liness and pathways to disease. Brain, Behavior,
and Immunity, 17, S98–S105 .

İmamoğlu, E. O., Küller, R., İmamoğlu, V., &
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C H A P T E R 2 7

Stress in Couples: The Process
of Dyadic Coping

Carolyn E. Cutrona
Kelli A. Gardner

One woman was propping her ill hus-
band’s pillow, serving him lunch, adjust-
ing his oxygen, giving him his medica-
tion, reminding him of our appointment,
and casually straightening the room with
few wasted motions, while her hus-
band boldly told the interviewer, “I don’t
receive help from others. I believe you
should get things done on your own.”
(Hobfoll, 1998, p. 13 1)

Despite our ideals of individualism and inde-
pendence, people rarely deal with stress in
isolation. Although most of the research lit-
erature conceptualizes coping with stressful
life events as a solitary activity, it is more
accurate to view coping as a social phe-
nomenon, an activity that is embedded in
and has impact on the individual’s social net-
work (Lyons, Mickelson, Sullivan, & Coyne,
1998). As shown in the extract that opened
this chapter, the contributions to success-
ful coping made by network members are
often integrated so flawlessly into daily rou-
tines, they are not noticed or properly appre-
ciated. However, if the “unseen” helper is
lost (i.e., dies or leaves), intense emotions
of loss are experienced. In addition to per-

sonal grief, routines unravel and life becomes
infinitely more difficult in the absence of the
lost partner’s previously unnoticed contribu-
tions (Berscheid, 1983). The illusion of inde-
pendence is destroyed.

In this chapter, we discuss the processes
that are set in motion when one or both
members of a couple experience adversity.
Because couples are highly interdependent,
how they think about problems, how they
try to solve problems, and the success of
their problem-solving efforts are influenced
by their partner. Coping is best construed as
a combination of individual and joint efforts
(Lyons et al., 1998). “Solo performances are
rare and each event draws a cast of charac-
ters who confront the issue individually and
together” (Lyons et al., 1998, p. 580). Fur-
thermore, when people are embedded in an
intimate relationship, solution of the imme-
diate problem is not the only goal of coping.
Protecting the relationship is as important
as preventing harm to each individual. We
describe current theories about how part-
ners influence each other in each step of
the coping process and summarize research
on the consequences of good and poor
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dyadic coping. Interventions to promote
positive dyadic coping in times of stress
are briefly reviewed. Finally, directions for
future research on dyadic stress and coping
in the context of marriage will be suggested.

Dyadic Processes

Dyadic Stress

Most research on stressful life events has
focused on the impact of negative events
on individuals. However, events frequently
affect multiple members of social groups.
This chapter focuses on the marital dyad.
Couples are clearly embedded in larger
social contexts (e.g., nuclear and extended
family, work and friendship networks, com-
munity organizations, neighborhoods, cul-
tural groups). However, there is evidence
that failures in coping at the dyadic level
are particularly detrimental to well-being
(Edwards, Nazroo, & Brown, 1988). We thus
view our focus on dyadic stress and coping as
an important first step in understanding the
more complex phenomenon of social coping
(cf. Hobfoll, 1998).

Dyadic stress is defined as an event or
circumstance that affects both members of
the couple and elicits joint appraisals, coping
activities, and use of resources (Bodenmann,
1995 ; Lyons et al., 1998). Bodenmann (1995 ;
2005) distinguished between two types of
dyadic stress: indirect and direct. In the case
of indirect dyadic stress, the stressful event
initially threatens the well-being of only one
partner (e.g., a disappointing performance
evaluation) but affects the other through its
impact on the stress victim’s behavior and
emotional state (Conger et al., 1990), a pro-
cess often referred to as “crossover” (Bolger,
DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethington, 1989). For
example, the stress that law and medical stu-
dents experience during training has been
shown to crossover and cause distress in
their spouses (Katz, Monnier, Libet, Shaw, &
Beach, 2000; Thompson & Bolger, 1999). If
the stress victim is able to cope without emo-
tional or behavioral spillover to the home
environment, then the stress is individual

rather than dyadic. In the case of direct
dyadic stress, both partners are affected
at the same time and to a similar degree
by the stressor (e.g., insufficient money to
pay the rent).

Indirect dyadic stress poses multiple
threats to each partner and to the relation-
ship. The primary victim faces the direct
consequences of the negative event (e.g., loss
of status or assets, uncertainty regarding the
future). He or she may be inattentive, irri-
table, and unsupportive in interactions with
the spouse. In response, the unaffected part-
ner may retailiate or withdraw. Research has
shown, for example, that couples are more
likely to have fights at home when the hus-
band has had a difficult day at work (Bolger
et al., 1989). Thus, both partners may lose
the benefits of the other’s companionship
and support. In addition, the security of the
relationship is threatened. Similar dynam-
ics may unfold in the case of direct dyadic
stress, but both partners face the direct con-
sequences of the stressful event (e.g., serious
illness in one of their offspring), depleting
the psychological resources of both partners.
At a time when they both need help in cop-
ing, they are both less likely to be able to
help because of preoccupation with their
own needs, as shown by Abbey and col-
leagues among couples coping with infertil-
ity (Abbey, Andrews, & Halman, 1995).

Dyadic Appraisals

In the classic model of stress proposed by
Lazarus (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984), people’s appraisals of the severity of
the threat posed by an event (primary appa-
raisal) and the adequacy of the resources
available with which to confront the threat
(secondary appraisal) determine the inten-
sity of their emotional reactions to the
event (e.g., anxiety, depression). Appraisals
are not made in isolation (Bodenmann,
1995 ; Hobfoll, 1998; Hobfoll, Dunahoo,
Ben-Porath, & Monnier, 1994 ; Lyons et al.,
1998). Threat appraisals can spiral in inten-
sity in a group setting, as evidenced by the
“pressure cooker” effect found among Israeli
women during the war between Israel and
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Lebanon (Hobfoll & London, 1986). Women
who sought each other for support experi-
enced a higher level of distress than those
who did not, the result of shared appraisals
of threat and available defenses. Alterna-
tively, threat appraisals may be lowered as
a result of social interaction, when informa-
tion is shared that eases unrealistic fears.

Bodenmann (1995) provided an analy-
sis of the phases of individual and dyadic
appraisals of stressful conditions. In his anal-
ysis, primary and secondary appraisals pro-
ceed in three phases. The three stages of pri-
mary appraisal are described first: (a) Each
member of the couple evaluates the stress-
ful event’s threat to self, to the partner,
and to the relationship; (b) each member
of the couple tries to gauge the partner’s
view of the event’s threat to self, to partner,
and to the relationship; (c) finally, husband
and wife compare each other’s appraisals and
try to reach a consensus view of the event’s
threat to each individual and to the relation-
ship. In the secondary appraisal process, the
resources available to deal with the stress-
ful event are similarly appraised individually,
from the partner’s imagined perspective, and
comparatively in an effort to reach a consen-
sual view. An example illustrates these mul-
tiple stages of appraisal.

Mike and Pat have a 2 2 -year-old daughter,
Sonia, who came out to them as a lesbian
several weeks after her graduation from col-
lege. It took Mike and Pat some time to
adjust to this information, but they assured
Sonia of their continuing love and agreed
to meet Sonia’s romantic partner, Eve. The
first meeting with Eve was awkward, but
as the evening went on, they found topics
of joint interest and similar views on sev-
eral issues, which gradually allowed them
to relax. A month after they first met Eve,
Sonia announced her intention to bring
Eve to the family’s Thanksgiving dinner,
which would include grandparents, aunts
and uncles, and cousins from Mike’s side
of the family, some of whom were quite tra-
ditional and conservative.

In the primary appraisal process, Mike
and Pat individually think through the
possible consequences of their daughter’s

romantic partner’s participation in Thanks-
giving dinner for themselves, the other, and
the relationship. For example, Pat might
consider: “How will this affect my rela-
tionship with Mike’s family? How will this
affect Mike’s relationship with his family?
How will it affect our marriage?” Next, they
each consider the other’s probable appraisal
in these areas. Pat’s thoughts might include:
“How does Mike think his mother will
react? Will Mike think I am considering
Sonia’s feelings, but not his mother’s? How
will that affect his feelings toward me?” In
the secondary appraisal process, in which
coping resources are evaluated, Pat must
consider her own level of self-control and
ability to remain calm when responding
to criticism from Mike’s relatives, Mike’s
ability to support Pat through unpleasant
family interactions, and the extent to
which other sources of support (e.g., Pat’s
more liberal relatives, their minister, their
friends) will affirm their decision to publicly
accept their daughter’s partner. She must
also consider Mike’s views of his ability to
withstand family disapproval, her ability to
support him, and the adequacy of outside
sources of support. Of course, Mike goes
through a similar set of primary and second-
ary appraisals.

Finally, if they are to work together to for-
mulate an optimal way of handling the sit-
uation, it is advantageous for them to reach
a consensus on their appraisals of both the
threat and the resources they have avail-
able to deal with the threat. For example
(in an ideal world), Mike and Pat might
agree that their first priority is maintaining a
good relationship with each other and with
their daughter. If they agree that the threat
to their primary family unit posed by dis-
approving relatives is manageable and that
their resources as a couple and as a family
are adequate to cope with disapproval by
some of Mike’s relatives, they can proceed
in devising a strategy with their daughter
and her partner for minimizing the poten-
tial unpleasantness of the holiday meal.

Although problem solving proceeds most
smoothly when husband and wife reach
consensus on both primary and secondary
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appraisals, Bodenmann (1995) argued that
sometimes, different appraisals lead to more
effective problem solution because each
partner focuses on solving a different
aspect of the situation. In our example, Pat
might decide that the most severe threat is
that their daughter may become clinically
depressed if her father’s relatives do not
accept her partner. Thus, she may devote
effort to reassuring Sonia that she and
her father will stand with her no matter
how the extended family reacts to her
same-sex romantic partner. She may tell
Sonia that the extended family’s reaction
is not important. Mike might decide that
the most severe threat is that his mother’s
insensitive remarks may damage the rela-
tionship between his mother and his wife,
a relationship that has already shown signs
of strain. Thus, he may devote effort to
preparing his mother, by revealing his
daughter’s homosexuality to her before the
dinner, describing Eve in a positive manner,
and making clear that his mother will be
welcome at the dinner only if she can refrain
from hurtful comments. He might ask Sonia
to accompany him on one or more of these
visits to his mother. In this latter scenario,
Pat and Mike have selected different, but
complementary strategies.

Sometimes, contrasting appraisals inter-
fere with dyadic coping, as illustrated by the
following scenario. Pat may conclude that
the primary threat posed by the situation is
to her daughter’s mental health and Mike
may conclude that the primary threat posed
by the situation is to his family’s image in
the community. Pat will work to help her
daughter retain her dignity and to care less
about the family’s opinion of her. Mike will
try to convince Sonia to stay closeted and to
lie about her relationship with Eve. He may
ask her not to bring Eve to Thanksgiving din-
ner. In this case, Pat and Mike will be work-
ing at cross purposes. Their appraisals of the
nature of the threat and the resources they
have to deal with it have led them to behave
in ways that will lead to conflict within their
relationship and will probably prolong the
discomfort experienced by all members of

the family. Their effectiveness as problem
solvers will be low.

In sum, the appraisal process is complex,
multifaceted, and firmly embedded in the
relationship context of the marriage. When
appraisals are consistent, joint problem
solving proceeds most smoothly. Some dis-
crepencies in appraisals may be adaptive if
the result is that each partner “specializes” in
solving a different component of the prob-
lematic situation. However, if appraisals
suggest incompatible coping strategies,
problem solving will be ineffective and the
relationship may suffer.

Dyadic Coping

Dyadic coping is defined as the process
of collaboration and sharing resources in
response to a problem that affects both
members of the couple, either directly or
indirectly (Bodenmann, 1995 , 2005 ; Lyons
et al., 1998). Dyadic coping is distinguished
from social support in that both individu-
als appraise the stressor as posing a threat
to their well-being and both individuals
take at least partial responsibility for dealing
with it (Lyons et al., 1998). Although most
instances of social support actually entail
some degree of dyadic coping, most defi-
nitions of social support emphasize a one-
way flow of resources to a single identified
stress victim.

Bodenmann (2005) distinguishes bet-
ween supportive dyadic coping and com-
mon dyadic coping. In supportive dyadic
coping, one partner is primarily affected by
the stressor, and the other partner is affected
only indirectly. The spouse who is indirectly
affected plays the role of “helper” to the
spouse who is directly affected by the stres-
sor. In common dyadic coping, both partners
are directly affected by the stressor and they
take on collaborative and relatively equal
roles in efforts to solve the problem. In our
example, Mike and Pat were both affected
by their daughter’s desire to introduce her
same-sex partner to the family and engaged
in common dyadic coping. However, if Mike
and Pat had been newlyweds and Sonia were
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Mike’s daughter from a previous marriage,
the problem of how to ease Sonia’s partner
into Mike’s extended family might have
been appraised as primarily Mike’s problem,
and Pat would have played a more secondary
role, engaging in supportive dyadic coping.

As noted earlier, dyadic coping is directed
toward multiple goals. These include deal-
ing with one’s own distress, taking instru-
mental steps to eliminate the problem, and
dealing with the partner’s distress and efforts
to confront the problem (Coyne & Smith,
1991). In addition, protecting the long-term
survival of the relationship from the effects
of the stressor is a goal of dyadic coping. In
the following section, empirical research on
good and poor outcomes of dyadic coping
is summarized. Research shows that some-
times the same dyadic coping behavior ben-
efits one partner at the expense of another.
The same dyadic coping behavior may also
have different meaning and impact depend-
ing on the quality of the marital relationship
within which it occurs. A variety of factors
that can foster or prevent effective dyadic
coping will be highlighted.

Empirical Research on Dyadic Coping

The Effects of Dyadic Coping

In this chapter, we focus on studies that
explicitly tried to capture the dyadic nature
of stressful life events or efforts to cope with
these events. This dyadic perspective was
reflected in the selection of study popula-
tions (i.e., couples facing a common stressor)
or the use of measures that tapped coordi-
nated coping activities or coping activities
that were directed towards preserving the
quality of the marital relationship.

Bodenmann (1995 , 2005) conducted a
series of studies to test the association
between dyadic coping and marital out-
comes. He created a measure of dyadic cop-
ing, the Dyadic Coping Scale (published
in German as the FDCT-N; Bodenmann,
2000). The Dyadic Coping Scale assesses
(a) supportive dyadic coping in which one

partner is the primary stress victim and the
other assists in that person’s coping efforts
(e.g., “My partner gives me the feeling that
he/she understands me”); (b) delegated cop-
ing in which one partner is the primary stress
victim and the other takes over responsibili-
ties for the stress victim to allow him or her
to deal with the problem (e.g., “My partner
takes on things that I normally do to help me
out”); (c) common dyadic coping in which
both partners are affected by the stressor and
take relatively equal responsibility for deal-
ing with the problem (e.g., “We help one
another to put the problem in perspective
and see it in a new light”); and (d) nega-
tive dyadic coping in which assistance is pro-
vided unwillingly, superficially, or in a hostile
manner (e.g., “My partner provides support,
but does so unwillingly”). Both emotion-
focused (e.g., encouragement, understand-
ing) and problem-focused coping assis-
tance (e.g., advice, practical assistance)
are assessed for supportive and common
dyadic coping. Positive dyadic coping is
the sum of scores on supportive dyadic
coping, delegated coping, and common
dyadic coping.

Among 1,200 married community-
dwelling adults, Bodenmann (2005) found
a highly significant correlation of 0.52

between positive dyadic coping and marital
satisfaction. A meta-analysis of 13 studies
that used the Dyadic Coping Scale (Boden-
mann, 2005) found an average effect size
for the relation between dyadic coping and
marital satisfaction of 1.3 , which would be
classified as a “large” effect (Cohen, 1992).
A 5 -year longitudinal study examined the
effects of dyadic stress and dyadic coping on
relationship quality and stability (Boden-
mann & Cina, 1999). Positive dyadic coping
at the first assessment was a significant
predictor of relationship quality 5 years
later. Dyadic coping (positive and negative)
and dyadic stress together predicted divorce
with 73% accuracy. In an observational study
that compared the behavior of couples who
scored high versus low on marital satis-
faction, positive dyadic coping was more
frequent among satisfied couples, whereas
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negative dyadic coping (i.e., hostile, ambiva-
lent, and superficial dyadic coping) was
more frequent among dissatisfied couples
(Bodenmann, 1990, 1995 , 2000).

Unequal Benefits of Dyadic Coping

Dyadic coping sometimes benefits one part-
ner more than the other, as illustrated
in a study of couples in which the hus-
band had suffered a myocardial infarction
(Coyne, Ellard, & Smith, 1990; Coyne &
Smith, 1991). The focus of the study was
relationship-focused coping, that is, efforts
to ease the partner’s distress and preserve the
relationship in the context of the husband’s
illness. Based on information gained from
focus groups of patients and their wives, two
primary types of relationship-focused cop-
ing emerged (Coyne et al., 1990). The first,
active engagement, included constructive
discussions with the partner, inquiring after
the partner’s well-being, and joint problem
solving. The second, protective buffering,
represented attempts to shield the partner
from distress by hiding concerns, conceal-
ing worries, and giving in to avoid conflict.
Surprisingly, active engagement showed lit-
tle or no relation to outcomes when con-
trolling for marital quality and medical vari-
ables. However, results showed that when
wives engaged in protective buffering, their
husbands’ self-efficacy was increased. Wives
paid a price for this strategy, in that it also
predicted an increase in the wives’ level of
distress. Use of protective buffering by hus-
bands increased husbands’ distress in a sep-
arate study of couples in which the man
had suffered a myocardial infraction (Suls,
Green, Rose, Lounsbury, & Gordon, 1997).
For both spouses and patients, concealing
their own worries and dealing with problems
alone was very stressful.

Moderation of Effects by Marital Quality

The impact of some dyadic coping behav-
iors differs as a function of the couple’s
level of marital satisfaction. In their study
of heart attack patients, Coyne and Smith
(1991) found that when husbands engaged
in protective buffering, the effect on wives

was different among happy versus unhappy
couples. Among unhappily married cou-
ples, husband protective buffering increased
wives’ distress. Among happily married cou-
ples, however, husband protective buffering
had no adverse effect on wives’ well-being.
A similar pattern of results was found in a
study of couples facing a range of shared
negative life events (Edwards et al., 1988).
Among happily married couples, failing to
confide in the spouse about the event out of
a desire to protect him or her did not increase
rates of depression significantly over rates for
those who did confide. Coyne and Smith
(1991) speculated that in low-quality mar-
riages, men engaged in “antagonistic cooper-
ation” when they concealed their concerns
and gave in during disagreements. Their
attempts to protect their wives from stress
were not effective because of the overall neg-
ative tone of their communication (e.g., “You
don’t need to know what I’m thinking! Just
go about your business!”). Thus, it is impor-
tant to evaluate the effects of dyadic cop-
ing in the context of the marital relation-
ship in which it is embedded. The same
behavior can have different meaning and
impact when it is shown in happy versus un-
happy marriages.

Barriers to Dyadic Coping

A range of factors can interfere with suc-
cessful dyadic coping. These include the per-
sonality characteristics of the individuals, the
severity of the stressor, the adequacy of avail-
able resources, differences in coping styles,
different levels of optimism, fear of facing
the problem directly, inability to relinquish
or share control, resentment over perceived
neglect of personal needs, depression, and
anger over the injustice of the stressor. Each
of these are considered briefly.

personality

Personality characteristics can make dyadic
coping more difficult. O’Brien and DeLongis
(1996) examined the associations between
personality characteristics and the use of
relationship-focused coping. Relationship-
focused coping was conceptualized as modes
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of coping aimed at “managing, regulating,
or preserving relationships during stressful
periods” (O’Brien & DeLongis, 1996, p. 782).
In their view, an important component
of relationship-focused coping is empathic
responding to one’s partner, including efforts
to understand the other’s point of view,
vicariously experience the other’s emotions,
infer the other’s emotional state from his or
her behavior, and behave toward the other
in a warm and accepting manner. O’Brien
and DeLongis (1996) found that individ-
uals high on neuroticism were less likely
than other people to use empathic respond-
ing in stressors involving close relationships.
With close others, high neurotics tended to
use confrontation rather than empathy. The
authors speculated that individuals high on
neuroticism may find stressors that involve
close others highly threatening, which may
diminish their ability to use adaptive strate-
gies. Neuroticism is a consistent predictor of
poor marital outcomes (Karney & Bradbury,
1997), perhaps in part because people high
on neuroticism use maladaptive approaches
to stress-inducing situations, especially those
that involve intimate relationships (O’Brien
& DeLongis, 1996).

stress severity

Level of burden and available resources
also may affect ability to use adaptive
dyadic coping strategies. Kramer (1993)
studied caregivers of Alzheimer’s patients
and examined both positive relationship-
focused coping strategies (i.e., empathy, sup-
port provision, compromise) and negative
relationship-focused coping strategies (i.e.,
confronting, ignoring, blaming, withdrawal).
Kramer found that lower levels of stress,
such as less severe patient impairment and
higher levels of resources (e.g., income, sup-
port from network members) were associ-
ated with the use of positive relationship-
focused strategies whereas high stress and
low available resources were associated with
negative relationship-focused coping. It is
important to consider the context in which
coping occurs. It is easier to cope construc-
tively, in ways that foster a positive relation-

ship climate, when the individual is not over-
whelmed by situational demands and a lack
of material and interpersonal resources.

differences in coping styles

Sometimes differences in the approaches
that husbands and wives use to cope with
dyadic stressors pose challenges to individ-
ual well-being and to the relationship. These
differences can be especially problematic
if individuals pressure each other to alter
their coping behaviors. Among couples with
a seriously ill child, Gottlieb and Wagner
(1991) found that husbands coped by try-
ing to avoid potentially overwhelming emo-
tions and withdrawing into work and activ-
ities outside of the home. They pressured
their wives to behave less emotionally and
to concentrate on the daily requirements of
caring for the ill child. By contrast, wives
coped by venting about daily problems and
airing their fears about the child’s future.
They pressured their husbands to become
more involved emotionally and in the rou-
tines of daily care. Wives sought to com-
ply with their husbands’ wishes to be spared
exposure to worrisome developments in the
child’s illness and to their own distress,
although this frustrated their need to vent
and their need for emotional connection.
In sum, to win their husband’s approval,
wives adopted a “stoical” posture in hus-
bands’ presence. Although it eased imme-
diate strains, it fostered considerable resent-
ment and feelings of isolation among wives
and, over an extended period of time, may
have weakened the bonds of the relation-
ship. Similar problems were found among
couples facing a recent myocardial infarc-
tion when the husband was a “denier” (min-
imized the threat of the illness) and the wife
was highly anxious (Stern & Pascale, 1979).
Women were distressed by their spouse’s
inability to meet their needs for comfort
and reassurance. Husbands could not toler-
ate discussions of the health problems they
were trying to ignore.

Similarity of coping styles does not guar-
antee positive outcomes. Sometimes prob-
lems are created when both members of
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the couple cope in the same way. Among
couples facing infertility, women who were
low on emotional-approach coping (emo-
tional processing and expression) were less
depressed when their husband was high
on this type of coping (Burghuis & Stan-
ton, 2002). When women were high on
emotional-approach coping, their husband’s
level on this strategy did not affect their
well-being. Thus, it appeared that husbands
could compensate for some coping activi-
ties that women found difficult. In a study
of parents of children with cancer, symme-
try in use of problem solving (both spouses
high) was associated with lower marital
satisfaction than complementary use (one
high and one low; Barbarin, Hughes, &
Chesler, 1985). Similar results were found
among rheumatoid arthritis patients and
their spouses (Revenson, 2003 ; Revenson
& Cameron, 1992). Couples in which both
partners used primarily problem-focused
coping in response to the patient’s illness
showed the highest level of psychological
distress, although their marital satisfaction
did not seem to be negatively affected.
Perhaps a primary focus on problem solv-
ing by both members of the couple leads to
a sense of competition or vying for control.
Perhaps when both partners focus on prob-
lem solving, neither partner takes responsi-
bility for addressing the emotional burdens
posed by family illness. Alternatively, per-
haps both members of the couple find they
must concentrate on problem-solving when
the illness is particularly severe or when the
patient’s condition is deteriorating (Reven-
son, 2003 ; Revenson & Cameron, 1992).
In the latter scenario, the severity of the
patient’s condition may drive both distress
and concentration on problem solving.

expectations

Similarity in expectation level for positive
outcomes appears to be important for good
dyadic coping. In the same study of arthritis
patients, complementary use of optimistic
thinking (one spouse high, one spouse low)
was associated with lower marital satisfac-
tion than symmetry (both high or both low;

Revenson & Cameron, 1992). It may be dev-
astating to one partner’s sense of hope when
the other partner cannot think optimisti-
cally. The partner who does not think opti-
mistically may fear the let-down of letting
one’s hopes rise too high. Clearly, similarity
in coping has different outcomes, depend-
ing on the specific type of coping under
consideration.

emotions

Overwhelming fear may prevent effective
dyadic coping. Among couples in which
the wife had breast cancer, Wortman and
Dunkel-Schetter (1979) found that spouses’
fears led them to behave in ways that were
distressing to the patient. The well spouse
was frightened by his spouse’s potentially
fatal illness and either avoided discussing the
illness or adopted a façade of cheery opti-
mism. This cut off the patient from emo-
tional intimacy and led her to feel that her
own fears were not taken seriously. In a
similar study of breast cancer patients and
their spouses, patients were most satisfied
in relationships where husbands expressed
a high level of concern about recurrence or
death (Lichtman, Taylor, & Wood, 1988).
Patients were unhappy in their relationships
when husbands downplayed women’s fears
of recurrence.

In other circumstances, fears of the well
spouse may be manifested in intrusive and
controlling behavior, especially when patient
adherence to dietary and medical regimens
is viewed as important to his or her survival
(Coyne & Smith, 1991; Coyne, Wortman,
& Lehman, 1988; Stern & Pascale, 1979).
Spouses may become trapped in a battle over
the patient’s behavior in which the patient
fights for autonomy, perhaps at the expense
of behaviors that would benefit his or
her recovery.

Depression often interferes with effective
dyadic coping. There is some evidence that
level of depression in the stress victim
is a more powerful predictor of marital
disruption than objective severity of the
event, probably because of the disruptive
effects of depression on marital interaction.
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Observational studies provide convincing
evidence that level of distress predicts a
decline in warmth and an increase in hos-
tility in marital interactions, which in turn,
predicts erosion of marital quality (Cohan
& Bradbury, 1997; Conger, Rueter, & Elder,
1999; Matthews, Conger, & Wickrama,
1996). The severity of the victim’s distress
predicted marital deterioration in the con-
text of financial strain (Conger et al., 1999;
Vinokur, Price, & Caplan, 1996), infertility
(Abbey et al., 1995), breast cancer (Bolger,
Foster, Vinokur, & Ng, 1996), and coronary
bypass surgery (Kulik & Mahler, 1993). In
a rare exception, a positive correlation was
found among arthritis sufferers between
patient level of depression and amount of
social support received from the spouse
(Revenson & Majerovitz, 1991).

Not only victim depression but also vic-
tim anger is associated with a decline in
marital quality in the context of nega-
tive life events (Lane & Hobfoll, 1992).
Among couples in which one member suf-
fered from chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease, patient anger and irritable behavior
predicted spouse anger, both concurrently
and over time. When both members of the
couple are angry, it is difficult for them to
provide comfort or support, and the bond
between them may weaken significantly.

marital strain.

Dyadic coping suffers when the demands of
the stressor reduce the amount of time and
attention that spouses devote to one another.
Perceived neglect may lead to resentment.
Among couples in which one partner expe-
rienced the death of a parent, marital qual-
ity and perceived spousal support deterio-
rated (Umberson, 1995). The parent’s final
illness frequently took the bereaved partner
from home for extended periods of time.
After the parent died, the nonbereaved part-
ner asserted his or her own needs and was
often disappointed in the bereaved partner’s
inability to shift his or her attention back
to the marital relationship. Among parents
of children with cancer, husbands’ marital
satisfaction was tied to wives’ availability at

home, specifically the extent to which wives
spent time at home versus at the hospital
(Barbarin et al., 1985). Thus, disruptions in
role performance and time spent together
can have negative effects on couples’ ability
to retain a sense of closeness in times of stress
(Bodenmann, 2005)

Interventions to Protect Marriages
in the Context of Stressful Life Events

There are many interventions to help cou-
ples who are in the throes of a major
life event cope more effectively. Interven-
tions exist to aid new parents (Cowan &
Cowan, 1997; Lichtenstein, 1993), parents
of children entering kindergarten (Cowan &
Cowan, 1997), parents of children with con-
duct problems (Eyberg & Robinson, 1982 ;
Ireland, Sanders, & Markie-Dadds, 2003),
parents of children with developmental dis-
orders (Lichtenstein, 1993), and bereaved
parents (Murray, Terry, Vance, Battistutta,
& Connolly, 2000). Other interventions
have been developed to help couples cope
together with cancer (Blanchard, Toseland,
& McCallion, 1996; Bultz, Speca, Brasher,
Geggie, & Page, 2000; Christensen, 1983 ;
Goldberg & Wool, 1985 ; Halford, Scott,
& Smythe, 2000; Heinrich & Schag, 1985 ;
Kayser, 2005 ; Sabo, Brown, & Smith, 1986;
Samarel & Fawcett, 1992), dementia (Quay-
hagen et al., 2000), HIV/AIDS (Pakenham,
Dadds, & Lennon, 2002 ; Pomeroy, Green, &
Van Laningham, 2002), and the aftermath
of military combat (Devilly, 2002).

Most interventions include education
about the specific stressor (i.e., presenta-
tions by experts), tips on practical prob-
lem solving, and group discussion. Many of
these intervention programs, however, fail to
take into account that coping and stress are
dyadic processes for individuals in ongoing
relationships. We limit our focus to inter-
ventions that address the marital relation-
ship as well as the specific stressor, with the
objective not only to improve the quality of
individual and dyadic coping but to main-
tain or improve the quality of the marital
relationship.
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In addition to psychoeducational and
discussion components, these relationship-
focused interventions typically address rela-
tionship skills of various types, most often
problem-solving techniques and commu-
nication skills. Problem-solving assistance
includes both methods for coping with
the specific stressor (e.g., dealing effec-
tively with the medical system in the con-
text of breast cancer) and for dealing with
stress-related problems in the relationship
(e.g., what to do when one spouse wants
to talk about the stressor and the other
does not). A unique preventive interven-
tion, Couples Coping Enhancement Train-
ing (CCET), was designed in Switzerland
to prepare couples to deal with stress-
ful events before they actually experience
them (Widmer, Cina, Charvoz, Shantinath,
& Bodenmann, 2005). The CCET integrates
cognitive–behavioral approaches with con-
cepts from theories of stress and coping.
The CCET was designed to strengthen the
individual and dyadic coping competencies
of both partners, strengthen communica-
tion, and enhance problem-solving skills.
Communication training includes both tra-
ditional components (e.g., clear communi-
cation, nondestructive conflict) and units on
how to “protect” the quality of communi-
cation when it is challenged by stressful life
events. Explicit coaching in effective indi-
vidual and dyadic coping is included in the
intervention. Couples are taught to discrimi-
nate among different kinds of stressful events
(e.g., controllable vs. uncontrollable). They
are shown techniques for effective planning
and execution of coping strategies. They are
taught about their own and their partner’s
preferred coping techniques and to recog-
nize potential clashes that may result from
differences in their coping styles. Couples
are given opportunities to practice coordi-
nated, cooperative coping skills. The dangers
of overinvolvement or excessive dependency
are discussed. The importance of continued
communication is emphasized throughout
all phases of the coping process.

CCET (Widmer et al., 2005) showed evi-
dence of effectiveness when tested relative
to comparison couples who were enrolled in

a longitudinal study of marital functioning.
Marital satisfaction increased significantly
over a 1-year span in the intervention group,
but no increase was seen in the comparison
group. Women reported increased quality of
marital communication, although men did
not report any change. At the 1 year follow-
up, observed increases in positive dyadic
coping and decreases in negative dyadic cop-
ing were found in the intervention group rel-
ative to the comparison group.

A similar intervention, the Partners in
Coping Program, was designed to enhance
emotional support between partners and to
facilitate dyadic coping among couples in
which the wife had been diagnosed with
breast cancer (Kayser, 2005). The program
was individually administered to couples
during the first year after diagnosis, while
the woman was undergoing treatment, and
consisted of nine 1-hour sessions. Fifty cou-
ples were randomly assigned to the Part-
ners in Coping Program or to standard
hospital services. Results showed that the
intervention increased patient well-being,
increased positive dyadic coping and com-
munication about illness-related stressors,
and decreased destructive coping. Unfortu-
nately, some of the benefits of the treat-
ment that were observed at the 6-month
posttreatment follow-up had weakened con-
siderably by the time of the 12-month
follow-up.

Other interventions that include both
marital and stressor-specific training have
shown pre–post improvements in marital
outcomes, such as Devilly’s (2002) pro-
gram for war veterans and their spouses, and
Pomery and colleagues’ (2002) program for
couples in which one partner is HIV posi-
tive. Pakenham and colleagues’ (2002) work
with HIV-positive individuals and their
spouses found that the marital outcomes
of the intervention group remained sta-
ble, whereas marital satisfaction in control-
group couples declined over the same period
of time.

The evidence that relationship-focused
interventions help couples cope with stress
better than psychoeducational programs
alone is somewhat mixed. Ireland, Sanders,
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and Markie-Dadds (2003) conducted two
versions of the Positive Parenting Program
(PPP) for parents of children with con-
duct disorders. The standard group offered
only parenting skills training, whereas the
extended group added marital-specific train-
ing, such as how to support partners’ par-
enting and how to settle parenting-related
disagreements. Marital satisfaction increased
the same amount among couples in the
maritally focused and standard groups; the
maritally-focused group did not benefit
more than the standard group. Quayhagen
and colleagues (2002) studied the effective-
ness of a problem-specific versus a mari-
tally focused intervention for people with
dementia and their caregiving spouses and
found that marital satisfaction did not
change significantly from pre- to post-
intervention in either the intervention group
or in the control group. Cowan and Cowan
(1997) conducted an intervention for par-
ents whose children were beginning kinder-
garten. Couples participated in groups that
emphasized either parenting or marital
concerns. Surprisingly, marital satisfaction
increased for couples in the parenting-
focused group but not for couples in the
marital concerns group. Couples with a high
level of conflict in their marriage who partic-
ipated in the marital concerns group actu-
ally showed an increased level of conflict
postintervention.

In sum, there appears to be evidence that
couples benefit from interventions designed
to help them cope with stressful life events,
such as child health or behavior problems. It
is less clear that the addition of an explicit
marital component adds to the effective-
ness of such interventions. However, few
interventions have been rigorously tested in
which a traditional psychoeducational inter-
vention has been compared with a psychoe-
ducational plus marital intervention. Several
studies compared psychoeducational-only
to marital-only interventions or reduced the
amount of psychoeducational content in the
combined programs. The psychoeducational
component is important to give couples the
knowledge they need to both make informed
choices and feel a sense of control over the

stressor. If this component is short-changed,
couples may not have the tools they need to
confront the practical aspects of the illness or
problem. This may be one reason that mar-
itally focused interventions have not shown
clear superiority.

Alternatively, couples who participate in
intervention programs may be higher func-
tioning than those who do not participate.
They may reach a ceiling in positive adjust-
ment through participation in either kind of
program. Thus, dramatic increases in marital
adjustment may not be seen. Evidence that
high-functioning couples are more likely
than low-functioning couples to participate
in preventive interventions was found in a
study of premarital interventions (Sullivan
& Bradbury, 1997). Similarly, Kayser (2005)
found that couples who enrolled in her
preventive intervention for breast cancer
patients and their spouses began the pro-
gram with high baseline levels of mutual
emotional support.

Directions for Future Research

Research on dyadic stress and coping is
in the early stages. Many important ques-
tions remain. Bodenmann’s (1995 , 2005)
ideas about the stages of primary and sec-
ondary appraisal that occur within couples
are largely untested. Thus, it would be useful
to develop measures of personal appraisal,
appraisal from the partner’s perspective,
and processes people go through in striv-
ing to achieve consistent appraisals of major
threats. It would be useful to investigate
consequences of consistent versus inconsis-
tent appraisals within couples of both the
major threat posed by events and the ade-
quacy of resources to deal with them. It
would be interesting to investigate the cir-
cumstances in which both members ver-
sus only one member of a couple define a
given stressor as relevant to their well-being.
There may be circumstances in which it is
more adaptive to define a stressor as the pro-
vince of one member only. In other words,
there may be disadvantages to joint “owner-
ship” of every problem.
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It is not known whether certain compo-
nents of dyadic coping are more beneficial
than others. For example, the most impor-
tant result of joint problem solving may be
the cognition that one is not alone, that
someone else knows and cares about the
problems one is facing. It would be of inter-
est to determine the extent to which defin-
ing a problem as dyadic rather than individ-
ual and attempting to work together actually
results in superior problem solution.

Much of the experience of negative life
events consists of waiting for events to
unfold. For example, when a child is ill,
recovery processes are slow and little can
be done by parents to influence the out-
come. One component of dyadic coping may
be reassuring one another that they have
done all that was possible (e.g., selected the
most qualified physician or the best medical
facility). Couples may reassure one another
that they need not feel guilt for inactiv-
ity. Their most important function may
be to help their partner survive lengthy
waiting periods.

More research is needed on ways to han-
dle apparent gender differences in coping
styles. Are there benefits of making individ-
uals aware of stylistic differences in coping
styles? Can people be helped to make benign
attributions (i.e., to gender-role socializa-
tion) rather than to engage in blame when
differences arise in the need to vent emo-
tions or avoid worrisome topics? Can com-
promises be devised in which individuals
take turns accommodating to the coping
needs of their partner and asking the part-
ner to accommodate to their own needs?
To what extent would such a strategy over-
whelm the defenses of an individual whose
primary weapon is denial?

Individuals often wish to shelter their
spouse from distress. However, this tech-
nique can exact an emotional toll from the
individual who seeks to protect and, in some
circumstances, from the individual being
protected. Overprotectiveness is a serious
problem in some contexts, especially those
involving a potentially life-threatening ill-
ness. Methods that enable people to work in
teams of co-equals will be difficult to devise.

Patterns of overprotectiveness are built up
over many years and rooted in fear of relin-
quishing control. Other ways of helping the
overprotective spouse feel more secure are
needed and probably must come from the
patient whose survival is at issue.

Research suggests that when couples are
able to face negative events as a unit, with
a sense of “we-ness,” events are less likely
to damage the fabric of the relationship
(Bodenmann, 2005 ; Cutrona, 1996). How-
ever, the research literature is replete with
descriptions of problematic dyadic coping.
This is not surprising, because when peo-
ple are under stress, their energy and atten-
tion are deflected from their relationship
to the demands of the taxing event or
circumstances. Their emotions are intense
and changeable, subject to variations in the
stress-producing situation. Their worldview
is in flux, as valued goals or love objects are
threatened. In that context, people are not
likely to be on their best “relationship behav-
ior.” Thus, there may be two critical com-
ponents to relationship maintenance in the
context of severe stress. The first is prevent-
ing hurtful or counterproductive interaction
patterns, such as pressuring one’s spouse to
stop coping in a way that makes one uncom-
fortable (e.g., crying or expressing fear) or
taking out one’s frustrations on the spouse.
Some negative coping is probably inevitable,
given the context of high stress. Thus, the
second critical component may be forgive-
ness. Individuals who are facing the potential
loss of physical functions, valued achieve-
ments, or the presence of pain or suffering
in a loved one cannot always be empathic
or even reasonable. An intervention model
that combines awareness of appraisal pro-
cesses, the implications of conflicting pri-
mary and secondary appraisals, and instruc-
tion on how to cope together rather than
at cross-purposes may work best if it is
tempered with the expectation that people
will fail. Such failures can be normalized,
rather than construed as major betrayals
(“How could he speak to me so sharply when
our only child is undergoing major surgery
tomorrow?”). Attributions to the situation
rather than to flaws in the partner’s character
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may be a critical component of the ability to
forgive. (“He isn’t angry with me, he is angry
with the disease.”) The most important con-
tribution of interventions may be to educate
people about the effects of stress on commu-
nication, the ability to express affection, and
the capacity to process and react to informa-
tion in a rational manner. It may be that our
goal should not be “perfect dyadic coping”
but multiple opportunities for redemption.
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Lying and Deception
in Close Relationships

Mark L. Knapp

. . . it seems patently obvious that both
the substance and the outcomes of
deceptive transactions are markedly
influenced by the nature of the commu-
nicators’ relationship. (Miller, Mongeau,
& Sleight, 1986)

Few would disagree with Miller, Mongeau,
and Sleight’s (1986) claim that the nature
of one’s relationship with another person
will greatly influence the process of lying
and deception. However, like other broad
and unspecified conclusions about human
behavior, it gets a bit gnarly when we start
trying to specify precisely “the nature of the
communicators’ relationship,” and “decep-
tive transactions.” This chapter proceeds
with the assumption that the closeness of
a relationship will affect the frequency of
lying, the motivation for lying, the things lied
about, the interactive manifestations of the
lying process, the awareness of and desire to
detect deception, the accuracy of that detec-
tion, the methods used to detect deception,
and the consequences of the deception. In
order to understand lying and deception
in close relationships, however, it is first

necessary to establish what we mean by
a close relationship because many of the
features that make a relationship “close”
are also the features that give shape to the
manifestation and detection of duplicity in
those relationships.

Close Relationships

Some researchers accept relationship labels
like “friend” or “romantic partner” as suffi-
cient indicators of closeness; others accept
a response to a single, seven-point scale of
relationship closeness as a satisfactory indi-
cator of relationship closeness; still others
equate measures of commitment with the
degree of closeness in a relationship. How-
ever, as Parks and Floyd (1996) pointed out,
these approaches don’t tell us much about
the meaning of closeness. It is possible that
two people (or two couples) could use the
same relationship label or the same response
to the 7-point relationship scale and have
very different views about what constitutes
closeness or a close relationship.
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In contrast, several scholars have identi-
fied specific characteristics people use as ref-
erents for relationships that they perceive
as “close” (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992 ;
Berscheid et al., 1989; Davis & Todd, 1982 ;
Fehr, 1993 ; Maxwell, 1985 ; Parks & Floyd,
1996). It is not always clear from these
studies how these defining characteristics of
close relationships are weighted or how the
perceptions of these characteristics by each
partner can be combined so that the relation-
ship can be described as close. Nevertheless,
the results of these studies do suggest four
principles about close relationships that pro-
vide a useful context within which to bet-
ter understand lying and deception in close
relationships.

1. People in close relationships are expected to
recognize and respect the vulnerabilities that
go with being in a close relationship. As a
consequence, trust (Davis & Todd, 1982 ;
Fehr, 1993 ; Parks & Floyd, 1996), honesty
(Fehr, 1993), respect (Davis & Todd, 1982 ;
Fehr, 1993 ; Parks & Floyd, 1996), and con-
cern with relational outcomes (Miller et al.,
1986) coupled with the giving and receiv-
ing of help (Davis & Todd, 1982 ; Maxwell,
1985 ; Parks & Floyd, 1996) are recurring
descriptors of close relationships. Lies or
truths that are perceived as unfairly or
harmfully taking advantage of a partner’s
vulnerabilities, then, are likely to be eval-
uated as negative; lies or truths that are
perceived as serving to protect the vulner-
abilities of one’s partner or the relation-
ship are likely to be evaluated less nega-
tively or positively.

2 . People in close relationships feel sufficiently
satisfied and emotionally invested in their
relationship that they want it to continue.
Close relationships are described as feel-
ing natural, comfortable, and enjoyable
(Davis & Todd, 1982 ; Maxwell, 1985 ;
Parks & Floyd, 1996); filled with caring,
warmth, acceptance, and the inclusion of
oneself in the other (Aron, Aron, & Smol-
lan, 1992 ; Davis & Todd, 1982 ; Fehr, 1993 ;
Parks & Floyd, 1996); and subject to sep-
aration distress (Maxwell, 1985). Both

lies and truths can make relationship life
enjoyable and both lies and truths can
be told in the pursuit of communicating
caring, warmth, and acceptance. With an
increasing sense of “we-ness” created by
partners to a close relationship, the ori-
gins of, and complicity in, lies and truths is
likely to be more ambiguous. In addition,
the potential impact of lies and truths
is also likely to increase as the desire
to maintain a future for the relation-
ship increases.

3 . People in close relationships have fre-
quent opportunities to interact and mutu-
ally influence one another. This principle
is derived from studies of relationship
closeness indicating that people in close
relationships seek out, spend time with,
and frequently interact with their part-
ner (Berscheid & Peplau, 1983 ; Berscheid,
Snyder, & Omoto, 1989; Maxwell, 1985 ;
Miller et al., 1986; Parks & Floyd, 1996).
During their time together, they seek
advice, perspective, and exert influence
on their partner’s plans and activities
(Berscheid & Peplau, 1983 ; Berscheid et
al., 1989; Parks & Floyd, 1996). Thus, lies
and truths are told and heard in a con-
text in which recurring interactions are
expected with each partner believing that
their interaction can affect the behavior of
their partner.

4 . People in close relationships believe they
know and understand their partner well
because they have acquired a great deal
of general and personal information about
him or her. This principle is supported
by descriptions of close relationships
that involve sharing attitudes, values, and
interests (Maxwell, 1985 ; Parks & Floyd,
1996); disclosing to and confiding in one’s
partner (Davis & Todd, 1982 ; Maxwell,
1985 ; Parks & Floyd, 1996); communi-
cating about issues that are important to
the relationship (Maxwell, 1985); explic-
itly expressing the value of the relationship
to one’s partner (Parks & Floyd, 1996);
believing the relationship is unique (Davis
& Todd, 1982); and understanding one’s
partner (Davis & Todd, 1982 ; Miller et al.,
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1986; Parks & Floyd, 1996). The teller and
the target of lies and truths, then, are
both people who presume they have a
reservoir of knowledge about the other.
Sometimes people in close relationships
reach a point where they are so confi-
dent (or so hopeful) about understanding
their partner that they overlook or rein-
terpret behavior which contradicts what
they think they know about their partner.

The preceding underscores some basic
principles typically subscribed to by those
who profess to have a close relationship. As
such, they represent the basis for interpret-
ing how and why duplicity manifests itself;
how and why lie detection takes the form
that it does; and how and why lies have the
effects they do.

Doing Lying and Deception
in Close Relationships

Attitudes Toward Honesty

Stewart, Stinnett, and Rosenfeld (2000)
asked a hundred college men and women
to rate the desirability of 19 characteristics
that a dating partner might have. Each char-
acteristic was rated twice, once for some-
one they would “date more than once”
and once for someone with whom they
could have a “long-term relationship, per-
haps even marry.” Some of the characteris-
tics rated were an exciting personality, good
health, adaptability, dependability, sense of
humor, and kindness–understanding. It was
trustworthy–honest, however, that received
the highest rating (most desirable) for both
short- and long-term relationships and for
both men and women.

Boon and McLeod (2001) also found
nearly a hundred college men and women
endorsing the importance of honesty in close
relationships, but only a third of these stu-
dents sought the kind of complete and unre-
strained honesty subscribed to by O’Neill
and O’Neill (1972) and Blanton (1996).
Endorsement of complete honesty in close

relationships was more likely among those
who also believed they had little chance of
successfully lying to their partner. The other
two thirds of these students acknowledged
that even in close relationships there are con-
ditions that demand one’s partner be misled.
This behavior was seen by some as not only
appropriate but the right thing to do.

Thus, alone and outside of any partic-
ular context, people often believe honesty
is an essential ingredient of close relation-
ships and a goal each partner should strive
to achieve (LaFollette & Graham, 1986).
On the other hand, it is not uncommon
for people to recognize that even in close
relationships, there are likely to be situa-
tions in which honesty will not be practiced.
Being honest, for example, may be deemed
less important than some other important
relationship goal such as building the self-
esteem of one’s partner, maintaining loyalty
to another friend, or massaging truths that
might hurt a loved one. In one study, cou-
ples who had been together an average of 27

months perceived that their partners were
more honest than themselves (Cole, 2001).

Frequency of Lying

Rowatt, Cunningham, and Druen (1998)
found both men and women saying they
would be willing to lie about their intel-
ligence, personal appearance, personality
traits, income, past relationship outcomes,
and career skills to a prospective date who
was high in facial attractiveness. Even in get-
acquainted conversations, participants are
not averse to lying when they are asked to
appear likable and/or competent (Feldman,
Forrest, & Happ, 2002). So it seems that lies
are common, even expected, in the inter-
actions that serve as a launching pad for
close relationships. Metts (1989) argued that
the emphasis on finding out more and more
about one’s partner, so typical of dating
relationships, is likely to foster more falsi-
fication than in established close relation-
ships in which partners believe they already
have a storehouse of information about their
partner. In one survey of college students,
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92% admitted to lying to a romantic part-
ner about sexual issues (Knox, Schacht,
Holt, & Turner, 1993). One book, writ-
ten for men, even gives advice on “how to
sound sincere,” and “how to pretend sex
is the furthest thing from your mind”
(Casanova, 1999).

Lies don’t cease when relationships are
designated as “close,” however; they just
decrease in frequency. DePaulo and Kashy
(1998) found both community leaders and
students reporting that they told fewer lies
(relative to the total number of interactions)
to those with whom they had closer relation-
ships. Lies occurred about once in every 10

interactions in a broad range of close rela-
tionships that included spouses, best friends,
family, children, nonspouse romantic part-
ners, and mothers. However, it is worth not-
ing that lying in close relationships does
not seem to be equally low for all types of
relationships. The closeness of the relation-
ship is only one factor governing the fre-
quency of lying. More lies, for instance, were
reportedly told to mothers and nonspouse
romantic partners. One in every three trans-
actions with nonspouse romantic partners
were reported to involve lying.

Emotional closeness can be a power-
ful deterrent to lying in close relationships,
and when lies do occur, they are often trou-
bling for the liar. The processes that bring
about closeness not only help to reduce the
number of lies, they also provide the kind of
bonding that serves as a safety net during
times when the strength of that closeness
is questioned. At the same time, however,
close relationships create an environment in
which any given lie can take a huge toll on
the degree of closeness felt. It is not surpris-
ing that Cole (2001) found that increased
perceptions of a partner’s dishonesty were
associated with lower levels of relationship
satisfaction and commitment.

Types of Lies

Lies are often classified as a special form
of the broader term, deception. DePaulo
et al. (2003) defined deception as “a delib-

erate attempt to mislead others” (p. 74) and
Knapp and Comadena (1979) defined lying
as “the conscious alteration of information
a person believes to be true in order to sig-
nificantly change another’s perceptions from
what the deceiver thought they would be
without the alteration” (p. 271). Definitions
such as these are commonly used by social
scientists who study the behavior of liars
and the accuracy with which they can be
detected. Conceptualizing lying and decep-
tion in this fashion can be useful, but it
precludes self-deception, jointly constructed
lies, and lies that are based on attributions
rather than actual liar behavior – all of which
are crucial for understanding lies in close
relationships. The following illustrates some
of the ways lies manifest themselves in close
relationships.

lies and attributions of lies

Lies attributed to people in close rela-
tionships are not always lies. The dialogue
associated with these attributions, how-
ever, may profoundly affect relationship
closeness. This is a phenomenon research
tells us little about (McCornack, Levine,
Solowczuk, Torres, & Campbell, 1992). Peo-
ple in close relationships are familiar with
their partner’s communication style and do
not expect their partner to lie to them.
Nevertheless, one’s motives for not saying
something a partner thought should have
been said, forgetting something a partner
thought should have been reported, or mis-
understanding something a partner thought
should have been understood are all sub-
ject to attributions of deception. Accusing
close relationship partners of lying when
they don’t believe they have can gener-
ate relationship-altering dialogue. Equivocal
responses, which Bavelas, Black, Chovil, and
Mullett (1990) say are used to avoid both
lying and telling the truth, might well be
labeled as a lie in daily interaction because
of their evasive and ambiguous nature. Even
changing one’s self-presentation to fit a par-
ticular person or situation is subject to being
perceived as “phony” or deceptive even
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though Bosson and Swann (2001) suggested
that it may be quite genuine:

Like chameleons, people change the way
they present themselves to different rela-
tionship partners; however, each self-
presentation is a genuine reflection of the
real self displayed in all sincerity. (p. 74)

individual lies and jointly constructed lies

We find it strangely amusing when Homer
Simpson says, “It takes two people to lie,
one to lie and one to listen,” but academic
researchers do tend to conceptualize and
study lies as individual acts. Close relation-
ships, however, are especially fertile ground
for studying what Werth and Flaherty (1986)
called collusion and Barnes (1994) called
connivance. Connivance occurs when indi-
viduals in close relationships know they are
being deceived by their partner, but decep-
tively act as if they didn’t know. Other
jointly managed lies occur when partners
to a close relationship explicitly or implic-
itly agree to collaborate in a relationship
lie. This happens when parties to an extra-
marital affair collaborate in deceiving others,
when one partner authorizes a lie by telling
his or her partner never to tell him or her
if a particular thing happens, or when close
friends testify to the strength of their bond
by collaborating in a lie to another person.
Jointly constructed lies may also be done
interactively. A partner can make it clear that
the punishment for telling the truth about
an affair, for example, would be as severe as
the punishment for lying about it – which,
if lying occurs, means both partners played
a role in constructing the lie.

lies involving active and passive participation

Research typically focuses on lies of com-
mission – false accounts, information, and
stories that are invented by the liar. How-
ever, distinctions between lies of commission
that invent a new reality for the target versus
lies that involve secrets or simply allow the
target to continue believing something false
may be of special interest in close relation-
ships in which partners believe they know so

much about each other. Levenger and Senn
(1967) found that concealing negative feel-
ings, particularly about their mates, was far
more characteristic of satisfied spouses than
dissatisfied ones. Metts (1989) found spouses
more likely to conceal information than to
make deliberately false statements.

The pattern of deceptive communica-
tion reported here indicates that mar-
ried respondents seem to take advantage
of opportunities for concealment, oppor-
tunities frequently created by a lack of
direct questioning from their partners. This
raises the interesting possibility that once
a relationship is institutionalized, partners
are more likely to collude (consciously or
unconsciously) in the accomplishment of
deception, particularly when the informa-
tion would drastically increase uncertainty
or illuminate the state of the relationship.
(p. 177)

In addition to concealment, Nyberg (1993)
pointed out a number of ways that partners
to a close relationship can lie by “letting it
happen” – that is, providing a wink or a short,
ambiguous response that leads the target to
a false belief or causes him or her to continue
believing something false.

lies to self and lies to others

Researchers typically study the process of
lying to another person, but self-deception
clearly plays an important role in close rela-
tionships (Baumeister, 1993 ; Baumeister &
Wortman, 1992). Sometimes we don’t want
to see things as they are and convince our-
selves through selective attention, biased
reasoning, systematic ignoring, willful igno-
rance, or emotional detachment that certain
things are not true. In a book about roman-
tic relationships that focuses on the lies men
sometimes tell women, Forward (1999) said
the man’s success in such situations is often
contingent on lies women tell themselves –
for example, “He would never lie to me,”
“Maybe he’s lied to other women, but he
won’t lie to me,” “Yes, he lies, but he loves me
and that’s all that matters,” “He lies, but he’s
a victim of circumstances,” “Yes, he lies, but
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I can fix him,” and “Yes, he lies, but it’s my
fault.” An illustration of one woman’s self-
deception can be seen in this excerpt from
an interview by Werth and Flaherty (1986):

Little by little things were happening that
didn’t make sense, but I can remember
making excuses for them myself . . . I didn’t
want to believe there was anything to find
out . . . so I was being deceived from two
angles . . . I was deceiving myself . . . I didn’t
sit there when it was happening saying, “I
am just fooling myself.” You know, I, I, as I
said, I made up a lot of excuses, and really
believed them . . . I didn’t confide in any-
one, too, because I was afraid of what they
would tell me. I wanted to believe every-
thing was going to be fine and I wasn’t
being deceived. If I told someone else they
might tell me I was being deceived and I
didn’t want to hear that . . . But as much as
I wanted to be a detective and find him out,
I didn’t want to either. Because the truth –
I was afraid more of the truth than living
in the lie kind of. (p. 2 96)

DePaulo and Bell (1996) found that peo-
ple tended to be less honest when giving
evaluative feedback to people they knew
really cared about the subject of the eval-
uation. In the same way, there may be times
when we are less honest with ourselves when
we really care about and are heavily invested
in the relationship that might be at risk.
Dealing with the possibilities of rejection by
one’s partner and loss of the relationship may
be a lot harder for some people than lying
to themselves.

repeated and isolated lies

Research typically focuses on a single inter-
action and a single lie. But partners to a
close relationship interact with one another
regularly and at least some lies will follow
a developmental pattern. This may involve
the necessity of repeating a lie or telling sup-
plementary lies to lend support to the orig-
inal lie. Topics of conversation and reports
of events have a way of recycling in close
relationships, so lies may have a long shelf
life. Sometimes partners will even encour-
age the repeating of a lie to people outside
the relationship – for example, “Bob was

in Vietnam and saw some terrible things.
Tell them, honey.” Some things lied about
are sufficiently complex, like an extramari-
tal affair, that a variety of interconnected lies
are needed to sustain both the activity and
the lies associated with it.

self-serving and other-benefiting lies

Lies are often classified according to the
intended beneficiary, and this perception is,
in turn, linked to the degree of disapproval.
Lies told for the sole purpose of benefiting
oneself are generally viewed more negatively
than lies told with the goal of protecting
another person from harm or trying to make
him or her feel better. However, in close rela-
tionships, it is easy to see how one partner
can serve him or herself by telling a lie that
also benefits his or her partner. The demar-
cation between self and other in close rela-
tionships is, by definition, fuzzy at times –
a condition that can make this method of
distinguishing types of lies problematic.

high-stakes and low-stakes lies

Lies can also be classified according to how
much is gained or lost by their success
or failure. Sometimes successful lies pro-
vide little gain for the liar and little pun-
ishment if they are uncovered. These are
called low-stakes lies. With high-stakes lies,
there is a nice reward when it goes unde-
tected, but a severe punishment if it is dis-
covered. Obviously, different combinations
and strengths of rewards and punishments
provide other types of lies – for example,
significant rewards for a successful lie but
not much punishment if it is unsuccessful.
We would expect liars who perceive vari-
ous degrees of perceived gain and punish-
ment to manifest different behaviors. Even
though partners to a close relationship may
discuss the stakes involved in various types
of lying as a part of general relationship talks,
this method of classifying lies is based on liar
perceptions at the time of the lie.

Motivation for Lying

People in close relationships lie for a vari-
ety of reasons, many of which are bound up
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with the nature of close relationships them-
selves. One common reason for lying is to
support and sustain our partners – to avoid
hurting them, to tell them what they want
to hear, to build and maintain their self-
esteem, to help them accomplish their goals,
and to show concern for their physical and
mental states. Indeed, DePaulo and Kashy
(1998) found what they called “altruistic” lies
to be the most common type of lie told to
friends and best friends. Lies told to close
relationship partners are usually viewed by
the lie teller as altruistically motivated, guilt
inducing, spontaneous, justified by the situ-
ation, and/or provoked by the lie receiver
(Kaplan & Gordon, 2004). Metts (1989)
also found people who reported the great-
est degree of relationship commitment and
closeness were also the people who reported
more lies intended to support their partner.
More satisfied couples may also tend to cre-
ate a new partner reality through what Mur-
ray and Holmes (1996) called “positive illu-
sions” – seeing virtues in their partner that
aren’t there, turning faults into virtues, con-
structing excuses for misdeeds, and so on.
What may begin as lies of support or as
positive illusions may later, with the effects
of self-persuasion and/or the self-fulfilling
prophecy, be viewed as fact. If there are
permissible lies in close relationships, lying
for the benefit of one’s partner and lying to
protect the relationship may be perceived
as the most worthy intentions. Motives are
not always mutually exclusive, however, so
a lie that helps the target of the lie may also
help the liar; a lie that hides a transgres-
sion against the relationship may also pro-
tect and sustain the relationship – until it
is uncovered.

A number of characteristics of close rela-
tionships may also provide an inviting basis
for less altruistic lies – lies that primarily
benefit the liar and may even harm the tar-
get. For example, one might assume that
the chance of being forgiven for any kind
of lie is much higher in a close relationship,
so why not lie and hope to be forgiven if
found out? In addition, the punishment for
lying about a particular issue in this rela-
tionship may be perceived as about equal

to the revelation of certain unwanted truths,
so why not tell the lie (Ekman, 2001)? Part-
ners to a close relationship may also provide
an inviting climate for lies by making clear
what they want and don’t want to hear and
by demonstrating the kind of unquestioned
trust that says they can be easily duped. As
a result, self-oriented lies used to accom-
plish one partner’s own goals, protect his
or her own emotions, or retaliate against
a partner suspected of lying (Cole, 2001)
may not be common but may be present in
close relationships. Cole also found that rela-
tionship partners who had a higher fear of
abandonment were also more likely to resort
to deception.

Male and Female Lying

Lies in close relationships are told by both
men and women. It isn’t firmly established,
but men may be particularly prone to lie
about their past (Ross & Holmberg, 1990),
and women may lie more in the pursuit of
being supportive and positive (DePaulo &
Bell, 1996). For better or worse, women may
sacrifice some degree of honesty to com-
municate the kind of support and protec-
tion needed to sustain a close relationship.
This doesn’t mean men do not tell support-
ive lies nor does it mean that women lie more
often than men in close relationships, even
though one therapist (Lerner, 1993) believes
that American culture teaches women that
pretending and “pleasing others” is an essen-
tial part of their expected behavior in close
relationships – so “imperceptibly woven into
the fabric of daily life” that it sometimes
“leads to the construction of a false self”
(p. 122).

When it comes to assessing the “seri-
ous” lies they’ve told in close relationships,
women report being more upset than men.
They also report more anxiety, fear, and
remorse. In Kirkendol’s study (1986) women
said their serious lies to close friends were
not undertaken without a lot of reflection,
thought, and careful planning, but men
often reported the need for greater planning
with lies to casual friends.
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Detection of Lies
in Close Relationships

The interest in lie detection ability by
those who form close relationships is not
driven by the relatively few lies told in
such relationships (DePaulo & Kashy, 1998)
but by the fact that most of the “serious”
lies people report telling are told to their
partners in close relationships (Anderson,
Ansfield, & DePaulo, 1999). Accurately
detecting the lies of strangers on the basis
of their verbal and nonverbal behavior is
usually reported to be just above chance –
a mean average across studies of about 54%
(Malone & DePaulo, 2001). Levine, Park,
and McCornack (1999) argued that even
this rate of lie detection, which is the result
of averaging across truthful and deceptive
messages, is inflated by the fact that people
are far more accurate in identifying truthful
messages than lies, thereby making the
accurate detection of lies significantly lower
than chance. How does the closeness of
one’s relationship affect a person’s ability to
detect lies accurately on the basis of their
partner’s behavior? It depends.

Closeness May Effect Greater Accuracy
in Lie Detection

People expect their lies to be detected more
often by people who know them well (Bur-
goon, Buller, Dillman, & Walther, 1995), and
they often are (DePaulo & Kashy, 1998).
They expect it because they expect peo-
ple in close relationships to be so familiar
with their typical behavior that any devia-
tions from that will be noticed. When people
were repeatedly shown (up to four times)
a video of a stranger’s truthful communi-
cation behavior, this familiarity did serve
to increase the viewer’s accuracy in picking
out the lies from subsequent video messages
presented by the same stranger (Bauch-
ner, Brandt, & Miller, 1977; Brandt, Miller,
& Hocking, 1980; 1982 ; Feeley, deTurck &
Young, 1995). Spouses in Comadena’s (1982)
study who had known each other an aver-
age of 46 months apparently relied on their
familiarity to help them detect lies of their

partner at a rate significantly higher than
their friends who had only known them
an average of about 19 months. Anderson,
DePaulo, and Ansfield (2002) found that the
increasing familiarity of emotionally close
friends made them report more accuracy in
detecting each other’s lies over a 6-month
period of their friendship. These last two
studies provide some data that show that
familiarity with the behavior of a close rela-
tionship partner can provide a basis for
greater accuracy in detecting his or her lies.

When suspicion of deceptive behavior is
coupled with behavioral familiarity in close
relationships, accuracy in detecting decep-
tion can increase (Stiff, Kim, & Ramesh,
1992). McCornack and Levine (1990b) stud-
ied couples who had been dating about a
year. Some were dispositionally suspicious
and some were not. Some were told their
partner may be lying to them; some were
told their partner would be lying to them; and
some were not told anything. Without sus-
picion, people believed their partners were
telling the truth, and detection accuracy was
about where it would be with strangers –
slightly above chance. People who were
already dispositionally suspicious who were
made moderately suspicious lowered their
expectations for partner truth telling and
increased their detection accuracy rate to
70%. Even though suspicion has the power
to increase accuracy in lie detection, it may
also be problematic if the suspected liar is
not lying and resents the distrust that his or
her partner’s suspicion illustrates. Suspicion
can also create more suspicion to the point
where neither person trusts the other. Sus-
picious behavior also has a tendency to put
the suspect on guard – possibly leading him
or her to spend more time and energy cover-
ing up clues and creating new lies. DePaulo,
Epstein, and Wyer (1993) say that women
are more likely than men to be actively
involved in seeking out the truth when sus-
picion is raised – talking to others, looking for
behavioral and other evidence, and so on.

Closeness May Effect Greater Inaccuracy
in Lie Detection

Familiarity in close relationships is a two-
way street. As noted earlier, familiarity with
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one’s partner can help a lie detector identify
deviations from the liar’s “normal” behavior,
but the liar can also use familiarity to his
or her advantage. High self-monitors who
are lying in a close relationship are famil-
iar with their own baseline behavior, which
they will try to duplicate during periods of
deception and prepare themselves with a
ready explanations when they are unable to
do so (Miller, deTurck, & Kalbfleisch, 1983).
Effective liars in close relationships are also
familiar with the routines and behavior of
the lie detector and will use that knowledge
to create maneuvers that will cover their
own behavior. In short, liars know a lot of
what the lie detectors know and will use that
familiarity for their own ends during the lie–
lie detection process.

Lie detection accuracy may also suffer in
actual, ongoing close relationships because
the detector is not a detached observer of
the liar, but actively interacts with the liar
while trying to assess his or her truthfulness.
Research to date is largely based on detached
observers judging monologues of others, but
Burgoon, Buller, and Floyd (2001) indicated
that accuracy is likely to decrease when the
detector becomes an active participant. It is
no doubt more difficult to make accurate
attributions of deception when the person
making the attribution is part of the very dia-
logue within which the lie takes shape.

Perhaps the single biggest contributor to
decreased accuracy in lie detection in close
relationships is when a detector puts a higher
value on the closeness of the relationship
than the need to uncover a lie that might
decrease or eliminate that closeness. Ander-
son et al. (1999) put it this way:

Therefore, the targets of self-serving lies may
be motivated to let potential lies lie.This
motivation may be especially great when
the relationship is especially important. If,
in fact, people in close relationships are
particularly motivated to believe altruistic
lies and to remain oblivious to self-centered
ones, then their many experiences with each
other’s styles of communicating may come
to naught. They could be equaled, or even
outdone, by total strangers in the accuracy
with which they detect their partner’s lies.
(p. 382 )

People in close relationships are not averse
to practicing “motivated inaccuracy” when
perceiving their partner’s behavior (Simp-
son, Ickes, & Blackstone, 1995 ; Sternglanz
& DePaulo, 2004). Accurate perceptions in
these studies were lowest when one part-
ner expressed, but not too clearly, thoughts
or feelings that might pose a threat to the
relationship and the perceiver was highly
committed to the relationship. In fact, rela-
tionship partners who tend to seek relation-
ship-threatening information are also less
trusting, more suspicious, and more likely to
terminate their relationships (Ickes, Dugosh,
Simpson, & Wilson, 2003). There is also
a stronger “truth bias” among partners to
close relationships. The presence of a strong
truth bias (the extent to which they believe
their partner is a truth teller) seems to
be a standard feature of close relation-
ships, which also contributes to inaccu-
racy in lie detection. Millar and Millar
(1995) and Buller, Strzyzewski, and Com-
stock (1991) found more truth bias among
friends than strangers. The process seems
to work like this. Closeness gives peo-
ple a greater amount of confidence that
they know their partner’s behavior which,
in turn, leads to a bias toward believ-
ing their partner’s behavior is truthful.
This then leads to a lower rate of decep-
tion detection accuracy (Levine & McCor-
nack, 1992 ; McCornack & Parks, 1986;
Stiff et al., 1992).

Whether it is the truth bias or something
else, there are times when people in close
relationships sense deception and probably
process certain related behaviors but have a
hard time articulating what they are observ-
ing. This is illustrated in this interview by
Werth and Flaherty (1986):

It was like an atmosphere more than bla-
tant evidence . . . It is so hard to grab on to
something and say, “this is deceit” because
it is just so much like a feeling you get
when there is something amiss, something
is wrong. It is in the atmosphere. It’s just,
and it might be . . . an uneasiness from the
other person that you just, you know some-
thing is wrong, that it can’t be the truth,
and it might just be sort of a sensation
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you get from nervousness or fidgetiness or
uneasiness or . . .” (p. 2 97)

Other Ways Lies Are Detected

Detecting lies by observing the behavior
of one’s partner has been the predomi-
nant research paradigm to date (DePaulo
et al., 2003), but Park, Levine, McCornack,
Morrison, and Ferrara (2002) found several
detection methods that were more com-
mon among undergraduate students, 33% of
whom responded as a romantic partner, 40%
as a friend, and 10% as a family member. So
we can assume that experiences in close rela-
tionships were fairly well represented. By far,
the two most common methods for uncover-
ing lies among this sample were getting infor-
mation from a third party and finding physi-
cal evidence that contradicted the liar’s story.
Sometimes lies in close relationships take
a long time to discover, but sometimes the
liar will confess as soon as the target shows
any suspicion (Boon & McLeod, 2001), thus,
obviating the need to look for any behav-
ioral clues. Detection may also combine
various methods of detection and generate
new lies.

Consequences of Lies
in Close Relationships

What one views as the consequences of
lying and deception in close relationships
depends on what type of lie (altruistic vs.
self-interest) is in question; what is being lied
about (an affair vs. saying you liked the out-
fit when you didn’t); when the judgment is
made (upon discovery vs. years later); and
probably a number of other factors. The
assessed consequences of close relationship
lies will also vary depending on who is mak-
ing the assessment. Liars often view their
own behavior as far less harmful, offensive,
and consequential than the target of the
lie. Liars often describe extenuating circum-
stances that they view as justification for
their lie(s), but targets often do not share
those views (Gordon & Miller, 2000; McCor-
nack & Levine, 1990a).

Consequences of Undiscovered Lies

Even though most of the consequences of
deception in close relationships are exam-
ined in the context of discovered or revealed
lies, there are, of course, lies that go unde-
tected. What effect, if any, do these lies have
on the relationship?

Metts (1989) asked people to describe a
time when they didn’t tell their relation-
ship partner the whole truth. Over a third of
them mentioned deceptions involving emo-
tional information – for example, feelings
of love and commitment. Thaler’s (1991)
account of his own relationship gives further
insight into this process:

Amy has asked me on more than one occa-
sion, “Do you love me?” . . . If I were always
truthful, and sometimes I am not, I would
confide to Amy the fluctuating tide of my
emotions, a response that might stab into
the heart of our relationship . . . So when
Amy asks whether I love her, I always do,
even if, at times, I don’t. The lie is a support
system that is part of the ritual of intimacy.
It may not be truthful, but it is confirming.
(pp. 16–17)

By way of explanation, LaFollette and
Graham (1986) pointed out that people’s
feelings about their partner are not always
crystal clear and they worry about the com-
municative effects of trying to explain these
complex and ambiguous states. They fear
such a dialogue may cause more harm than
good. So unambiguous declarations of love
are proffered, the relationship is affirmed,
and life is good. Liars feel especially good
about lies that make their partner feel bet-
ter, and these positive emotions permeate a
variety of transactions in pleasant and con-
structive ways. As noted earlier, DePaulo and
Kashy (1998) found these “other-oriented”
or “altruistic” lies to be the norm in close
relationships.

It is possible, however, for these seemingly
insignificant deceptions designed to support
the relationship to get out of hand. For
example, suppose a woman lies to herself
about her feelings for her husband – out-
wardly maintaining a love that isn’t felt. At
first it is merely done to cover up feelings
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that are confusing to her. She perceives noth-
ing “wrong” or “bad” about her husband,
so she is sure her feelings will eventually
match her words. In time, however, she
knows her declarations of love are a lie.
Her husband does not question behavioral
signs to the contrary because he wants (and
needs) to believe she is lovingly devoted to
him. Having perpetuated this lie for years,
the wife suddenly decides to behave in line
with her true feelings and tells her hus-
band she is leaving him. The wife does
not want to embarrass herself by admitting
what she has done, and the husband is still
unwilling to believe there were signs that
showed a contrast to the feelings expressed
by his wife. Thus, the infectious and cocon-
structed lies that led to the dissolution of this
relationship remain in an undiscussed and
undiscovered state.

Sometimes lies are not uncovered, but
suspicion has been aroused to such an extent
that trust in one’s partner is negatively
affected. To the extent that the lie or lies told
have powerful effects on the liar (e.g., guilt,
anger, fear, embarrassment), these effects
may manifest themselves in almost any dia-
logue with the liar’s partner. The target of
the lie may wonder why, for no apparent
reason, his or her partner seems so irrita-
ble over the slightest things. Sagarin, Rhoads,
and Cialdini (1998) point out that liars will
sometimes denigrate and distrust the tar-
get, trying to make themselves feel better by
believing that their partner is just like they
are – that they lie too, that they invited the
lie by being such an easy dupe, that they cre-
ated a situation where they were going to get
just as much punishment for telling the truth
as for lying, and so on.

Negative Consequences
of Discovered Lies

“Serious” or “high-stakes” lies are not re-
ported to be the most common type of lie
in close relationships, but they are poten-
tially the most damaging (Anderson et al.,
1999; DePaulo & Kashy, 1998). Serious lies
are often told to cover major transgressions
of the relationship such as infidelity. In this

case, then, both the lie and the thing lied
about betray the bonds of closeness that
form the heart of the relationship. Targets of
these lies who have strong beliefs about the
importance of honesty may have a strongly
negative reaction to both the lie and the infi-
delity (Boon & McLeod, 2001), but the work
of McCornack and Levine (1990a) indicates
that it is the information covered by the lie
that is the most decisive in whether the rela-
tionship is terminated or not.

Even though serious lies are not believed
to be common in close relationships, it
should be noted that it is not always easy
to know what lies will emerge as serious and
what lies will remain less serious. On the sur-
face one would think that lies about one’s
feelings for one’s partner would be in the
serious category and occur infrequently. Yet
when Metts (1989) asked people to describe
a time when they didn’t tell their relation-
ship partner the whole truth, over a third of
them mentioned deceptions involving emo-
tional information – for example, feelings
of love and commitment. LaFollette and
Graham (1986) also say that there are times
when one’s feelings about one’s partner are
not always crystal clear and people worry
that attempts to try to explain these com-
plex and ambiguous states will cause more
harm than good. Lies about relationship feel-
ings are certainly capable of preserving close-
ness, but they are also especially well suited
for dismantling the ties that bind.

Serious lies are capable of a wide vari-
ety of negative consequences for (a) the
target of the lie (hurt feelings, lowered
self-esteem, confusion, suspicion, desire for
revenge [O’Hair & Cody, 1994], etc.); (b)
the liar (loss of credibility, trust, respect);
and (c) the relationship (lowered satisfac-
tion or commitment [Cole, 2001], tension,
etc.). Planalp and Honeycutt (1985) asked
people to recall information that led them
to question something basic to their rela-
tionship. Deception was one of the events
recalled. Deception for these people in
this context not only increased uncertainty
about their relationship, it undermined their
beliefs about all aspects of the relation-
ship, including beliefs about themselves.
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Adrienne Rich (1979) aptly captured the all-
encompassing devastation some lies can have
on close relationships.

Why do we feel slightly crazy when
we realize we have been lied to in a
relationship?

We take so much of the universe on trust.
You tell me: “In 1950 I lived on the north
side of Beacon Street in Somerville.” You tell
me “She and I were lovers, but for months
now we have only been good friends.” You
tell me: “It is seventy degrees outside and the
sun is shining.” Because I love you, because
there is not even a question of lying between
us, I take these accounts of the universe
on trust: your address twenty-five years
ago, your relationship with someone I know
only by sight, this morning’s weather. I fling
unconscious tendrils of belief, like slender
green threads, across statements such as
these, statements made so unequivocally,
which have no tone or shadow of tenta-
tiveness. I build them into the mosaic of
my world. I allow my universe to change
in minute, significant ways, on the basis of
things you have said to me, of my trust in
you.

I also have faith that you are telling me
things it is important I should know; that
you do not conceal facts from me in an effort
to spare me, or yourself, pain.

Or, at the very least, that you will say,
“There are things I am not telling you.”

When we discover that someone we
trusted can be trusted no longer, it forces
us to reexamine the universe, to question
the whole instinct and concept of trust. For
awhile, we are thrust back onto some bleak,
jutting ledge, in a dark pierced by sheets
of fire, swept by sheets of rain, in a world
before kinship, or naming, or tenderness
exist; we are brought close to formlessness.
(pp. 191–192 )

Several studies portray the consequences
of deception to be more substantial for
women than men. Metts (1994) reported
the women in her study were more sensi-
tive than men to violations of the rules asso-
ciated with close relationships. Women also
seem to view deception as more unaccept-
able than men, see it as a more significant
relational event, and react more strongly to
its discovery. They report being more dis-

tressed and anxious than men on the discov-
ery that their partner in a close relationship
has lied to them (Levine, McCornack, &
Avery, 1992) and more tearful and apologetic
than men for the serious lies they tell. They
may also maintain their bitterness about the
transgression for a longer period of time than
men (DePaulo et al., 1993).

Positive Consequences of Discovered Lies

Despite the emphasis on tragic conse-
quences of serious lies in close relationships,
some couples manage to make lemonade
out of the life’s lemons (Anderson et al.,
1999). Surprisingly, research tells us little
about how couples manage this feat. Data on
relationship termination and other negative
effects of serious lies and serious relation-
ship transgressions are plentiful and tend to
fit nicely within societal and perhaps even
researchers’ expectations. Data from cou-
ples who have worked through a serious lie
about a serious violation of close relation-
ship expectations are reported infrequently
and may be far more difficult to obtain. This
makes any conclusions about positive conse-
quences of serious (or even less serious) lies
in close relationships speculative at best.

Nevertheless, we know that some cou-
ples who have experienced serious lies
that threaten their relationship manage to
work effectively through their problems and
regain a close relationship. Jang, Smith,
and Levine (2002), in a study of attach-
ment styles and deception in close relation-
ships, found that both secure and anxious–
ambivalent styles said they would continue
a relationship even after finding out about
a situation in which their partner deliber-
ately misled them about “a matter of some
consequence to the relationship.” Termina-
tion of the relationship was the primary
option for only the avoidant attachment
style. Things that may work to the advan-
tage of couples who cope effectively with a
potentially harmful relationship lie (or lies)
include: (a) a history of the liar doing many
things with positive intentions and in the
best interests of the relationship; (b) a plea
from the liar for forgiveness and repeatedly
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demonstrating his or her commitment to
rebuilding relational closeness; (c) a situa-
tion in which the discovery of the lie opened
up issues for the couple that needed to be
discussed for the survival and welfare of the
relationship; (d) a situation in which the lie,
by bringing the relationship to the edge of
disaster, reminded both partners how much
they wanted to save the relationship; and (e)
a situation in which the process of mutually
solving the problem or problems created by
the lie serves to reestablish and strengthen
relationship bonds.

Is Deception a “Dark Side”
of Close Relationships?

In a word, no. Deception is a way of commu-
nicating and derives its goodness or badness
from various contextual features – the intent
behind it, the words and nonverbal behavior
used in it’s performance, the consequences
that resulted, and so on. To say that decep-
tion is inherently evil or dark is as absurd
as saying that disagreement is evil because it
can lead to vicious fights, so we should try
to eliminate any disagreements. There are
good lies and bad lies; there are bad lies that
can have good consequences; and there are
bad truths. Should we call “truth” the dark
side of relationships because someone tells
the truth without regard for another person’s
feelings, tells the truth to mislead somebody,
or tells the truth to someone who doesn’t
want to hear it?

Finkenauer and Hazam (2000) pointed
out that the disclosure of truths and the
keeping of secrets can contribute to mari-
tal satisfaction and closeness or detract from
it. It all depends on how, why, when, and
where it is done. Nyberg (1993) eloquently
made the case when he said:

Truth telling is a means for accomplishing
purposes. So is deception. My approach to
understanding of deception is not the usual
one (top down) of focusing on the virtue
of truth as a given, then finding ways to
make benevolent compromises. It is rather
to focus on human communication (bottom
up), then to see what roles both play in

furthering that process toward the achieve-
ment of worthwhile goals. (pp. 53–54)

Conclusion

Given the variety of ways “closeness” has
been operationalized, coupled with the
common reliance on self-reports to deter-
mine lying behavior, the findings presented
in this chapter probably represent nothing
more than a “good start” in trying to under-
stand deception in close relationships. When
experimental methods have been used, they
usually involve single instances of serious
or high-stakes lies viewed by a detached
observer with the goal of identifying behav-
ioral signs of deceit. This means we have a
lot to learn about different types of jointly
constructed lies, lies that are accomplished
with more passive methods, how liars and
lie detectors deal with the development
of a series or “program” of lies, and the
role of self-deception in both lying and
lie detection.

A number of studies indicate conditions
associated with relationship closeness that
support both increased accuracy in lie detec-
tion and decreased accuracy. Features in
close relationships such as frequency of
interaction, proximity, and partner famil-
iarity may help in detecting lies. Suspicion
may also increase accuracy, but suspicious
behavior can also decrease trust and close-
ness. A strong truth bias and the possibil-
ity that a partner who lies may not be con-
sidered as bad as the demise of the rela-
tionship with the liar will sometimes act
against accurate lie detection. Exactly what
conditions precipitate one approach or the
other are not clear at this time, as are
other questions about lie detection in close
relationships. When there are false attribu-
tions about lies, how are they negotiated?
How are observations of behavior combined
with other methods to detect lies in close
relationships? How do liars use their knowl-
edge of the target’s behavior and routines to
fool them?

The potentially disastrous effects of seri-
ous lies on close relationships have received
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so much attention that we know relatively
little about how couples achieve positive
outcomes from lies that initially inflict rela-
tionship damage. In fact, we know relatively
little about any kind of lie that has positive
effects and any kind of truth that has nega-
tive effects in close relationships. Most sur-
veys find that truth telling is considered a
necessary feature in establishing and main-
taining a close relationship, but most people
in those same surveys are willing to admit
that lying may play a worthwhile role in
close relationships. It is possible, of course,
that lies that provide the bonding elements
for close relationships in everyday dialogue
may not even be thought of as lies by the
relationship partners.
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Temptation and Threat: Extradyadic
Relations and Jealousy

Abraham P. Buunk
Pieternel Dijkstra

Infidelity has concerned our ancestors ever
since the origin of the human species.
Numerous historical, literary, anthropo-
logical, and other sources suggest that
among humans the temptation to become
involved in a sexual relationship outside
one’s marriage is, and always has been, a
widespread phenomenon. Infidelity can take
many forms, including one-night stands,
passionate love affairs, sexual fantasies about
someone else, mate exchange, extradyadic
romantic attachments, flirting, and sex with
prostitutes. In the recent literature on infi-
delity, two types – or aspects – of infidelity
are often distinguished, sexual infidelity
referring to extradyadic sexual relationships
without emotional involvement and emo-
tional infidelity referring to the development
of extradyadic romantic feelings without
becoming sexually involved with that
other person (e.g., Buss, Larsen, Westen, &
Semmelroth, 1992 ; Glass & Wright, 1992).
Of course, in many cases of infidelity, both
types of infidelity co-occur. In recent years,
technological changes keep adding new
dimensions to the dynamics of infidelity.
Although since its beginning the telephone

has probably been used to keep in contact
with extradyadic sexual partners, the rapid
growth of cellular phones has made it easier
to do so without the spouse noticing it. In
addition, nowadays, infidelity may take the
form of so-called virtual or cyberaffairs, in
which individuals become romantically or
sexually involved with someone else through
the Internet or electronic communication.

What behaviors are exactly considered as
unfaithful varies from individual to individ-
ual because of differences in relationship
norms (cf. Drigotas, Safstrom, & Gentilia,
1999). When, for instance, someone feels
that flirting with others does not contradict
the norms that one has agreed to in the rela-
tionship, such behavior will not necessarily
evoke jealousy. Nevertheless, in general, sex-
ual relationships outside a committed rela-
tionship are considered a serious betrayal of
one’s partner, evoking – usually intense –
feelings of jealousy. Despite the poten-
tially disastrous consequences for commit-
ted relationships, many individuals still seek
extradyadic sex. In this chapter, we dis-
cuss the incidence of infidelity, the societal
context of extradyadic sexual relationships
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and jealousy, various theoretical perspec-
tives on these phenomena, the factors asso-
ciated with extradyadic sexual involvement,
the effects of such involvement on the
primary relationship, and the determinants
of jealousy.

Infidelity

Incidence

Although extradyadic sex seems to occur
regularly in contemporary Western society,
there are few reliable data documenting the
precise prevalence of such behavior. After
reviewing 12 surveys of extramarital behav-
ior, Thompson (1983) concluded that the
probability that at least one partner in a
marriage will have an extramarital relation-
ship lies somewhere between 40% and 76%.
Whereas 13% of the men and 21% of the
women reported having been “purely” emo-
tionally involved with someone else and 31%
of the men and 16% of the women reported
having had a “purely” sexual extradyadic
affair, about 20% of both men and women
reported having engaged in an extradyadic
affair that included both sexual and emo-
tional involvement. In many of these cases,
an extramarital affair happens only once
or twice in the lifetime of the individual
involved, and at a given moment in time,
most married people are not involved in
extradyadic affairs. For instance, recently,
Traeen and Stigum (1998) found, in a sam-
ple of 10,000 Norwegians, that, at the time of
the study, 16% of the respondents reported
having one or more parallel sexual rela-
tionships. However, “mild” forms of infi-
delity may occur much more often. Hicks
and Leitenberg (2001), for instance, found
that no less than 87% of their respondents
(98% of men, 80% of women) reported hav-
ing had extradyadic sexual fantasies in the
past 2 months.

In general, extradyadic sex seems to occur
more often in dating and cohabiting than
in marital relationships (e.g., Buunk, 1980b;
Treas & Giesen, 2000), whereas in gay
relationships, extradyadic sex seems more

common, and in lesbian relationships less
common than in heterosexual relationships
(e.g., Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983). In addi-
tion, a higher lifetime incidence of extra-
marital sex is found among Blacks, remar-
ried individuals, those in the highest and
lowest education categories, those in urban
areas and those low in religiosity (Atkins,
Baucom, & Jacobson, 2001; Christopher
& Sprecher, 2000; Weinberg & Williams,
1988). Although historically, men, more
than women, engaged in extradyadic sexual
behaviors (e.g., Thompson, 1983 ; Wieder-
man & Hurd, 1999), the difference between
the sexes in rates of infidelity seems to be
decreasing in younger individuals. The more
similar rates of extramarital sex for men
and women can at least partly be attributed
to women’s greater presence in the work-
force and the financial independence and the
opportunity for infidelity that come along
with it (Atkins et al., 2001).

There is not only a considerable vari-
ety within Western society in the preva-
lence of extradyadic sex, but also a large
cross-cultural variety in this respect. In gen-
eral, extramarital sex is much more preva-
lent in African than in Asian countries (e.g.,
Caraël, Cleland, Deheneffe, Ferry, & Ing-
ham, 1995). For example, in Guinea Bissau,
38% of the men and 19% of the women
had had extradyadic sex in the past year,
compared with only 8% of the men and 1%
of the women in Hong Kong (e.g., Caraël
et al., 1995), whereas in the Netherlands,
5% of all individuals with a steady relation-
ship had in the previous year entered into
casual extradyadic sex (Van Zessen & Sand-
fort, 1991). It must be emphasized that these
figures concern the past year and that the
lifelong incidence is likely to be consider-
ably higher.

Norms with Respect to Extradyadic Sex

Even among those involved in extradyadic
sex, such behavior is not necessarily
approved of and perceived as morally right.
Although during the “sexual revolution”
of the 1970s, attitudes in some countries
became somewhat more relaxed, in the
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past decades in Western society, attitudes
have moved toward more disapproval of
extramarital sex, especially among men
(Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001). As a
consequence, by the late 1990s, about 70%
(Christopher & Sprecher, 2000) to 90% of
U.S. men and women (Thornton & Young-
DeMarco, 2001) said they believed that
extramarital sex was always or almost always
wrong. Although more so in the United
States than in Western European countries
such as Sweden and the Netherlands (Buunk
& van Driel, 1989; Christensen, 1973), atti-
tudes in these European countries have also
become more restricted. For instance, in
1997 about 78% of Dutch respondents con-
sidered extradyadic sex wrong (Sociaal en
Cultureel Rapport, 1998). Even extradyadic
behaviors that do not have an explicit sex-
ual content are often condemned, such as
having dinner in a secluded place or dancing
because they imply the risk of a developing
sexual relationship (Weis & Felton, 1987).
The disapproval of extradyadic sex also dif-
fers between ethnic groups. For instance,
whereas about 30% of Asian Americans
feel that violence is justified in case of a
wife’s sexual infidelity (Yoshioka, DiNoia, &
Ullah, 2001), among Arab American immi-
grants 48% of the women and 23% of the
men approve of a man slapping a sexually
unfaithful wife, with 18% of the women even
approving a man killing his wife if she were
to have an affair (Kulwicki & Miller, 1999).
In general, attitudes toward infidelity are
more permissive among younger individu-
als, among the better educated and those
from the upper middle class, among persons
who are less religious, among those living in
urban areas, and among those holding lib-
eral political orientations (see Buunk & van
Driel, 1989).

Despite the general disapproval of
extradyadic sex all over the world, there is,
and there has been in all periods of history, a
double standard, that is, a stronger tendency
to condemn extradyadic sex engaged in
by women than extradyadic sex engaged
in by men (e.g., McClosky & Brill, 1983).
For instance, in many cultures, including
ancient Mediterranean cultures such as

Egyptians, Syrians, Hebrews, Romans, and
Spartans, and Far Eastern cultures such as
the Japanese and Chinese, only extramarital
sex by women was legally defined as adul-
tery and thus punishable by law. In the past,
and still in many cultures, a wife’s adultery
has often been viewed as a provocation,
allowing the cuckolded husband to exact
revenge on the guilty parties (Daly, Wilson,
& Weghorst, 1982). Also in contemporary
North America, where a single standard
of sexual behavior has officially become
widely accepted, the double standard may
still surface. For example, female adulterers
are perceived as more responsible for their
actions and as feeling more guilty following
infidelity than male adulterers (Mongeau,
Hale, & Alles, 1994). Moreover, whereas
men who commit adultery tend to assume
that this is something that most men do,
women who commit adultery tend to view
their behavior as rare and to feel unique in
a negative sense (Van den Eijnden, Buunk,
& Bosveld, 2000).

Theoretical Perspectives

There have been many theoretical perspec-
tives from which jealousy and extradyadic
sexual relationships have been analyzed. We
confine ourselves here to three theories that
have a firm basis in fundamental research,
have an explanatory power for a wide range
of phenomena, and in our view have become
in recent years the most fruitful perspec-
tives for studying close relationships (see also
Buunk & Dijkstra, 2000). The three theo-
ries are social exchange theories, evolution-
ary psychology, and attachment theory.

social exchange theories

A social exchange framework, broadly, refers
to any conceptual model that focuses on
the exchange of resources between peo-
ple or that refers to the major exchange
concepts of rewards, costs, and reciprocity
(Sprecher, 1998). In general, social exchange
theories assume that individuals form and
continue relationships on the basis of reci-
procity in the exchange of costs and rewards
in these relationships (Buunk & Schaufeli,
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1999; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). At least three
specific social exchange models have been
applied to extradyadic sex and jealousy:
equity theory, interdependence theory, and
the investment model (Sprecher, 1998).

First, according to equity theory, indi-
viduals who discover that they are in
inequitable relationships will try to restore
equity, with equity referring to the per-
ceived balance in the relationship between
partners’ inputs and outcomes. Equity the-
ory assumes that there are two types of
inequity – feeling overbenefitted and feeling
underbenefitted – that both lead to attempts
to restore equity. Equity theory would there-
fore predict that inequity contributes to the
likelihood of extradyadic involvement and
may be a prominent reason for individuals
to have extramarital affairs (e.g., Walster, &
Walster, & Traupman, 1978). Extradyadic
sex may then, unconsciously, be a way to
restore inequity (Sprecher, 1998).

Second, whereas equity theory focuses
on the principle of justice or fairness, inter-
dependence theory focuses on the rewards
and costs derived from the relationship for
the individual. Key concepts in interde-
pendence theory are the comparison level
(CL), that is, the expectation of what some-
one thinks he or she deserves from such
a relationship, and the comparison level for
alternatives (CLalt), the lowest level of out-
comes someone will accept in light of avail-
able alternative opportunities. In addition, as
emphasized by Thibaut and Kelley (1959),
partners become dependent on each other;
that is, they develop the ability to control
and influence each other’s outcomes. As a
consequence, in the course of the relation-
ship, outcomes of both partners become
intertwined, and positive experiences of the
one may vicariously become rewards for
the other (“I am happy because he or she
is happy”). As a consequence, interdepen-
dence theory suggests that because someone
who is more dependent has more to lose,
among those highly dependent on the rela-
tionship the inclination to become involved
in extradyadic sex will be lower whereas lev-
els of jealousy will be higher. This will be par-
ticularly true for those with a high level of

relative dependency, that is, those who feel
more dependent on the relationship than
does their partner (Buunk, 1991; Thibaut &
Kelley, 1959).

Third, according to the investment model
(Rusbult, 1983 ; see also Rusbult & Buunk,
1993), commitment is the primary force
in relationships. Commitment is a psycho-
logical attachment to and a motivation to
continue the relationship with the part-
ner. It is supposedly based on a combina-
tion of high relationship satisfaction, low
quality of alternatives, and a high level
of investments in the relationship. Accord-
ing to the investment model, the likeli-
hood of extradyadic sex increases as com-
mitment erodes because of attractive alter-
natives, lowered satisfaction (outcome com-
pared with CL), or low investments (Drig-
otas & Barta, 2001; Drigotas et al., 1999;
Sprecher, 1998). The investment model may
help explain why seemingly satisfied indi-
viduals still may be unfaithful because of
low investments or attractive alternatives,
and why an unsatisfied partner may remain
faithful because of high investments in the
relationship or the absence of alternatives.
In addition, because they have more to lose
when their relationship dissolves, commit-
ted individuals may experience more jeal-
ousy when confronted with a mate’s infi-
delity than less committed individuals.

evolutionary psychology

This perspective is largely based on neo-
Darwinistic theories in evolutionary biology
and assumes that present-day humans are
characterized by a complex set of men-
tal mechanisms that have evolved because
such mechanisms fostered reproductive suc-
cess in ancestral times. Given the impor-
tance of the pair bond for reproductive suc-
cess among humans, a universal concern
with the potential threat of extradyadic sex-
ual relationships to this bond is easy to
explain. Nevertheless, according to evolu-
tionary psychologists, in our ancestral past
for females investing in a long-term relation-
ship was virtually an absolute necessity to
produce offspring who survive to reproduce.
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In contrast, men had the potential to invest
minimally – only one act of sexual inter-
course at the theoretical low end – to repro-
duce. As a consequence, men would have
evolved a stronger tendency than women to
be open to casual extradyadic sex (“short-
term mating”), more or less independent
of the state of their marital relationship,
and men could afford to be less selective in
choosing partners for such casual encounters
than women (Buss, 1994 ; Symons, 1979).
However, although women may in general
be somewhat more motivated to establish a
committed long-term relationship than men
(“long-term mating”; Buss, 1994), evolution-
ary psychologists have recently suggested
that extradyadic sex may also have had con-
siderable reproductive benefits for females.
Women may, for instance, acquire better
genes from higher value extrapair matings
than from their regular mates or may use
extradyadic sex as a means of replacing a pri-
mary partner (Buss, 2000).

Evolutionary psychologists have argued
that because of men’s and women’s differ-
ent reproductive biology, men and women
will differ in several aspects of jealousy, such
as the jealousy-evoking nature of rival char-
acteristics and the type of infidelity they find
most upsetting (Bjorklund & Shackelford,
1999; Buss et al., 1992 , 1999; Daly et al.,
1982 ; Okami, & Shackelford, 2001; Symons,
1979). Men have, in the course of evolution,
confronted a problem not encountered by
women, namely, that as a consequence of
infidelity of their partner, men may unknow-
ingly invest heavily in another man’s off-
spring without passing on their own genes.
Because investing in genetically unrelated
offspring comes at substantial reproductive
cost to the male, evolutionary psychologists
have suggested that men’s jealousy will be
elicited primarily by signs of a mate’s sex-
ual infidelity. Although women do not suf-
fer from uncertainty concerning the mater-
nity of their offspring, they risk the loss of
a man’s resources if he directs his resources
to alternative mates. Because men can cop-
ulate with women while minimizing their
investments, cues to an emotional bond may
be particularly reliable indicators to women

of the potential loss of their mate’s invest-
ment. Jealousy in women would therefore
be aroused primarily by signs to a mate’s
emotional unfaithfulness. With regard to
rival characteristics, from an evolutionary-
psychological perspective, one would expect
men and women to feel the most jealousy
in response to those rival characteristics that
contribute most to the rival’s value as a
partner, and because different characteris-
tics contribute to male and female value as
partner, different rival characteristics should
evoke jealousy in men and women.

attachment theory

According to attachment theory, humans
are born with a so-called attachment system
that is activated in response to a potential
separation from their caretaker, usually
a parent. This attachment system then
regulates emotions and behaviors aimed at
reunion with the parent, such as anxiety
and proximity seeking. Because of expe-
riences with the way they are treated by
their caregivers, children often develop a
relatively consistent way of responding to
separation from a parent, that is, a specific
attachment style. For instance, if a caretaker
is not very responsive to a child’s distress,
a child may unconsciously develop negative
models of both the self (“I am not worthy
of taking care of”) and of others (“Others
cannot be trusted”), which may cause the
child to avoid contact with the caretaker. In
addition to this fearful avoidant attachment
style (guided by negative models of both
self and others), Bartholomew (1990) also
distinguished a dismissive avoidant attach-
ment style (positive model of self, negative
model of others), a preoccupied attachment
style (negative model of self, positive model
of others) and a secure attachment style
(positive model of both self and others).

Although originally proposed to explain
interactions between child and parents,
attachment theory has been fruitfully
applied to adult intimate relationships as
well (e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987). In con-
trast to individuals with insecure attachment
styles, individuals with a secure attachment



538 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

style feel comfortable with intimacy and
have long and stable relationships character-
ized by trust (Miller & Fishkin, 1997). There-
fore, securely attached individuals, more
than individuals with insecure attachment
styles, seem in general to adopt a strategy
of long-term mating and seem less likely
to engage in extradyadic sex. Insecurely
attached individuals may engage more often
in extradyadic affairs because they expe-
rience more conflict in their relationships
(Bogaert & Sadava, 2002). Because it is
assumed that the attachment system reg-
ulates emotions and behaviors aimed at
reunion with a partner, it can be hypoth-
esized that the experience and expression
of jealousy will also be partly a func-
tion of an individual’s attachment style
(Sharpsteen & Kirkpatrick, 1997). More
specifically, attachment theory suggests that
individuals with a disrupted attachment his-
tory are more likely to interpret the behav-
ior of their spouse in terms of abandonment
and therefore will have a lower threshold for
adult jealousy.

More recently, several theorists have sug-
gested or undertaken efforts to integrate
the evolutionary psychological approach to
understanding infidelity and jealousy with
a social exchange framework (Buunk &
Schaufeli, 1999; Drigotas & Barta, 2001;
Shackelford & Buss, 2000), and respec-
tively an attachment theoretical perspective
(Bogaert & Sadava, 2002 ; Kirkpatrick, 1998).
Indeed, these theories are largely compat-
ible because of their different levels of
explanation. Whereas evolutionary theory
explains the ultimate motives for engaging in
extradyadic sex and behaving jealously, that
is, how such behaviors may have contributed
to reproductive success in our evolutionary
past, attachment theory and social exchange
theories use more proximate levels of expla-
nation. That is, attachment theory explains
why some individuals, due to their child-
hood history, are more inclined to become
jealous and have more problems building a
committed, sexually exclusive relationship,
whereas social exchange theories relate jeal-
ousy and extradyadic sex to processes of reci-
procity and dependency in the relationship.

Correlates of Infidelity

Why do people engage in extradyadic sex?
There are two major ways to examine the
motives for extradyadic sex, and the first of
these is asking people why they did so. The
disadvantage of this method, of course, is
that given the social undesirability of infi-
delity, individuals may feel they have to
come up with “adequate” explanations for
their behavior. As a consequence, the reasons
given for extradyadic sex may not always
reflect the true reasons behind this behavior.
According to Atwater (1979), justifications
(such as “I was deeply in love”) are aimed
at keeping one’s self-image intact by accept-
ing the responsibility for one’s behavior, but
denying that there is anything wrong with
it. In contrast, with excuses (such as “it just
happened”) people deny responsibility for
their actions but accept the negative value
of their acts. A second way to learn more
about the motives for extradyadic sex, is to
examine the factors correlated with actual
or intended involvement in extradyadic sex.
For instance, when such involvement is asso-
ciated with low marital satisfaction, one
might conclude that infidelity often stems
from marital problems. The limitation of
this method is (to stay with this example)
that such marital problems may be the con-
sequence rather than the cause of extra-
dyadic sex.

individual correlates

There is some evidence that individuals
who engage in extradyadic sex are relatively
often characterized by lower levels of well-
being and mental health (e.g., Duckworth &
Levitt, 1985 ; Sheppard, Nelson, & Andreoli-
Mathie, 1995), and this seems to apply in
particular to women. In a study among cou-
ples in their first year of marriage, Buss
and Schackelford (1997) found that in gen-
eral, the personality characteristics of wives
were better predictors of her susceptibility
to infidelity as perceived by herself and her
husband. Especially wives low in conscien-
tiousness, high in narcissism, and high in
psychoticism (Buss & Schackelford, 1997)
or suffering from a histrionic personality
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disorder (Apt & Hurlbert, 1994) seem to
be inclined to be unfaithful. They may
do so because, in part, these personality
characteristics reflect insecure attachment
styles (Buunk, 1997). Indeed, some studies
have found that especially among women,
an anxious–ambivalent attachment style is
associated with a tendency to be unfaithful.
Gangestad and Thornhill (1997) found that
in women, anxious–ambivalence covaried
positively and avoidance negatively with the
number of extradyadic affairs, and Bogaert
and Sadava (2002) found that women with
anxious attachments had to deal with more
infidelity (of themselves, their partners, or
both) in their relationships (but see Miller
& Fishkin, 1997, for evidence that insecurely
attached men (but not women) seek more
partners over a 30-year period than securely
attached men).

In addition, extradyadic sex is more
prevalent among individuals with a positive
attitude toward sexuality. For example, indi-
viduals who have adopted an unrestricted
sociosexual orientation – that is, who do not
need a high degree of closeness or commit-
ment before engaging in sex – are more likely
to engage in extradyadic sex (e.g., Simpson &
Gangestad, 1991; Treas & Giesen, 2000; Wie-
derman & Hurd, 1999). Seal, Agostinelli,
and Hannet (1994) presented respondents
with a script asking them to imagine a
series of social interactions with an attractive
opposite-sex stranger and found that those
high in sociosexuality were more willing to
pursue the relationship with the stranger
in the scenario. In general, individuals may
engage in extradyadic sex because it pro-
vides an opportunity for sexual variety and
because it increases their self-esteem (Atwa-
ter, 1979; Buunk, 1980b; Sheppard et al.,
1995 ; Treas & Giesen, 2000).

relationship correlates

Several studies have found that, partic-
ularly among men, adultery often stems
from feelings of sexual deprivation in the
primary relationship. In contrast, among
women emotional dissatisfaction with the
relationship has been found to be related to

adultery (e.g., Atkins et al., 2001; Buss &
Shackelford, 1997; Buunk, 1980a; Edwards
& Booth, 1976; Glass & Wright, 1985 ; 1992 ;
Spanier & Margolis, 1983 ; Wiggins & Led-
erer, 1984). Furthermore, in line with equity
theory, there is evidence that both indi-
viduals who feel underbenefited and those
who feel overbenefited in their relation-
ship report a greater number of extramar-
ital affairs than individuals who experience
equity (e.g., Walster, Walster, & Berscheid,
1978). Prins, Buunk, and VanYperen (1993)
found that among women, but not men, the
strength of extradyadic sexual desires and
the frequency of affairs were related to the
degree of reciprocity in the primary relation-
ships, suggesting that among men the incli-
nation to engage in extradyadic sex is a rel-
atively autonomous motive that is to some
extent independent of the state of the pri-
mary relationship (see also Buss & Schack-
elford, 1997).

In accordance with the investment
model, lowered satisfaction, as well as low-
ered commitment have also been found to
be important determinants of extradyadic
sexual involvement or of the willingness
to be involved in an extradyadic relation-
ship (Buunk & Bakker, 1997a; Drigotas et
al., 1999; Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Treas
& Griesen, 2000). In addition, there is
evidence that, as interdependence theory
would predict, extradyadic sex may be par-
ticularly likely to occur in relationships
characterized by low dependency. Buunk
(1980a), for instance, found that those who
had been engaged in extradyadic sex, and
were inclined to do so in the future, were
lower in emotional dependency – a feel-
ing of emotional attachment to the part-
ner, accompanied by the perception that the
relationship surpasses what one can expect
in other relationships.

The personal and relational characteris-
tics that we discussed thus far only predispose
an individual to infidelity – that is, they may
make individuals more open to temptation
once the opportunity arises but do not nec-
essarily always lead to infidelity. In fact, given
factors such as the potential risk to their
primary relationship, feelings of guilt and
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anxiety, and fears of pregnancy and venereal
disease, becoming involved in extramarital
relationships often implies a decision pro-
cess in which the costs and benefits are iden-
tified and are compared with the expected
values of alternative decisions. Meyering and
Epling-McWerther (1986) found that in such
a decision process, men were more affected
by the perceived payoffs, including variation,
and women more by the costs, including the
probability of strong guilt feelings and the
marriage being negatively affected.

Effects of Extradyadic Sex

Individuals involved in extramarital relation-
ships often find themselves in a situation in
which strong problems generated by their
extramarital relationships conflict with the
strong attraction to the extramarital partner.
Indeed, such relationships often have a very
high reward potential, including stimulating
sex, personal growth, self-discovery, and the
joys of courtship (Atwater, 1979; Buunk &
Van Driel, 1989). For example, in a study
conducted by Buunk (1980b), nearly all sub-
jects emphasized the quality of the com-
munication with the outside partner, and
large majorities reported that new aspects
of their personality emerged in this relation-
ship and that the sexual aspect of their extra-
marital relationship was in several respects
better than with their spouse. Such positive
aspects are often overshadowed by the neg-
ative aspects of conducting an extradyadic
sexual affair, such as strong anxiety and
guilt feelings (Atwater, 1979), and by various
practical problems, such as the necessity to
have a private place to meet and the fact that
one has to be careful in telephoning, writing,
and seeing the extramarital partner. More-
over, because extradyadic sex often happens
without protection of a condom, individuals
engaging in extradyadic sex run the risk of
getting infected with sexuality transmitted
diseases (STDs) and of infecting their part-
ners (e.g., Pulerwitz, Izazola-Licea, & Gort-
maker, 2001). Indeed, the threat of AIDS
has added a new dimension to the impact of
extradyadic sexual relationships on the pri-
mary relationship. For instance, Buunk and

Bakker (1997a) found that as individuals felt
less committed to their primary relation-
ships, they were less inclined to protect their
partner from becoming infected with STDs
derived from their extrasexual relationships.

Extradyadic sexual relationships may
have negative consequences not only for
the individual, but may also constitute a
serious threat to the quality and stability
of the primary relationship. The adulter-
ous individual may become attached to the
extradyadic partner and begin to consider
this partner as a serious alternative to the
primary partner. Moreover, even when the
individual has no intent to end the primary
relationship, this relationship may in various
ways look bleak compared with the romance
and sexual excitement experienced in the
extradyadic relationship. In an interesting
approach, Charny and Parnass (1995) asked
practicing therapists to describe in depth a
specific extramarital affair with which they
were familiar. According to these thera-
pists, a one-time extramarital relationship
had in more than half of the cases a negative
impact on the marital relationship, including
divorce and a high level of distress.

Most extradyadic relationships are kept
secret from the primary partner, and even
when this partner gets obvious clues that the
other partner may be having an affair, such
clues are often denied because the offended
partners may not want to know they are
being cheated on. According to Charny and
Parnass (1995), nearly half of the cuck-
olded spouses did not consciously acknowl-
edge the spouse’s extramarital behavior, but
there were indications that they knew about
it. Remarkably, fully 58% of the betrayed
spouses were seen as expressing explicit or
tacit acceptance of their partner’s affairs,
whereas only 36% conveyed conscious active
resistance to infidelity. On the other hand,
some individuals are extremely jealous and
are hypersensitive to every cue that their
partner might be unfaithful. Shackelford and
Buss (1997) identified a total of 14 types
of cues that individuals assume may indi-
cate emotional and sexual infidelity, includ-
ing being angry and critical toward the part-
ner, changes in normal routine and sexual
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behavior with the partner, increased sexual
interest and exaggerated display of affection
toward partner, physical signs of infidelity,
sexual disinterest, passive rejection, and the
reluctance to discuss a certain other person.

When extradyadic affairs come out in the
open, they often have destructive results:
Worldwide, adultery has been found to be
a major cause of divorce (Betzig, 1989;
Burns, 1984 ; Buss, 1994). Burns (1984), for
instance, found that 31% of divorced people
mentioned the husband’s association with
another woman as a cause of the breakdown
of the marriage. It is difficult, however, if
not impossible, to draw from this type of
research firm conclusions about the conse-
quences of extramarital relationships on the
stability of marriages, especially because we
do not know how many, and which cou-
ples, remain together despite an extramarital
affair. In general, it seems that extradyadic
sexual relationships will particularly likely
lead to a divorce when they stem primarily
from dissatisfaction with the primary rela-
tionship with the affair being a consequence
rather than a cause of relational problems
(Buunk, 1987a; Hunt, 1974 ; Spanier & Mar-
golis, 1983). There is evidence that even
when the spouse accepts the extradyadic
sexual involvement such as in sexually
open marriages, relational and sexual sat-
isfaction decreases substantially over time
(Buunk, 1987b).

Jealousy

Jealousy As a Response to a Partner’s
Actual or Imagined Infidelity

Although jealousy in close relationships
may arise from many sources, including
the partner’s friends or the partner’s work,
extradyadic sex usually evokes the strongest
jealousy – and vice versa, jealousy is the
most common and universal response to
the actual or suspected extradyadic sex
of one’s partner (Buss, 2000). Jealousy is
aroused when a person is threatened with
the loss of an important relationship to a
rival and is strongly related to feelings such as

fear, suspicion, distrust, anxiety, and anger,
betrayal, rejection, threat, and loneliness
(e.g., Haslam & Bornstein, 1996; Knobloch,
Solomon, & Cruz, 2001; Parrott, 2001). Jeal-
ousy may be aroused not only by a threat
to the relationship, but also by a threat to
one’s self-esteem (e.g., Bringle & Buunk,
1985 ; Sharpsteen, 1995). According to the
so-called sociometer hypothesis (Leary &
Baumeister, 2000) self-esteem tracks social
rejection, with infidelity being an impor-
tant potential rejector (Shackelford, 2001).
In case of actual or potential infidelity, and
thus rejection, jealousy may help to restore
self-esteem by maintaining a positive self-
view (e.g., DeSteno & Salovey, 1996; Guer-
rero & Afifi, 1999).

Various typologies of jealousy have been
proposed. Beginning with the work of Freud
(1950), a distinction has been made in
the clinical literature between normal or
rational jealousy stemming from a realis-
tic threat to the relationship and abnor-
mal, pathological, or morbid jealousy that
is aroused in the absence of such a threat.
In a related vein, Parrott (1991, 2001) made
a distinction between jealousy in response
to a potential relationship threat (“suspi-
cious” jealousy) and jealousy in response
to a partner’s extradyadic sex that has
already occurred (“fait accompli” jealousy).
Furthermore, various authors have distin-
guished state jealousy, that is, those feel-
ings that are evoked by a jealousy event,
from dispositional jealousy, that is, the
individual propensity to respond in a jeal-
ous manner (e.g., Bringle & Evenbeck, 1979;
Rich, 1991). More recently, scholars have
emphasized the importance of communi-
cation between the jealous person and his
or her partner, distinguishing between the
experience and the expression of jealousy
(e.g., Afifi & Reichert, 1996; Andersen,
Eloy, Guerrero, & Spitzberg, 1995 ; Knobloch
et al., 2001). According to these authors,
the experience of jealousy comprises cog-
nitions and emotions that in turn affect
how people express their jealousy. In con-
trast, the expression of jealousy consists
of behavioral and communicative reactions
to jealousy.
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Although all the typologies mentioned
here are dichotomies, two comparable
typologies have been proposed that distin-
guish between three types of jealousy. Pfeif-
fer and Wong (1989) made a distinction
between three types: emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral jealousy. Emotional jealousy
entails feelings such as fear, anger, insecu-
rity, and sadness; cognitive jealousy con-
sists of paranoid thoughts and worries about
the behavior of one’s partner; and behav-
ioral jealousy involves jealous actions such
as spying on one’s partner or rummaging
through his or her belongings. In a related
vein, Buunk (1991, 1997) made a distinction
among reactive, anxious, and possessive jeal-
ousy. Reactive jealousy constitutes a direct
response to an actual relationship threat, as
is the case, for instance, when one’s partner
is flirting or having sex with someone else.
Anxious jealousy refers to an active cogni-
tive process in which the individual gener-
ates images of his or her partner becoming
sexually or emotionally involved with some-
one else and experiences feelings of anxiety,
suspicion, worry, distrust, and upset. Finally,
possessive jealousy refers to the considerable
effort jealous individuals can go to to prevent
contact of their partner with a third person,
such as opposing their partner’s contact with
opposite-sex individuals. In contrast to Pfeif-
fer and Wong’s typology, Buunk’s typology
takes into account that jealousy may occur
not only in response to an actual threat to the
relationship, but also in the absence of such a
threat. Whereas reactive jealousy constitutes
a response to an actual relationship threat,
both possessive and anxious jealousy may be
evoked in response to a potential relation-
ship threat or in the complete absence of
such a threat.

Correlates of Jealousy

individual correlates of jealousy

Self-esteem is the most widely examined
individual difference variable in jealousy
research. Although several studies have
found lowered self-esteem and increased
jealousy to be related for both sexes (McIn-
tosh, 1989; Mullen, 1994 ; Nadler & Dotan,

1992), a substantial number of studies found
that, particularly among women, jealousy
is related to low self-esteem (e.g., Buunk,
1997; Hansen, 1985 ; Mullen, 1994 ; Peretti
& Pedowski, 1997). In addition, there is
particularly consistent evidence for a posi-
tive association of jealousy with neuroticism.
In general, neurotic individuals experience
more jealousy than less neurotic individu-
als (e.g., Buunk, 1981, 1997; Melamed, 1991;
Tarrier, Becket, Harwood, & Ahmed, 1989).
An explanation for the findings that indi-
viduals with low self-esteem and neurotic
individuals experience more jealousy is that
they often feel more inadequate as a part-
ner (Peretti & Pedowski, 1997). That is, they
worry that they cannot measure up to their
partner’s expectations, are afraid that they
are not what their partner is looking for,
or perceive a negative discrepancy between
their own desirability as a partner relative
to their partner’s (Buss, 2000). As a conse-
quence, they feel more easily threatened by
actual or potential rivals.

Although numerous other personality
variables have been related to jealousy as
well, most of these variables have been
examined only in one or two isolated studies.
For instance, jealous feelings, cognitions, or
behaviors have been found to be negatively
related to extraversion (e.g., Mathes, Roter,
& Joerger, 1982 ; Tarrier et al., 1989) and posi-
tively to feelings of inadequacy (e.g., Buunk,
1997), gender-role traditionalism (Hansen,
1985), rigidity (e.g., Buunk, 1997), irra-
tional thinking (e.g., Lester, Deluca, Helling-
hausen, & Scribner, 1985), romanticism (e.g.,
Lester et al., 1985), trait anxiety (e.g.,
DeMoja, 1986; Jaremko & Lindsey, 1979),
and need for control (e.g., Brainerd, Hunter,
Moore, & Thompson, 1996).

Attachment theory suggests that individ-
uals with a disrupted attachment history are
more likely to interpret the behavior of their
spouse in terms of abandonment and there-
fore will have a lower threshold for adult
jealousy. When operationalized in terms of
attachment history – that is, number of sep-
arations and losses during childhood, harsh-
ness of parental discipline, quality of parent–
child relationships, and quality of child–peer
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relationships – no relation between attach-
ment and jealousy emerges (Clanton &
Kosins, 1991). In contrast, studies that have
operationalized attachment in terms of indi-
viduals’ attachment styles consistently found
individuals with an insecure attachment
style to be more jealous than individuals
with a secure attachment style (e.g., Powers,
2000; Radecki-Bush, Farrell, & Bush, 1993),
independent of the influence of personality
characteristics such as self-esteem, neuroti-
cism, and social anxiety on jealousy (Buunk,
1997). In particular, individuals with an
anxious–ambivalent attachment style – the
preoccupied attachment style in the concep-
tualization of Bartholomew (1990) – have
been found to experience jealousy (e.g.,
Dobrenski, 2001). Findings on individuals
with an avoidant attachment style – the dis-
missive attachment style in the conceptual-
ization of Bartholomew (1990) – are some-
what contradictory. For example, Buunk
(1997) found that avoidant-attached individ-
uals reported more jealousy than securely
attached individuals, whereas Guerrero
(1998) found dismissing individuals to expe-
rience less fear when their relationship was
threatened than securely attached individu-
als. With regard to specific types of jealousy,
Knobloch et al. (2001) found that individu-
als high in anxiety over relationships, that is,
individuals with negative self-models, were
inclined to respond with more emotional
jealousy, and, indirectly, also with more cog-
nitive jealousy (see also Guerrero, 1998)
whereas Buunk (1997) found that all three
types of jealousy were experienced more
intensely in anxious–ambivalent-attached
individuals than in securely attached individ-
uals. Because an anxious–ambivalent attach-
ment style implies a “clinging” to the rela-
tionship out of fear of losing the partner, the
link between this style and jealousy seems
self-evident. A possible explanation for why
an avoidant style may also be accompanied
by jealousy is that avoidant individuals are
actually quite dependent on their partner
but feel that they are not meeting the needs
of their partner by their distant attitude
and are therefore concerned about losing
their partner.

Attachment styles may also affect the
behaviors individuals exhibit in response to
suspected or actual infidelity. Securely
attached persons tend to use more
problem-focused coping, whereas indi-
viduals with insecure attachment styles use
more emotion-focused coping strategies
(Vocatura, 2000). More specifically, indi-
viduals with an avoidant attachment style,
compared with individuals having other
attachment styles, use less relationship-
maintaining behaviors such as talking about
the problem and coming to an understand-
ing, are especially likely to direct their anger
and blame against their rival, and are less
likely to seek social support. Individuals
with a preoccupied or anxious–ambivalent
attachment style, on the other hand, are
more likely to use surveillance behav-
ior, such as looking through a partner’s
belongings, to blame themselves, and to
resist expressing anger, presumably out of
fear of rejection. In contrast, in response
to a partner’s infidelity, securely attached
individuals express anger toward the partner
and generally adopt more productive coping
strategies aimed at maintaining their rela-
tionship (Guerrero, 1998; Leak, Gardner,
& Parsons, 1998; Radecki-Bush et al., 1993 ;
Sharpsteen & Kirkpatrick, 1997).

relationship correlates

Most research examining the relationship
characteristics associated with jealousy has
focused in some way on the degree to which
individuals feel dependent on their part-
ner. As interdependence theory would pre-
dict, because someone who is more depen-
dent has more to lose, jealousy will be more
frequent and more intense among those
highly dependent on the relationship. This
issue has been examined mainly in the early
jealousy literature, and studies in this area
have generated mixed findings. In line with
the theory’s prediction, jealousy has been
found to be more strongly related to loving
than to liking (e.g., Pfeiffer & Wong, 1989;
White, 1984), to be associated with emo-
tional dependency (e.g., Buunk, 1995), to be
negatively related to perceived alternatives
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to the present relationship (e.g., Hansen,
1985), and to be more prevalent in individ-
uals who feel more involved in the relation-
ship than their partner (e.g., White, 1981a).
Other studies have, however, provided less
unequivocal results. Buunk (1982a) found,
for instance, that, although anticipated sex-
ual jealousy correlated substantially with
dependency in a student sample and in a
general population sample, it did not in a
sample of promiscuous individuals. Like-
wise, dependency has been found only to
be moderately related to jealousy among
women, not men (White, 1981b) and only
in nonmarital relationships (Bringle, Renner,
Terry, & Davis, 1983). In addition, although
one might expect involvement to increase
in the course of a relationship, relationship
length has not been found to be consistently
related to jealousy (Melamed, 1991; Pines &
Aronson, 1983 ; Strzyzewski Aune, & Com-
stock 1997).

Another important relationship variable
that has been studied in relation to jeal-
ousy is relationship satisfaction. In general
the loss of a close relationship involves
great costs, concerning not only the loss
of important relationship rewards such as
companionship, but also the loss of iden-
tity and self-esteem (Buss, 1994 ; Mathes,
Adams, & Davies, 1985). On the basis of
social exchange theory, it can therefore be
expected that individuals who feel satisfied
with their relationship will experience more
intense jealousy because they fear losing a
relatively high level of rewards. Support for
this hypothesis has been found by Nadler
and Dotan (1992) and Mathes et al. (1985).
The latter found, for instance, that rela-
tively jealous individuals had more stable
and successful relationships than individuals
who reported low jealousy. However, nega-
tive associations between jealousy and rela-
tional satisfaction also have been reported
(e.g., Guerrero, Eloy, Jorgensen, & Andersen,
1993 ; Shackelford & Buss, 2000). These neg-
ative relations can be explained by the fact
that jealousy may lead to negative relational
outcomes, such as depression, divorce, and
domestic violence (e.g., Barnett, Martinez,
& Bluestein, 1995 ; Buss, 2000). As a conse-
quence, jealousy may also lower relational

outcomes and thus relational satisfaction. In
addition, the association between jealousy
and relationship satisfaction may depend on
the type of jealousy. For example, cognitive
jealousy has a stronger inverse relation with
relational satisfaction than emotional jeal-
ousy (Andersen et al., 1995).

Various authors have argued that the level
of outcomes provided by the partner is not as
closely related to jealousy as is the degree of
insecurity over these outcomes (Berscheid
& Fei, 1977). Indeed, concerns about the
viability of the relationship and relational
uncertainty have been found to be tied inex-
tricably to the manifestation of jealousy,
especially cognitive jealousy (e.g., Afifi &
Reichert, 1996; Knobloch et al., 2001). Inse-
curity over the relationship is assumed to be
related to jealousy, because it can instill the
fear that the partner may become attracted
to someone else, risking the loss of important
relationship rewards.

A partner’s extradyadic sex may evoke
particularly negative feelings for individuals
when it has occurred unprotected because
this may involve the risk of the transmission
of sexually transmitted diseases. In a sample
of adults, many of whom had been involved
in extradyadic sex, Buunk and Bakker
(1997b) examined three responses to unpro-
tected extradyadic sex by one’s partner:
angry retreat (anger, upset, and inclination
to leave the partner), accommodation (open
communication aimed at preserving the
relationship), and assertiveness (demanding
precautionary measures from the partner).
Women expressed more angry retreat and
assertiveness but not more accommodation
than men. Angry retreat was found partic-
ularly among individuals with a low inten-
tion to engage in extradyadic sex, accom-
modation was characteristic of those high
in commitment, whereas assertiveness was
especially common among those with a
high intention to use condoms with new
sexual partners.

Elicitors of Jealousy

The stimuli that elicit jealousy may vary con-
siderably between individuals and between
cultures. For example, in some cultures
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kissing is much more likely to evoke jealousy
than in others, whereas in other cultures
petting is a particularly salient jealousy-
inducing event (Buunk & Hupka, 1987). In
general, individuals do not become jealous
when their partner ends the relationship for
other reasons than attraction to a rival, such
as when the partner is killed in an auto-
mobile accident (Mathes et al., 1985 ; Par-
rott, 1991). Therefore, for jealousy to occur,
a rival is a necessary and defining condi-
tion. Overall, a rival who possesses quali-
ties that are believed to be important to the
opposite sex or to one’s partner tends to
evoke more feelings of jealousy than a rival
who does not possess those qualities (e.g.,
DeSteno & Salovey, 1996; Dijkstra & Buunk,
1998; Mathes, 1991; White, 1981b). In addi-
tion, individuals tend to report more jeal-
ousy as their rivals possess more self-relevant
attributes, such as intelligence, popularity,
athleticism, and certain professional skills
(e.g., DeSteno & Salovey, 1996; Rustemeyer
& Wilbert, 2001).

Because jealousy is evoked by those
characteristics that contribute most to the
rival’s value as a partner, one would, from
an evolutionary–psychological perspective,
expect women to feel more jealous than men
when their rival is physically attractive and
men to feel more jealous than women when
their rival possesses status-related character-
istics. Several studies have found support for
this hypothesis (e.g., Buss et al., 1999; Dijk-
stra & Buunk, 1998, 2002 ; Yarab & Allgeier,
1999), even among homosexuals (Buunk &
Dijkstra, 2001). The fact that homosexu-
als respond identically to heterosexuals to
a rival’s physical attractiveness and status-
related characteristics, suggests that, inde-
pendent of sexual orientation, sex or gender
is in some way linked to a sensitivity to spe-
cific rival characteristics (or to a sensitivity
to learn to respond to such characteristics).

Sexual VS. Emotional Infidelity

Until approximately a decade ago, jealousy
research did not find consistent differences
between men and women in the degree in
which they experienced jealousy in response
to infidelity: Most studies did not report a

gender difference (for reviews, see Buunk,
1986; Buunk & Dijkstra, 2000). However, in
the past decade, it has become clear that gen-
der differences in jealousy may occur when
the specific circumstances under which jeal-
ousy is aroused are taken into account.
Because men have in the course of evolution
faced the problem of paternity confidence,
and women of securing the partner’s invest-
ment of resources, from an evolutionary per-
spective, male jealousy would be specifically
focused on the sexual aspects of the partner’s
extramarital activities and female jealousy
on the emotional involvement of the partner
with the rival (e.g., Buss, 2000; Buss et al.,
1992 ; Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; Daly
et al., 1982 ; Symons, 1979; Okami, & Shack-
elford, 2001). Until the 1990s, only indirect
evidence was presented in support of this
assumption. For example, men were found
to experience their jealousy more in terms
of sexual issues (Teismann & Mosher, 1978);
across seven nations, men indicated signifi-
cantly more so than women that they would
become upset if their partner would have
sexual fantasies about someone else (Buunk
& Hupka, 1987); and among men, sexual
aspects of extradyadic involvement evoked
more jealousy, whereas in women jealousy
was aroused more by the fact that the part-
ner spent time with the rival (Francis, 1977;
see also Buunk, 1984 , 1986). Other indi-
rect support for the stronger focus on sex-
ual jealousy among men comes from a study
by Buunk (1995), who found that women
were less jealous the more extradyadic sex-
ual affairs their husband had had, whereas
jealousy stayed at the same level among men,
no matter how many affairs the wife had
previously. Indeed, from the perspective of
paternity confidence, for men any act of
intercourse with a third person is a poten-
tial threat. In contrast, for women an act of
intercourse may only be a threat when the
relationship is in jeopardy: when the partner
has been unfaithful a number of times while
maintaining his commitment, a woman
may under some conditions adapt to her
partner’s infidelity.

In a more direct test of the gender dif-
ference predicted by evolutionary psycholo-
gists, Buss et al. (1992) developed a research
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paradigm in which they presented partici-
pants with dilemmas in which they had to
chose between a partner’s sexual unfaith-
fulness and a partner’s emotional unfaith-
fulness as the most upsetting event. In sup-
port of the predicted gender difference, Buss
et al. found that more men than women
selected a partner’s sexual infidelity as the
most upsetting event, whereas more women
than men reported a partner’s emotional
infidelity as the most upsetting event. In
addition, these researchers found that partic-
ipants were also more physiologically upset,
as measured by heart rate, electrodermal
response, corrugator supercilii contraction,
in line with the predicted gender differ-
ence (see also Pietrzak, Laird, Stevens, &
Thompson, 2002), although these physio-
logical data could not be replicated by Grice
and Seely (2000) nor by Harris (2000). Using
the forced choice paradigm, however, this
sex difference has since then been repli-
cated several times, in, for instance, the
United States, the Netherlands, China, Ger-
many, Korea, Sweden, and Japan (e.g., Bai-
ley, Gaulin, Agyei, & Gladue, 1994 ; Buss
et al., 1999; Buunk, Angleitner, Oubaid, &
Buss, 1996; Cann, Mangum, & Wells, 2001;
Cramer, Abraham, Johnson, & Manning-
Ryan, 2001; DeSteno & Salovey, 1996; Harris
& Christenfeld, 1996; Wiederman & Kendall,
1999). Although some studies have not
reported gender differences in the jealousy-
evoking nature of sexual and emotional
infidelity among homosexuals (e.g., Harris,
2002 ; Sheets & Wolfe, 2001), Dijkstra et al.
(2001) found that the sex difference was
reversed, with lesbian women showing more
sexual jealousy than gay men and gay men
showing more emotional jealousy than les-
bian women. In line with the evolutionary
perspective, this finding suggests that het-
erosexual as well as homosexual men and
women find the same behavior of men (e.g.,
emotional infidelity) and of women (e.g.,
sexual infidelity) more threatening. In a sim-
ilar vein, Fenigstein and Peltz (2002) found
that mothers as well as fathers regard sexual
infidelity as more distressing when commit-
ted by a daughter-in-law and emotional infi-
delity as more distressing when it involved a
son-in-law. Furthermore, there is increasing

evidence that, rather than evoking merely
upset, sexual and emotional jealousy evoke
different emotional responses. In general,
emotional infidelity is more likely to evoke
feelings of insecurity and threat whereas sex-
ual infidelity is more likely to evoke feelings
of betrayal, anger, and repulsion (Buunk,
1995 ; Buunk & Dijkstra, 2004 ; Parrott, 1991;
Shackelford, LeBlanc, & Drass, 2000).

It must be noted, however, that the evo-
lutionary interpretation of the gender differ-
ence in emotional versus sexual jealousy has
received serious criticism. First, it has been
noted that although evolutionary psycholo-
gists have often framed men’s and women’s
inclination to respond with jealousy to spe-
cific cues in absolute terms (e.g., “men pri-
marily respond with jealousy to sexual cues
of infidelity”), men are mostly equally split
when it comes to choosing which type of
infidelity they would find the most upset-
ting. Only in relative terms, that is, when the
sexes are explicitly compared, do men seem
to choose more often than women sexual
infidelity as the most upsetting event (Buss
et al., 1992 , 1999; DeSteno & Salovey, 1996;
Harris & Christenfeld, 1996; Hupka & Bank,
1996). In contrast, women choose emotional
infidelity consistently as the more upsetting
event. Second, there are indications that the
gender difference depends on the use of
the forced-choice paradigm. When using a
different paradigm such as Likert scales to
assess the upsetting nature of emotional and
sexual infidelity, often no gender difference
is found (e.g., DeSteno, Bartlett, Braver-
man, & Salovey, 2002 ; Wiederman & All-
geier, 1993). Therefore, some authors have
claimed that the gender difference that sup-
posedly supports the evolutionary view of
jealousy is largely due to the experimental
artifact of the choice format (DeSteno et al.,
2002). Third, recent research has identified
a variety of factors that may moderate the
gender difference in emotional versus sex-
ual jealousy. For example, the gender dif-
ference has been found to disappear when
controlling for variables such as personal
experiences with a partner’s actual infidelity
(Harris, 2002 ; Sagarin, Becker, Guadagno,
Nicastle, & Millevoi, 2003), sexual orienta-
tion of the infidelity (Sagarin et al., 2003),
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cognitive constraint (DeSteno et al., 2002),
and women’s use of hormone-based birth
control (Geary, DeSoto, Hoard, Sheldon, &
Cooper, 2001).

In addition to the criticisms question-
ing the robustness of the gender differ-
ence in sexual versus emotional jealousy,
a number of researchers have argued that
the gender difference among heterosexu-
als generated by the Buss paradigm should
not be attributed to innate differences, as
Buss et al. (1992) did, but is more prop-
erly explained by how the sexes interpret
evidence of infidelity of their partner (e.g.,
Harris, 2000; Harris & Christenfeld, 1996)
or how the sexes view infidelity of mem-
bers of the opposite sex in general. Adopting
this last interpretation, DeSteno and Salovey
(1996) postulated the so-called double-shot
hypothesis, stating that emotional and sex-
ual infidelity do not occur independently and
that individuals will chose the type of infi-
delity as most upsetting that indicates most
the occurrence of the other type of infidelity.
Therefore, men will find a partner’s sex-
ual infidelity more distressing than her emo-
tional infidelity because men believe that a
woman’s sexual unfaithfulness also indicates
her emotional unfaithfulness, but not the
opposite, whereas women will find a part-
ner’s emotional infidelity more upsetting
than his sexual infidelity because women
believe that a man’s emotional unfaith-
fulness also implies his sexual unfaithful-
ness, but not the opposite. Although stud-
ies on this topic agree that men and women
differ in their interpretation of evidence
of infidelity in the hypothesized direction
(Buss et al., 1999; DeSteno & Salovey, 1996;
Wiederman & Allgeier, 1993 ; Wiederman
& Kendall, 1999), some studies do indeed
report relations between the gender differ-
ence in jealousy and the gender difference
in beliefs about infidelity (e.g., DeSteno &
Salovey, 1996; Harris & Christenfeld, 1996),
whereas others do not (e.g., Cann et al., 2001;
Cramer et al., 2001).

Coping With Jealousy

Coping with jealousy may not be limited to
deliberate, conscious attempts to modify the

threat but may also consist of unconscious
instinctive reactions to a jealousy event (see
also Bringle & Buunk, 1985). Therefore, cop-
ing strategies may include all those cogni-
tive, emotional, or behavioral activities that
result from a jealousy-evoking event and that
are aimed at modifying the perception of
the threat, or the actual threat, to one’s
relationship (see also Buunk & Dijkstra,
2000). Many ways of coping with jealousy
have been identified, and several attempts
have been made to summarize these into
broader categories by the use of facto-
rial analysis. Categories of coping strategies
that are found recurrently are those refer-
ring to avoidance of the spouse, reappraisal
of the situation, and communication with
the partner, in particular, confronting the
partner about the jealousy event (Buunk,
1982b; Hansen, 1991; McIntosh & Matthews,
1992). Although probably not very effective
in dealing with jealousy, jealous individuals
often feel depressed (e.g., Dobrenski, 2001;
Jaremko & Lindsey, 1979; Radecki-Bush
et al., 1993) and resort to violence (e.g., Daly
et al., 1982 ; Follingstad, Bradley, Laughlin,
& Burke, 1999). In the case of a relation-
ship breakup due to a rival, jealous individ-
uals may engage in stalking (Davis, Ace, &
Andra, 2002). In general, individuals who
stalk their ex-partners and individuals who
use violence as a coping mechanism for jeal-
ousy share many of the same characteristics
(Logan, Leukefeld, & Walker, 2000), such
as emotional volatility, attachment dysfunc-
tion, and high rejection sensitivity (Douglas
& Dutton, 2001).

Although there may be many coping
strategies that individuals use when deal-
ing with a jealousy-evoking event, we limit
ourselves here to those coping strategies
that have consistently been found to be
often-used ways of coping with jealousy.
A recurrent finding is that, in response to
a jealousy-evoking event, women in par-
ticular have the tendency to think that
they are “not good enough.” For instance,
they doubt themselves more than men do
(Buunk, 1995), feel more insecure and unde-
sirable (e.g., Shackelford et al., 2000), and
try to make themselves look more attrac-
tive (e.g., Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Mullen
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& Martin, 1994). In line with this, among
women depression is a frequently reported
consequence of their partner’s infidelity
(e.g., Cano & O’Leary, 2000). In contrast,
men report more often that they would get
drunk or high when confronted with a part-
ner’s infidelity (DeWeerth & Kalma, 1993 ;
Shettel-Neuber et al., 1978) and use violence
to prevent their partner from becoming
unfaithful (Buss, 2000; Peters, Shackelford,
& Buss, 2002). Actual homicide statistics, for
instance, show that many more men than
women commit homicides out of jealousy
(Daly et al., 1982). However, studies that
have asked participants what they would do
if a jealousy-evoking event would occur con-
sistently show that women in particular are
inclined to endorse aggressive action against
their rival (DeWeerth & Kalma, 1993 ; Paul,
Foss, & Galloway, 1993). Possible explana-
tions for this discrepancy are that women
are more likely than men to admit inten-
tions of violence toward their rival, women
are less likely than men to convert their
violent intentions into actual behavior, and,
although women may physically injure their
rivals, they do not kill them, whereas men
do. Before acting aggressively in response to
a partner’s infidelity, however, to avoid infi-
delity, men are more inclined to act posses-
sively toward their partners than are women
(e.g., Paul et al., 1993), in particular, when
their partner is young and attractive (Buss &
Shackelford, 1997).

Conclusion

The temptation to engage in extradyadic sex
and the tendency to respond with jealousy to
such behavior by one’s partner are interre-
lated and universal human phenomena that
are both part of our human evolutionary
heritage. Nevertheless, there is considerable
variation across individuals, relationships,
situations, and cultures in the likelihood that
one will become involved in extradyadic sex
and in the likelihood that one will exhibit
various forms of jealousy. Although infidelity
among women was historically subject to
many more restrictions than it was for men,

in recent years, women seem to have caught
up with men in terms of their involve-
ment in extradyadic affairs. Jealousy seems
more likely and extradyadic sex less likely
the more a relationship is characterized
by involvement, dependency, commitment,
and secure attachment. The awareness of the
potential negative effects that extradyadic
relationships may have on primary relation-
ships finds expression in a virtually uni-
versal normative disapproval of extradyadic
sex. Ironically, the potential fury of jealousy
also causes most affairs to be covert, which
accentuates the aversive consequences fol-
lowing disclosure. Jealousy will, even among
individuals who aim to have a sexually
liberal lifestyle, reliably surface when an
extradyadic sexual affair is disclosed or dis-
covered. Although the robustness of this
finding and its interpretation remain contro-
versial, women seem to respond with more
jealousy to an emotional attachment of their
spouse to a third person, and men seem
to respond with more jealousy to a sexual
attachment of their spouse to a third per-
son. Although having potentially destruc-
tive consequences, jealousy may basically be
viewed as a response aimed at protecting
the relationship, and, from an evolutionary
perspective, one’s reproductive opportuni-
ties. Technological changes such as cellu-
lar phones and the Internet may increase
the options for engaging in various forms
and degrees of extradyadic sexual and erotic
involvement. Given the deeply rooted moti-
vations that underlie jealous as well as adul-
terous tendencies, it would be unrealistic
to expect that any interventions or cultural
changes will ever eliminate the problems
these tendencies may generate in intimate
relationships.
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C H A P T E R 30

Violence and Abuse in Personal
Relationships: Conflict, Terror,

and Resistance in Intimate Partnerships

Michael P. Johnson

Violence occurs in all sorts of personal rela-
tionships. Parents hit their children, siblings
have fights, girls slap their boyfriends, friends
get into it, husbands terrorize their wives,
and abused wives murder their husbands.
Most of this violence receives little atten-
tion from scholars of personal relationships.
For example, a 1997 handbook on personal
relationships covers violence in only one sec-
tion of one chapter (Klein & Johnson, 1997).
However, in other disciplines such as family
studies, social work, criminology, and soci-
ology, there are research literatures (some
small, some rather large) on most of these
forms of violence. In the wake of the 20th
century women’s movement and the related
cultural emphasis on gender equality, one of
the largest of these literatures is focused on
violence between intimate partners, includ-
ing people who are dating, living together,
married, or separated (Jasinski & Williams,
1998; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000). As a fem-
inist sociologist, I work within and know
best this literature, which is why this chapter
focuses on intimate partner violence (IPV).

However, it may well be the case that
the major lessons of the IPV literature are

relevant for understanding violence in other
kinds of personal relationships. I believe the
two core lessons to be learned from work
on IPV are simple, profound, and broadly
applicable to violence in all types of personal
relationships. First, one cannot understand
violence in personal relationships without
understanding its role in the relationship
itself. Unlike most other kinds of violence
(such as a mugging), which are essentially
situational and do not involve a continuing
relationship between the parties involved,
personal relationship violence arises out of
and shapes the dynamics of an ongoing rela-
tionship, the violence in some cases – but
not always – being a central feature of the
relationship.

Second, and more substantively, there are
three quite different types of intimate part-
ner violence, identified by their role in the
control context of the relationship in which
they are embedded. One type involves a
violent attempt to take complete control
or at least generally dominate the relation-
ship (intimate terrorism), another involves
violent resistance to such a control attempt
(violent resistance), and the third is violence
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that is a product of particular conflicts or
tensions within the relationship (situational
couple violence). As this chapter shows, the
nature of the control context is a major
theme in the IPV literature, and although
it has as yet received little attention in
research on other types of personal relation-
ships, there are hints of it in the parent–child
literature.

Types of Intimate Partner Violence

These two core propositions are central to
any theory of personal relationship violence.
The three types of violence – intimate terror-
ism, violent resistance, and situational cou-
ple violence – have different origins, differ-
ent dynamics, and different consequences.
They therefore require different theoretical
frameworks to explain them and different
strategies for prevention and intervention.
The failure to acknowledge these differences
has led to major errors in the empirical
literature on IPV, and perhaps in litera-
tures on violence in other types of rela-
tionships. Unfortunately, until we carry out
a broad program of research to investigate
differences among the causes and conse-
quences of the various types of IPV, we can-
not know how widespread the errors are.
Two examples, however, will illustrate the
basic processes by which these errors are
produced.

First, inadvertently aggregating different
types of violence under one label produces
data that are an “average” of the characteris-
tics or correlates of the types that are aggre-
gated. For example, a recent meta-analysis
of the literature on the relationship between
growing up in a violent home and subse-
quently becoming part of a violent mari-
tal relationship indicates quite small effects
(Stith et al., 2000), calling into question
what is often claimed to be one of the best
established relationships in the IPV litera-
ture, the so-called intergenerational trans-
mission of violence. The overall conclusion
is that childhood experiences of family vio-
lence are not strongly related to adult IPV.
However, that literature (and therefore the

meta-analysis) does not distinguish among
types of violence, thus inadvertently aggre-
gating whatever mix of types is found in the
studies reviewed. Of course, this would not
be a problem if the relationships of different
types of violence to childhood experiences
were the same. However, a recent study
differentiating among the types finds that
although situational couple violence is not
strongly related to childhood experiences
of violence, intimate terrorism is (Johnson
& Cares, 2004). The “average” relationship
thus does not represent the effect that is of
most interest to most audiences: the effect
on the likelihood of becoming an intimate
terrorist – a wife beater.

The second type of error arises because
different sampling strategies have different
biases in terms of the types of violence
they include. This is the error that produced
the decades-long, and continuing, debate
over the gender symmetry of domestic vio-
lence. Researchers using agency samples find
domestic violence to be almost entirely
male-perpetrated, whereas those using gen-
eral survey samples find domestic violence to
be gender-symmetric. As it turns out, gen-
eral survey samples are dominated by sit-
uational couple violence, which is roughly
gender-symmetric, and agency samples are
dominated by intimate terrorism, which in
heterosexual relationships is almost entirely
male perpetrated (Johnson, 1995 , 2001). It is
important to remember that to most audi-
ences, intimate terrorism is what the term
domestic violence is all about. Thus, when we
present conclusions about situational couple
violence under the general rubric of domes-
tic violence, we mislead the public in impor-
tant ways, such as giving them the false
impression that there are as many battered
husbands as there are battered wives.

The typology of IPV presented here has
its roots in this debate about gender sym-
metry. For decades, feminist theorists have
argued that domestic violence is largely male
perpetrated and rooted in the patriarchal
traditions of the Western family (Dobash
& Dobash, 1979). Family violence theorists,
although acknowledging some role of gen-
der in family violence, have argued that
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Figure 30.1. Domestic violence–intimate terrorism.

domestic violence is rooted in the everyday
tensions and conflicts of family life and that
women are as violent as men in intimate
relationships (Straus, 1999). We now know
that they were both right but were not
studying the same phenomenon. Two of the
major types of IPV (intimate terrorism and
violent resistance) are rooted in the dynam-
ics of control and resistance that have been
the focus of feminist theorists. Intimate ter-
rorism and violent resistance comprise the
bulk of the violence in the agency sam-
ples with which feminist theorists work. The
third major type, situational couple violence,
is rooted in the dynamics of family conflict
that have been the focus of family violence
theorists. Situational couple violence com-
prises the bulk of the violence in the general
survey samples with which family violence
theorists work. The three types constitute a
typology of individual violence that is rooted
in information about the couple and their
relationship and defined by the control con-
text within which the violence is embedded.

The Nature of Intimate Terrorism (IT)

In IT, the perpetrator uses violence in the
service of general control over his or her part-

ner. The partner does not. The “control” that
forms the basis of this typology of IPV and
that is defining feature of IT is more than
the specific, short-term control that is often
the goal of violence in other contexts. The
mugger wants to control you only briefly to
take your valuables and move on, hopefully
never to see you again. In contrast, the con-
trol sought in IT is general and long term.
Although each particular act of intimate vio-
lence may appear to have any number of
short term, specific goals, it is embedded in
a larger pattern of power and control that
permeates the relationship. This is the kind
of violence that comes to mind when most
people hear the term domestic violence. Fig-
ure 30.1 is a widely used graphical represen-
tation of partner violence deployed in the
service of general control.

This diagram and the understanding of
domestic violence that lies behind it were
developed over a period of years from the
testimony of battered women in the Duluth,
Minnesota area, testimony that convinced
the staff of the Duluth Domestic Abuse
Intervention Project that the most important
characteristic of the violence they encoun-
tered was that it was embedded in a gen-
eral pattern of power and control (Pence
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& Paymar, 1993). A pattern of power and
control cannot, of course, be identified by
looking at violence in isolation. It can only
be recognized from information about mul-
tiple control tactics, allowing one to find out
whether a perpetrator uses more than one
of these tactics to control his or her partner,
thus indicating an attempt to exercise gen-
eral control.

A brief tour of the wheel, starting with
economic abuse and moving through the
other forms of control, might help to capture
what Catherine Kirkwood calls a “web” of
abuse (Kirkwood, 1993). It is not unusual for
an intimate terrorist to deprive his1 partner
of control over economic resources. He con-
trols all the money. She is allowed no bank
account and no credit cards. If she works for
wages, she has to turn over her paychecks to
him. He keeps all the cash, and she has to
ask him for money when she needs to buy
groceries or clothes for herself or their chil-
dren. He may require a precise accounting of
every penny, demanding to see the grocery
bill and making sure she returns every bit of
the change.

This economic abuse may be justified
through the next form of control, male
privilege: “I am the man of the house, the
head of the household, the king in my cas-
tle.” Of course, this use of male privilege can
cover everything. As the man of the house,
his word is law. He doesn’t have to explain.
She doesn’t disagree with him. She is to do
his bidding without question. And don’t talk
back. All of this holds even more rigidly in
public, where he is not to be humiliated by
back talk from “his woman.”

How does he use the children to sup-
port his control? First of all, they, too, know
he is the boss. He makes it clear that he
controls not only them, but their mother
as well. He may use them to back him up,
to make her humiliation more complete by
forcing them into the room to assist him
as he confronts her, asking them if he isn’t
right, and making them support his con-
trol of her. He may even have convinced
them that he should be in charge, that
he does know what is best (father knows
best), and that she is incompetent or lazy

or immoral. In addition, he may use her
attachment to the children as a means of
control, by threatening to take them away
from her or hurt them if she isn’t a “good
wife and mother.” Of course, being a good
wife and mother means doing as he says.

Then there’s isolation. He keeps her away
from everyone else. He makes himself her
only source of information, of support, of
money, of everything. In a rural setting, he
might literally be able to isolate her, moving
to a house trailer in the woods, with one car
that he controls, no phone, keeping her there
alone. In an urban setting, or if he needs her
to go out to work, he can isolate her less
literally, by driving away her friends and rel-
atives and intimidating the people at work,
so that she has no one to talk to about what’s
happening to her.

When she’s completely isolated, and what
he tells her about herself is all she ever
hears about herself, he can tell her over and
over again that she’s worthless – humiliat-
ing her, demeaning her, emotionally abusing
her. She’s ugly, stupid, a slut, a lousy wife, an
incompetent mother. She only manages to
survive because he takes care of her. She’d
be helpless without him. And who else is
there to tell her otherwise? Maybe he can
even convince her that she can’t live with-
out him.

If she resists, he can intimidate her.
Show her what might happen if she doesn’t
behave. Scream at her. Swear at her. Let her
see his rage. Smash things. Or maybe a lit-
tle cold viciousness will make his point. Kick
her cat. Hang her dog. That ought to make
her think twice before she decides not to do
as he says. Or threaten her. Threaten to hit
her, or beat her, or pull her hair out, or burn
her. Or tell her he’ll kill her, and maybe the
kids, too.

Pull all these means of control together, or
even a few of them, and the abuser entraps
and enslaves his partner in a web of control.
If she manages to thwart one means of con-
trol, there are others at his disposal. Wher-
ever she turns, there is another way he can
control her. Sometimes she is ensnared by
multiple strands. She can’t seem to escape –
she is trapped. But with the addition of
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violence, there is more to power and con-
trol than entrapment. There is terror.

For this reason, the diagram does not
include the violence as just another means
of control, another spoke in the wheel. The
violence is depicted, rather, as the rim of
the wheel, holding all the spokes together.
When violence is added to such a pattern of
power and control, the abuse becomes much
more than the sum of its parts. The osten-
sibly nonviolent tactics that accompany that
violence take on a new, powerful, and fright-
ening meaning – controlling the victim not
only through their own specific constraints
but also through their association with the
general knowledge that her partner will do
anything to maintain control of the relation-
ship, even attack her physically. Most obvi-
ously, the threats and intimidation are clearly
more than idle threats if he has beaten her
before. Even his “request” to see the grocery
receipts, however, becomes a “warning” if he
has put her into the hospital this year. His
calling her a stupid slut may feel like the
beginning of a vicious physical attack. As
battered women often report, “All he had to
do was look at me that way, and I’d jump.”
What is for most of us the safest place in
our world – home – is for her a place of
constant fear.

The Nature of Violent Resistance (VR)

What is a woman to do when she finds her-
self terrorized in her own home? At some
point, most women in such relationships do
fight back physically. For some, this is an
instinctive reaction to being attacked, and
it happens at the first blow – almost without
thought. For others, it doesn’t happen until
it seems he is going to continue to assault her
if she doesn’t do something to stop him. For
most women, the size difference between
them and their male partner ensures that VR
won’t help, and may make things worse, so
they turn to other means of coping. For a
few, eventually it seems that the only way
out is to kill their partner.

The critical defining pattern of violent
resistance is that the resistor is violent but
not controlling and is faced with a partner

who is both violent and controlling, that is,
he is an intimate terrorist. Violence in the
face of IT may arise from any of a variety of
motives. She may (at least at first) believe
that she can defend herself, that her violent
resistance will keep him from attacking her
further. This may mean that she thinks she
can stop him right now, in the midst of an
attack, or it may mean that she thinks that if
she fights back often enough, he will eventu-
ally decide to stop attacking her physically.
Even if she doesn’t think she can stop him,
she may feel that he shouldn’t be allowed
to attack her without getting hurt himself.
This desire to hurt him in return even if it
won’t stop him can be a form of communica-
tion (“What you’re doing isn’t right, and I’m
going to fight back as hard as I can”) or it may
be a form of retaliation or payback, along
the lines of “He’s not going to do that with-
out paying some price for it.” In a few cases,
she may be after serious retaliation, attack-
ing him when he is least expecting it and
doing her best to do serious damage, even
killing him. There is another, more frequent
motive for such premeditated attacks, how-
ever: escape. Sometimes, after years of abuse
and entrapment, a victim of IT may feel that
the only way she can escape from this horror
is to kill her tormenter.

The Nature of Situational Couple
Violence (SCV)

Probably the most common type of part-
ner violence does not involve any attempt
on the part of either partner to gain general
control over the relationship. The violence
is situationally provoked that is, the ten-
sions or emotions of a particular encounter
lead someone to react with violence. Inti-
mate relationships, inevitably involve con-
flicts, and in some relationships, one or more
of those conflicts may escalate to violence.
The violence may be minor and singular,
with one argument at some point in the rela-
tionship escalating to the level that some-
one pushes or slaps the other, is immedi-
ately remorseful, apologizes and never does
it again. Or it could be a chronic problem,
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with one or both partners frequently resort-
ing to violence, minor or severe.

The motives for such violence vary. A
physical reaction might feel like the only way
one’s extreme anger or frustration can be
expressed. It may well be intended to do seri-
ous injury as an expression of anger. It may
primarily be an attempt to get the attention
of a partner who doesn’t seem to be listening.
Or there could be a control motive involved,
albeit not one that is part of a general pattern
of coercive control. One partner may simply
find that the argument is not going well for
him or her and decide that one way to win
this is to get physical.

The critical distinctions among types of
violence have to do with general patterns
of power and control, not with the ostensi-
ble motives for specific incidents of violence.
Thus, many of the separate violent incidents
of SCV may look exactly like those involved
in IT or VR. The difference is in the general
power and control dynamic of the relation-
ship, not in the nature of any one assault. If it
appears that neither partner is generally try-
ing to control the other, that is, it is not the
case that the relationship involves the use of
a range of control tactics by one or both of
the partners, then it is SCV. It is simply that
one or more disagreements have resulted
in violence. The violence may even be fre-
quent, if the situation that provokes the vio-
lence is recurring, as when one partner fre-
quently feels that the other is flirting, and the
confrontations over that issue regularly lead
one or the other of them to lash out. The
violence may also be quite severe, includ-
ing even homicide. What makes it SCV is
that it is rooted in the events of a particular
situation rather than in a relationship-wide
attempt to control.

How Do We Know About These Types?

The descriptions of the three types of part-
ner violence are derived from 30 years of
social science research on violence between
intimate partners, most of which did not
make the distinctions that I describe. How,
then, can we manage to come to conclu-
sions about these different types of part-

ner violence from a research literature that
doesn’t distinguish among them? There are
two answers to that question. First, some of
the more recent research does operational-
ize the distinctions. Second, there are some
“tricks” that can be used to tease informa-
tion regarding the types out of the “old style”
research that didn’t make distinctions. One
involves the sampling biases noted earlier.
The violence in general survey research is
almost entirely men’s and women’s SCV.
Thus, any survey research that compares vio-
lent with nonviolent men or women – or
victims with nonvictims – can be reliably
assumed to tell us mostly about SCV. In
contrast, the violence in agency samples is
almost all men’s IT and women’s VR. Thus,
agency-based studies can be used to inform
us regarding those two types of violence. The
second trick we can use with the old litera-
ture is to look for patterns that are associated
with violence that shows the characteristics
of each of the types. Here is an example.
Violence that is frequent and severe is most
likely to be IT. Violence that is infrequent
and mild is more likely to be SCV. Thus, if
studies show that anger-management ther-
apy is only effective in the treatment of
men whose violence is infrequent and mild,
we have indirect support for the conclusion
that it is effective for SCV but not effective
for IT.

Correlates of the Types of Intimate
Partner Violence

Here we face something of a dilemma. There
is no shortage of comprehensive causal mod-
els, inventories, reviews, or meta-analyses
of correlates of intimate partner violence
(K. L. Anderson, 1997; Archer, 2000; Hotal-
ing & Sugarman, 1986, 1990; Jasinski &
Williams, 1998; O’Leary & Slep, 2003 ; Stith
et al., 2000; Sugarman, Aldarondo, & Boney-
McCoy, 1996; Sugarman & Frankel, 1996;
Sugarman & Hotaling, 1989, 1997), but none
of these papers or books makes the dis-
tinctions among types of intimate partner
violence discussed earlier. Thus, we can-
not be certain about which generalizations
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apply to which types of violence. For exam-
ple, although there are perhaps hundreds of
studies that purport to show that women
are as violent as men in intimate relation-
ships (Archer, 2000; Straus, 1999), a break-
down of IPV into types (Johnson, 2001) indi-
cates that in heterosexual relationships, IT
is almost entirely male perpetrated, violent
resistors are almost all women, and SCV is
not heavily gendered (at least not in terms
of incidence, as discussed later).

Antecedents

gender

Let me begin with a reminder: The previous
discussion indicates that perhaps the most
important antecedent of IPV is gender, with
IT being almost entirely male, VR female,
and SCV more gender symmetric. Within
each of these types, men’s violence is more
frequent and more severe than women’s. It
would not be wise, however, to think of
gender only as a characteristic of perpetra-
tors and victims of IPV. For over 2 decades
now, feminist sociologists have admonished
us to treat gender as an institution, not an
individual characteristic. It has manifesta-
tions at all levels of social organization from
the most macro of organizational contexts
through the “meso” level of social interaction
on down to the individual level of identities
and attitudes (Ferree, Lorber, & Hess, 2000;
Risman, 2004).

Thus, the role of gender in IPV is almost
impossibly complex. First, sex–gender is
important in heterosexual relationships sim-
ply because of average sex differences in
size and strength. Second, the gendering of
individual attitudes, values, knowledge, and
skills affect partners’ goals in their relation-
ships and the means they use to attain them.
Third, individual partners’ attitudes regard-
ing differences between men and women
and the role of gender in relationships each
play a part in the development of any partic-
ular relationship. Fourth, intimate partner-
ship norms are heavily gendered, certainly in
the midst of considerable historical change
but rooted in a patriarchal heterosexual
model that validates men’s power (Dobash

& Dobash, 1979, 1992 ; Yllö & Bograd, 1988;
Yllö & Straus, 1990). These norms affect
the internal functioning of all relationships,
regardless of the individual attitudes of the
partners. For example, when a couple sets
out to plan a wedding, they find their indi-
vidual interests embedded in a larger social
context that cannot be ignored. Finally, the
gendering of the social context within which
the relationship is embedded affects the
resources the partners can draw on to shape
the relationship and to cope with or escape
from the violence. As an example, consider
the major changes in the way the crimi-
nal justice system has reacted to domestic
violence over the last 30 years (Dobash &
Dobash, 1992).

There certainly is not enough space here
to explicate the complex interaction of these
gender-related factors in the shaping of dif-
ferent types of heterosexual IPV, but I would
like to at least provide a few examples. First,
in IT, the use of violence as one tactic in
an attempt to exercise general control over
one’s partner requires more than violence.
It requires a credible threat of a damaging
violent response to noncompliance. Such a
threat would be more credible coming from
a man than a woman because of both the
size difference and the cultures of masculin-
ity and femininity. Second, with regard to
SCV, the damage will be greater when per-
petrated by a larger against a smaller part-
ner (Felson, 1996), and the cultures of mas-
culinity and femininity ensure that whatever
the level of violence, its meaning will dif-
fer greatly depending on the gender of the
perpetrator (Straus, 1999). Third, in cases of
either IT or SCV, the reactions of criminal
justice personnel are likely to differ as a func-
tion of the gender structure of the organi-
zation to which the officers belong, as well
as the gender of the perpetrator (Buzawa &
Buzawa, 1996).

Finally, much of this discussion of gen-
der is relevant only to heterosexual rela-
tionships. In same-sex relationships, some
aspects of gender will still be important (e.g.,
gender differences in individual attitudes
and skills), others will be largely irrelevant
(e.g., heterosexual relationship norms), and
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some will play themselves out in quite dif-
ferent ways (e.g., sex differences in size and
strength will not be as likely to create differ-
ences within couples). Although we know
considerably less about same-sex relation-
ships than we do about heterosexual rela-
tionships, there is a growing literature that is
important not only in its own right, but also
because it sheds light on some of the inad-
equacies of theories rooted in research on
heterosexual relationships (Renzetti, 1992 ,
2002 ; Renzetti & Miley, 1996).

personality and attitudes

The work of Amy Holtzworth-Munroe and
others on male perpetrators of IPV (Gon-
dolf, 1988; Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, & Tolin,
1996; Holtzworth-Munroe, 2002 ; Holtz-
worth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman,
& Stuart, 2000, 2003 ; Jacobson & Gottman,
1998; Ornduff, Kelsey, & O’Leary, 1995 ;
Saunders, 1992 , 1996; Waltz, Babcock,
Jacobson, & Gottman, 2000) converges on
the identification of two types of intimate
terrorists. Holtzworth-Munroe referred to
them as “borderline–dysphoric” and “gen-
erally violent–antisocial,” whereas Jacobson
and Gottman use the more colorful terms,
“pit bulls” and “cobras.” (I am going to call
them “dependent intimate terrorists” and
“antisocial intimate terrorists.”) The depen-
dent intimate terrorists score high on mea-
sures of borderline personality organization,
dependency, and jealousy and seem to need
general control to assuage their fear of losing
their partner. The antisocial intimate terror-
ists are more generally violent and involved
with delinquent peers, substance abuse, and
criminal behavior; they are broadly willing
to employ violence to have their way in
many contexts. Both of these types score
high on impulsivity, acceptance of violence,
and hostile attitudes toward women and low
on measures of social skills (Holtzworth-
Munroe et al., 2000). The finding that inti-
mate terrorists score high on hostility toward
women is consistent with the meta-analysis
of Sugarman and Frankel (1996) and of
course harkens back to my discussion of gen-
der as an institution. Sugarman and Frankel

found that intimate terrorists score higher
on traditional gender attitudes than nonvio-
lent men (effect size = 0.80 for studies that
are probably dominated by IT, 0.54 when all
studies are considered). Unfortunately, this
important meta-analysis’s support for fem-
inist theory is often missed because Sugar-
man and Frankel’s conclusions and abstract
dismiss the finding.

SCV is included in Holtzworth-Munroe’s
work in what she calls the “family-only” clus-
ter of perpetrators, a group of violent men
whose violence is less severe than that of
the intimate terrorists and who do not differ
in personality or attitudes from nonviolent
men. This pattern is supported by Sugarman
and Frankel’s finding that there are no dif-
ferences in gender attitudes between violent
and nonviolent men in studies that are prob-
ably dominated by SCV. Thus, it is clear that
some elements of gender are not implicated
in SCV.

As far as I know, there is no research
on personality or attitudinal correlates of
women’s SCV, but Murray Straus has writ-
ten a useful discussion of factors that might
increase women’s likelihood of being vio-
lent towards their partners. These factors
include many features of gender as an insti-
tution, such as cultural norms regarding fem-
ininity, gender norms for conflict, sources of
identity, and reactions of the criminal jus-
tice system (Straus, 1999, p. 31), some of
which influence the personality and atti-
tudes of women.

so-called intergenerational transmission

Although childhood experiences of family
violence are often touted as “the most widely
accepted risk marker for the occurrence of
partner violence” (Kantor & Jasinski, 1998,
p. 16), in fact most studies find effect sizes on
the order of 0.17 (Stith et al., 2000). It
appears that “transmission” is hardly an
appropriate metaphor (see also Johnson &
Ferraro, 2000). However, a careful look at
the Stith et al. meta-analysis and some recent
research suggests that perhaps this is another
case of misspecification through aggregation.
A case can be made for a moderate effect of
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childhood experiences on IT and a minimal
effect on SCV as follows. Because the liter-
ature is dominated by general surveys, the
overall average effect size, which is quite
small, reflects the impact of childhood expe-
riences on SCV. However, Stith et al. find
an interaction with sample type, in which
the effect is much stronger (0.35) for agency
samples, that is samples dominated by IT.
More direct evidence comes from Johnson
and Cares’s (2004) finding of odds ratios of
2 .40 (ns) and 7.51 (p < 0.01) for the effects
of men’s childhood experiences on SCV and
IT, respectively.

social class and other antecedents

Other widely accepted risk markers include
occupation, education, race and ethnicity,
marital status, age, and alcohol abuse, among
others. However, the research that estab-
lishes these variables’ relationships to IPV
does not distinguish among IT, VR, and
SCV. In some of my own unpublished anal-
yses, I have found that once again, there
are important differences among types of
violence. For example, income is negatively
related to SCV but not IT. Education is neg-
atively related to both IT and SCV. Race
is related to SCV (with African Ameri-
cans at greater risk than Whites) but not
IT. Age is negatively related to IT but not
SCV. It is clear that we need research
that differentiates among types of IPV
before we can make useful statements about
antecedents.

The Nature of the Relationship

characteristics of the violent acts

This is yet another area in which we clearly
need further research. Johnson’s (1995)
review of the literature on men’s violence
indicated that IT (compared with SCV)
involves a much higher average per-couple
frequency of incidents, a much higher like-
lihood of escalation and therefore more
severe violence, and a lower likelihood of
mutual violence within an incident – all sup-
ported by data in Britain and the United
States that operationalize the distinctions

(Graham-Kevan & Archer, 2003 ; Johnson,
2001).

What about women’s violence? Women’s
violence in intimate relationships is almost
entirely SCV. From reviews of the many
studies done with general survey samples,
which we can assume involve violence
that is mostly SCV, a number of scholars
have come to the oft-heard conclusion that
women are as violent as men (Archer, 2000;
Straus, 1999). This conclusion, however, is
based on the virtually meaningless criterion
of whether the respondent has been violent
at least once within the time frame cov-
ered by the survey. These same scholars all
agree that men’s violence in these general
survey samples (thus, SCV) involves more
incidents, and produces more injuries and
more fear than does women’s violence. Thus,
even with respect to SCV, men are, in fact,
more violent than women.

Most of the remaining women’s IPV is
violent resistance, and what we know about
that comes primarily from research using
agency samples. That research indicates that,
although many women dealing with an inti-
mate terrorist partner do at some point
respond with violence, most of them ulti-
mately desist as they find that violence only
puts them at further risk (Dasgupta, 2002 ;
Gondolf & Fisher, 1988; Swan, 2000; Swan &
Snow, 2002). However, there is a small but
highly visible number of women entrapped
in such relationships who finally resort to
lethal violence to escape from their tormen-
tor (Browne, 1987; O’Keefe, 1997; Roberts,
1996; Walker, 1989).2

other characteristics of the relationship

The general dynamic of IT and violent
resistance is captured in the many qual-
itative accounts of such relationships to
be found in the literature, most of them
involving interviews with either women con-
tacted through agencies or volunteers who
have left their abusive partners (Chang,
1996; Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Ferraro,
1996, 1997; Giles-Sims, 1983 ; Kirkwood,
1993 ; Pagelow, 1981; Pence & Paymar, 1993 ;
Renzetti, 1992 ; Sev’er, 2002). Because of the
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broadly controlling behavior of intimate ter-
rorists, the general characteristics of these
relationships are shaped in large part by the
intimate terrorist rather than the resistor. In
the beginning, such relationships seem to
follow a cycle identified early on by Lenore
Walker (1979), a cycle in which the tension
in the relationship builds until the terrorist
erupts into violence, and the violence is fol-
lowed by explanations, justifications, apolo-
gies, and romantic and attentive behavior
(the so-called honeymoon stage). Eventu-
ally, the tension begins to build again, and
the cycle repeats itself. More recent research
suggests that in many cases the honeymoon
stage becomes shorter and shorter over time,
until there is no longer any honeymoon. The
relationship becomes one of constant ten-
sion and attempts by the victim to attempt
to figure out how to prevent or minimize the
impending and inevitable violence.

Although this pattern gives the intimate
terrorist considerable power in the relation-
ship, it would be unwise to see him as
entirely in control and his partner as merely a
victim. Victims often do change their behav-
ior in line with the intimate terrorists’ inter-
ests in order to attempt to avoid or minimize
violence, and sometimes they even seem to
accept their partner’s blaming of the vio-
lence on their own inadequacies as wives or
mothers. However, over time the women
involved in such relationships come to see
the situation for what it is and turn to
other means of coping with violence, includ-
ing gathering the resources that will allow
them to take themselves and their children
out of the relationship safely (Campbell &
Soeken, 1999; Campbell & Weber, 2000;
Ferraro, 1997). These reactions of victims
(some of whom become violent resistors) are
discussed in the section on consequences of
violence for the relationship.

Returning to our discussion of intimate
terrorists, there is an important complica-
tion when it comes to the relationships in
which they are involved. As noted earlier,
the work of Holtzworth-Munroe and oth-
ers indicates that there are two major types
of intimate terrorists, and we actually know
little about the differences between depen-
dent intimate terrorists and antisocial inti-

mate terrorists. It is likely that, beyond the
general strategies of control that they share,
their relationships with their partners are
quite different. Dependent intimate terror-
ists are extremely emotionally dependent
on the partners whom they abuse, become
emotional basket cases during arguments,
and are highly tenacious, willing to do any-
thing to keep their partner (Jacobson &
Gottman, 1998). Antisocial intimate terror-
ists are coldhearted men and not necessar-
ily strongly emotionally tied to their part-
ner. Although there is evidence that the
dynamics and development of their relation-
ships with their partners look quite different,
we need considerably more research before
we’ll know exactly what the differences are.

The situation is even more unknown and
probably more complicated with regard to
SCV. The problem with this literature (as
with many others) is that we have become
so focused on averages and on “explaining”
variance that we have paid no attention at
all to the likely possibility that our general
survey samples capture a number of types
of SCV that involve quite different relation-
ships. We will have to settle for a brief anal-
ysis of some of the major issues that need
to be pursued. The major question is “What
is the situational dynamic that produces
the violence?”

My thoughts turn first to the large cate-
gory of “violent relationships” in which there
has been one and only one incident. Some-
one needs to ask those people what hap-
pened, and to look at characteristics of their
relationships. I imagine that what we will
find is that they range widely on any rela-
tionship variable we care to look at. There
simply was one aberrant incident that could
have happened in almost any relationship.
That doesn’t mean that there are no inter-
esting questions to be pursued with regard
to this group. We would like to know how
they handled the incident, whether it had
any short-term or long-term effects on their
relationship, whether they took any steps to
make sure it would never happen again, and
so on.

Moving on to relationships in which there
are multiple incidents of SCV, we might
pursue what have been found to be some
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of the major correlates of IPV. A brief
list would include alcohol and other sub-
stance abuse (Heyman, O’Leary, & Jouriles,
1995 ; Hutchison, 1999; Kantor, 1996; Moore,
Greenfield, Wilson, & Kok, 1997; O’Leary
& Schumacher, 2003 ; Stuart et al., 2002),
jealousy and infidelity (Barnett, Martinez,
& Bluestein, 1995 ; Dutton, Van Ginkel, &
Landolt, 1996; Wilson & Daly, 1993),
poverty (Benson, Fox, DeMaris, & Wyk,
2000; Gelles, 1993), and various communi-
cation patterns and skills (Cahn & Lloyd,
1996; Feldman & Ridley, 2000; Holtzworth-
Munroe, Smutzler, & Stuart, 1998; Infante,
1989; Lloyd & Emery, 2000; Ridley &
Feldman, 2003 ; Rogge & Bradbury, 1999).
It is likely, however, that each of these,
although a central factor in some relation-
ships, plays no role at all in others. This is
not a small matter, as success of various inter-
ventions would vary greatly depending on
whether the chronic violence was a function
of one partner’s anger management prob-
lems, or the daily stresses of living in poverty,
or the aggressiveness associated with alcohol
abuse, and so on.

Consequences of the Violence

Most of the research on consequences is
found in the feminist literature using agency
samples, and therefore provides information
regarding IT or VR. There are, however,
some studies that might give us some insight
into the impact of SCV, including a few that
do make distinctions, and a number that use
general survey data that are probably domi-
nated by SCV.

health consequences

More than 1,000 women are killed by their
male partners in the United States each
year – mostly IT – and a little under 300 men
are killed by their female partners – mostly
VR (U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation,
2003). These numbers are down consider-
ably from the early 1990s, with the murders
of husbands and boyfriends declining first
and most steeply as the battered women’s
movement provided alternatives to women
who had formerly been trapped in intimate
terrorist relationships. More recently there

have been somewhat smaller but consistent
decreases for femicide, perhaps because pre-
ventive education is making a difference,
but also because the movement is helping
women to escape from intimate terrorists
before they are murdered.

injuries

We have fairly good information regard-
ing injuries incurred in IT and SCV. From
agency studies, we know that the likeli-
hood of serious injury is high for women
experiencing IT (Campbell, 2002 ; Cantos,
Neidig, & O’Leary, 1994). From the few
studies operationalizing the types, we also
know that average seriousness of injuries is
clearly greater for IT than it is for SCV
(Graham-Kevan & Archer, 2003 ; Johnson,
1999, 2000; Johnson, Conklin, & Menon,
2002 ; Johnson & Leone, in press; Leone,
Johnson, Cohan, & Lloyd, 2004). Data from
many general survey studies of IPV indi-
cate that women sustain more severe injuries
than do men in SCV (Archer, 2000; Straus,
1990). It is clear from qualitative agency data
that violent resistance among women does
sometimes inflict injury on their partners.
However, if we can assume that couples in
mandated domestic violence programs are
mostly involved in male IT and female VR,
then Cantos’s (1994) data indicate that vio-
lent resistors are inflicting a much lower level
of injury than are their intimate terrorist
partners.

general health, including

psychological health

Campbell’s general review (2002) con-
cludes that “Increased health problems
such as . . . chronic pain, gastrointestinal,
and gynecological signs including sexually-
transmitted diseases, depression, and post-
traumatic stress disorder are well docu-
mented by controlled research in abused
women in various settings.” Golding’s
(1999) meta-analysis is more specific: “The
weighted mean prevalence of mental health
problems among battered women was
47.6% in 18 studies of depression, 17.9% in
13 studies of suicidality, 63 .8% in 11 studies of
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).” She
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also concluded, however, that these findings
are variable across studies; I would suggest
that this may be because they involve differ-
ent mixes of SCV and IT. Two studies that
do distinguish between IT and SCV indicate
that effects on general health, depression,
and posttraumatic stress disorder are min-
imal for SCV (Johnson & Leone, in press;
Leone et al., 2004).

effects on the relationship

IPV of any sort is destructive to the rela-
tionship, as has been shown in a number
of studies using general samples (for two
longitudinal studies, see Rogge & Bradbury,
1999; Testa & Leonard, 2001). The effects
of IT, however, are much more dramatic
than those of SCV (Johnson et al., 2002).
Although it is clear from decades of stud-
ies with agency samples that most women
experiencing IT do eventually manage to
escape (e.g., Campbell, Miller, Cardwell,
& Belknap, 1994 ; Herbert, Silver, & Ellard,
1991), we continue to see articles with titles
such as, “Why Do They Stay?” even in
cases in which two thirds of the women
had in fact already left their abusive part-
ner (Herbert et al., 1991). Three explana-
tions for this contradiction come to mind.
First, I suppose that some writers simply
feel that asking why they stay seems like a
more interesting question than asking why
or how they leave. Second, many of the sam-
ples studied include a large number of cases
of SCV, few of which are serious enough
to prompt anyone to consider ending the
relationship. Third, and most important, IT
almost always involves not only abuse, but
entrapment (Johnson, 1998; Landenburger,
1989; Richie, 1996; Rosen & Stone, 1993).
Leaving or threatening to leave one’s abu-
sive partner places women and their children
at great risk of stalking, assault, and murder
(Burgess, Harner, Baker, Hartman, & Lole,
2001; Hardesty, 2002 ; Morton, Runyan,
Moracco, & Butts, 1998; Wilson, Daly, &
Wright, 1993). As a result, leaving an IT rela-
tionship involves a complex process of gath-
ering the information and resources required
to allow a woman and her children to leave

the relationship safely (Campbell, Rose, Kub,
& Nedd, 1998; Chang, 1996; Choice &
Lamke, 1999; Kirkwood, 1993 ; Sev’er, 2002).
Women experiencing IT go through a pro-
cess of learning that the violence will be
continuing, interpreting the causes of the
violence, trying to cope with and stop the
violence within the relationship, deciding
it is necessary to leave, and gathering the
necessary resources (M. A. Anderson et al.,
2003 ; Arias & Pape, 1999; Barnett & LaVi-
olette, 2000; Burke, Gielen, McDonnell,
O’Campo, & Maman, 2001; Carlson, 1997;
Choice & Lamke, 1997; Choice & Lamke,
1999; Merritt Gray & Wuest, 1995 ; Rose,
Campbell, & Kub, 2000; Rosen & Stith,
1995 ; Sullivan & Davidson, 1991).

Lacunae

Much as I hate to end this section weakly,
I have to say that we know almost noth-
ing about the nature of or correlates of VR
or SCV. Although there is some research
regarding the impact of VR on the IT per-
petrator’s violence, addressing the question
of whether violent resistance helps or makes
things worse, there is very little on the con-
ditions under which women do resist phys-
ically or on the impact of that resistance on
the individuals involved or on their relation-
ship. What little research there is focuses on
the extreme cases in which women mur-
der their abusive partners (Browne, 1987;
O’Keefe, 1997; Roberts, 1996; Walker, 1989).
As for SCV, what we think we know
comes mostly from large-scale general sur-
veys, which (a) involve an unknown mix
of IT, VR, and SCV and (b) include none
of the qualitative data that would provide
real insight into the individual and relational
dynamics of such relationships.

Violence Against Intimates Other
Than One’s Partner

Of course, there is violence against intimates
other than one’s partner. The 1985 National
Family Violence Survey in the United States
indicated, for example, that within a 1-year
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time frame, nearly 100% of U.S. parents
had hit their children (aged 0–17) and 11%
had used what the authors call “severe” vio-
lence (Straus & Gelles, 1990, p. 97). Fur-
thermore, 80% of U.S. children had been
violent toward their own brother or sister,
53% severely so, and 18% had been vio-
lent toward a parent. I am a bit surprised
to find that there is essentially no recent
literature on child violence toward par-
ents and little on sibling violence (Duncan,
1999; Fair Brodeske, 2002 ; Wiehe, 1997), but
reviews of the literature on parental violence
toward children can be found under the
rubrics of child abuse (Flett & Hewitt, 2002 ;
Halperin, 1995 ; Hegar, Zuravin, & Orme,
1994 ; Larzelere & Johnson, 1999) and cor-
poral punishment (Gershoff, 2002 ; Straus &
Donnelly, 1994 ; Straus & Stewart, 1999).

The theoretical and empirical evidence
for the importance of distinguishing among
types of violence between partners on the
basis of the control context of the violence
is compelling. What about other types of
personal relationships? In 2001, one of my
students wrote an outstanding paper on vio-
lence in parent–child relationships, and I can
do no better on this issue than to quote her:

The literature on this issue suggests that
there are two types of parent-to-child abuse.
The first is set in a context of gen-
eral control, in which the parent seeks a
wide scope of power over the child’s life.
This is comparable to Johnson’s intimate
terrorism. . . . The second type of child abuse
is a result of a parent lashing out in anger
or frustration, which is similar to John-
son’s situational couple violence category.
(Sobolewski, 2 001, p. 2 7)

Of course, the use of violence to con-
trol children is seen by many parents as a
legitimate tool of socialization, to be used in
the child’s best interests. Sobolewski pointed
out, however, that a number of theoretical
statements and empirical pieces in the par-
enting literature identify parent-centered vio-
lence toward children in types that appear
to correspond in many ways to IT and SCV.
For example, Gough and Reavey (1997)
identified three types of parental rationales

for violence,3 two of which were parent-
centered rationales, one which they call
“individual (power assertive),” the other
“cathartic (need relief).” The similarity to
intimate terrorism and situational couple
violence is striking (see also Dailey, 1979;
Oldershaw, Walters, & Kordich, 1986). The
third rationale is a “pedagogical” child-
centered rationale that would hardly be
considered appropriate for partner violence,
although we might note that the traditional
rationale for the “chastisement of wives” is
rooted in the treatment of women as some-
what childlike and in need of direction from
their husbands (Dobash & Dobash, 1979).

One other example of parallels in the
parent–child literature will have to suf-
fice to make my case here. Sobolewski
(2001) pointed out that a number of stud-
ies seem to indicate that the type of sam-
ple can be important in terms of the
type of parental violence that is detected,
with general samples finding more cathar-
tic violence (Bluestone & Tamis-LeMonda,
1999; Petersen, Ewigman, & Vandiver, 1994 ;
Rodriguez & Green, 1997) and agency sam-
ples finding more power assertive violence
(Oldershaw et al., 1986).

Conclusion

In thinking about directions for future
research, I find myself drawn to a jigsaw puz-
zle metaphor. Many small pieces of the puz-
zle have yet to be filled in, pieces that will
eventually fit together to give us the big pic-
ture. These small pieces involve all of the
questions we have been asking for decades –
questions now reframed in terms of different
types of intimate partner violence. Is alco-
hol implicated in violent resistance in the
same way it is implicated in intimate ter-
rorism or situational couple violence? Is the
impact of parental situational couple vio-
lence on children anything like the impact of
parental intimate terrorism? Might couples
counseling actually be a viable strategy for
intervention in situational couple violence
in ways that it is not for intimate terrorism?
Is socioeconomic status an important factor
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in intimate terrorism, or only in situational
couple violence?

Although we could go on and on list-
ing the little questions, let me suggest that
they can be effectively organized in terms of
major areas of the big picture, that is, the
major types of IPV. We do know a lot about
intimate terrorism – from decades of quanti-
tative and qualitative feminist research and
activism. This section of the picture is held
together by a dominant theme of gender –
gender as an institution in the patriarchal
norms of heterosexual relationships that
have historically given men the right to con-
trol their wives (Dobash & Dobash, 1979;
Wood, 2001); gender as it is embodied in
individual differences such as male willing-
ness to use violence to assert their masculin-
ity (Wood, 2004), and in sex differences
in size and strength that make male vio-
lence effective (Felson, 1996); and gender
in organized societal reactions to intimate
terrorism, reactions that have changed dra-
matically as a result of the second wave of
the Western women’s movement (Dobash
& Dobash, 1992).

We know little, however, about violent
resistance. Perhaps the silver lining in the
gender symmetry fiasco is the renewed
attention to the nature of women’s intimate
partner violence, including violent resistance
(Renzetti, 2002 ; Straus, 1999; Swan, 2000;
Swan & Snow, 2002). In general, however,
feminist research has been focused so heav-
ily on the behavior of male intimate ter-
rorists that little attention has been paid to
the dynamics of violent resistance. Although
there is a small literature on women who kill
their abusive partners, it is clear that there
is a great need for research on the less dra-
matic violent resistance that characterizes
most women’s use of violence as a means
of coping with an intimate terrorist.

With respect to situational couple vio-
lence, I would argue that despite 3 decades of
research in the family violence tradition with
large-scale survey samples that are proba-
bly dominated by SCV, we actually know
much less about SCV than we do about
IT. Perhaps we can simply take all of the
family violence survey research, assume that

the results apply to SCV, and make our
usual generalizations – but restricting them
to situational couple violence. The exam-
ple of intergenerational “transmission” (with
the weak effects typically found in survey
research appearing to be characteristic of
SCV) suggests that such a strategy might
work. I fear, however, that there may be
a problem of types-within-types that will
plague us with respect to SCV. We do not
at this point have the body of qualitative
research that we need to identify the inter-
personal dynamics involved in types of SCV
as different as (a) frequent, dangerous vio-
lence from one partner; (b) a single aberrant
incident; and (c) a general pattern of mutual
combat.

The big picture, therefore, is both dis-
heartening and exciting. On one hand, the
clear need to make major distinctions among
types of IPV calls into question a massive
literature that has produced glib overgener-
alizations. There is no simple way to eval-
uate the distortions of decades of aggregat-
ing essentially different phenomena. On the
other hand, we may be on the cusp of a slew
of major breakthroughs such as the one in
the gender symmetry debate. We are fortu-
nate to be working at a time in which diligent
attention to differences among the types of
IPV is likely to produce major increases in
the explanatory power of our theories and
the effectiveness of our interventions.
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Footnotes

1. I am going to use gendered pronouns here
because the vast majority of intimate terrorists
are men terrorizing female partners. That does
not mean that women are never intimate terror-
ists. There are a small number of women who
do terrorize their male partners (Steinmetz,
1977–1978), and there are also women in
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same-sex relationships who terrorize their
female partners (Renzetti & Miley, 1996).

2 . There is so little IT among heterosexual
women that we know very little about it,
although I do have some unpublished data sug-
gesting that the frequency and level of violence
in women’s IT is less than it is for men.

3 . They actually identified four, but one of them
is less a rationale than an explanation for
violence – that the respondent learned to use
corporal punishment from his or her parents.
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Relationship Satisfaction

Frank D. Fincham
Steven R. H. Beach

In Western culture, the vast majority of peo-
ple marry or cohabit, and expectations of
couple relationships are high. Marriage is
portrayed as providing lifelong companion-
ship, romance, support, sexual fulfillment,
and commitment. Yet a high proportion
of couples experience an erosion of these
positive qualities over time and, for some,
relationship satisfaction erodes to the point
where the relationship is terminated. For
others, however, the barriers to separation,
or the perceived absence of alternatives,
may result in remaining married despite
being unhappy with the relationship. It is
not surprising, therefore, that some 40% of
the problems for which people seek pro-
fessional help in the United States concern
their spouse or marriage, a proportion that
is twice the size of any other problem area
(Veroff, Kulka, & Douvan, 1981). When inti-
mate relationships like marriage go wrong,
the costs can be high; marital distress, sepa-
ration, and divorce are associated with just
about any physical or mental health problem
one cares to name (see Fincham & Beach,
1999).

Emergence of Interest in Relationship
Satisfaction

At the beginning of the 20th century, chang-
ing economic and social conditions called
public attention to relationship problems in
families and ushered in a period of emerging
science. The desire to understand and reme-
diate family problems led to direct study of
family relationships using empirically based
procedures. The two earliest studies in this
domain were on sexual behavior (predat-
ing Kinsey by a decade) and both examined
its role in relationship satisfaction or success
(Davis, 1929; Hamilton, 1948).

The central status accorded relationship
satisfaction in marital research became even
more salient in two later projects that are
often credited with establishing marital
research as an area of empirical inquiry.
Terman and colleagues’ (1938) book,
Psychological Factors in Marital Happiness,
described a questionnaire study of 1,133 cou-
ples designed to identify the determinants
of marital satisfaction. Burgess and Cottrell
(1939) similarly reported a questionnaire
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study of 526 couples in Predicting Success or
Failure in Marriage. Both books are classic
texts and report studies that became the
prototypes for later research in their attempt
to identify correlates of marital satisfaction.

In short, satisfaction is viewed as the
final common pathway that leads to rela-
tionship breakdown (Jacobson, 1985) and
has been the dominant construct studied
in the literature on relationships such as
marriage. Not surprisingly, it has gained the
attention of researchers from a variety of
disciplines, including psychology, sociology,
family studies, and communication. Initially
researchers, mostly sociologists, paid great-
est attention to identifying demographic cor-
relates of marital satisfaction (the socio-
logical tradition), a focus forgone in the
late 1960s and 1970s when observation of
couple behavior assumed center stage (the
behavioral tradition). Beginning in the 1980s
recognition of the limits of a purely behav-
ioral account of marriage gave rise to study
of variables such as cognition and affect that
might mediate the relation between behav-
ior and marital satisfaction (the mediational
tradition). For a more complete historical
account, see Fincham and Bradbury (1990).

Overview of Satisfaction
in Close Relationships

Before providing a brief synopsis of major
findings regarding relationship satisfaction,
we briefly highlight salient features of schol-
arship on this topic.

The Nature of Relationship
Satisfaction Research

A first important feature of writings on rela-
tionship satisfaction is that they focus almost
exclusively on Western – and more par-
ticularly, North American – relationships.
Moreover, with a few recent exceptions
(e.g., Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000;
Hendrick, Dick, & Hendrick, 1998) most
of the assessment devices used to study
relationship satisfaction have focused on
one particular relationship; marriage. This is

both a strength and weakness. It is a strength
in that there is a widespread agreement,
although not consensus, in North Ameri-
can society that marriage is primarily for
the benefit of the spouses rather than the
extended family, society, the ancestors, deity
or deities, and so on. Widespread agreement
on the hedonic purpose of marriage has the
potential to simplify the task of researchers
engaged in assessing and understanding rela-
tionship satisfaction and thereby promote
advances in understanding. On the other
hand, there is the strong temptation to insert
into our measures of satisfaction items that
may not be applicable in other cultures. For
example, an assessment of marital satisfac-
tion that asks who the respondent would
marry if she had her life to live over again (as
in one of the most widely used measures of
marital quality, the Marital Adjustment Test
[MAT]; Locke & Wallace, 1959), is clearly
not applicable in cultures in which arranged
marriages are accepted practice. Likewise,
questions assessing disagreements may be
poor indicators of marital satisfaction in cul-
tures in which disagreement with a spouse
is discouraged.

Second, the literature on relationship sat-
isfaction is characterized by a lack of ade-
quate theory. As Glenn (1990) pointed out
in regard to the study of marital satisfac-
tion, most research is justified on practi-
cal grounds “with elements of theory being
brought in on an incidental, ad hoc basis”
(p. 818). Lack of attention to theory has
had unfortunate consequences. For example,
Spanier (1976) eliminated items from his
influential measure (the Dyadic Adjustment
Scale [DAS]) when they were positively
skewed thereby assuming that items reflec-
tive of marital quality approximate a nor-
mal distribution. As Norton (1983) pointed
out, however, such items may be less crit-
ical indicators or even irrelevant to marital
quality if marital quality inherently involves
skewed data because spouses tend to report
“happy” marriages. Moreover, if the outcome
predicted by marital quality is itself skewed
(e.g., aggression), then a skewed predictor
may be best (Heyman, Sayers, & Bellack,
1994). Conceptual confusion has resulted
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in a large number of terms, such as adjust-
ment, success, happiness, companionship, or
some synonym reflective of the quality of
the relationship being used interchangeably
to refer to satisfaction. As a result, some
scholars have even called for elimination of
such terms as marital satisfaction and marital
adjustment from the literature (Trost, 1985).

Third, relationship satisfaction is almost
exclusively assessed using self-report. How-
ever, self-reported satisfaction gives us lit-
tle information on the processes involved
in “the final common pathway” that results
in relationship breakdown. Ironically, even
behaviorally oriented psychologists who
rejected the utility of self-report when they
began to study marriage systematically in
the 1970s used self-reported satisfaction as
a criterion variable in their studies. Indeed,
a primary goal was to account for variability
in such reports of marital satisfaction. This
feature of the literature is important when
considering the two dominant approaches
that have been used to study marital sat-
isfaction. One approach has been to view
marital quality as a characteristic of the rela-
tionship between spouses instead of, or in
addition to, the spouses’ feelings about the
marriage. This approach has tended to favor
use of such terms as adjustment. However,
it is questionable whether spouses are the
best, or even good, reporters of relationship
properties. Self-report seems better suited to
the second major approach to marital qual-
ity which focuses on how married persons
feel about their marriage. This approach has
tended to use such terms as marital satisfac-
tion and marital happiness.

Fourth, it is not clear what most instru-
ments of relationship satisfaction actually
measure. Most frequently, measures com-
prise a polyglot of items, and responses to
them are not conceptually equivalent. For
example, on the MAT items include ratings
of disagreement on eight issues (most, but
not all, of which are scored from 0 to 5), and
questions such as, “Do you ever wish you had
not married?” (scored as 0, 1, 8, or 10 depend-
ing on responses). The inclusion of behav-
ioral and subjective categories and the num-
ber and weighting of items used to assess

each category varies across measures of mari-
tal satisfaction, making it unclear what these
tools actually measure. The summation of
various dimensions of marriage in omnibus
measures of marital satisfaction (e.g., inter-
action, happiness) also precludes meaningful
study of the interplay between such dimen-
sions (e.g., interaction may influence satis-
faction and vice versa).

Typically, an overall score is computed
by summing over the items, but it is not
clear how such a score should be interpreted.
Although this problem was identified in the
marital literature over 40 years ago (see Nye
& MacDougall, 1959), it remains an issue.
Dahlstrom (1969) described three levels at
which responses to self-report inventories
can be interpreted: they can be seen (a)
as veridical descriptions of behavior (e.g.,
responses regarding frequency of disagree-
ment reflect the actual rate of disagreement
between spouses), (b) as potential reflec-
tions of attitudes (e.g., frequently reported
disagreement may reflect high rates of dis-
agreement but may also reflect the view
that the partner is unreasonable, that the
spouse feels undervalued, or some other
attitude), and (c) as behavioral signs the
meaning of which can only be determined
by actuarial data (e.g., rated disagreement
may reflect time spent together, respon-
dents’ self-esteem, frequency of intercourse,
or a host of other variables). Few measures
of relationship quality address the level at
which responses are to be interpreted.

A fifth feature of relationship satisfac-
tion research follows naturally from the last,
namely, that our knowledge of the deter-
minants and correlates of relationship sat-
isfaction includes (an unknown number of)
spurious findings. This is because of overlap-
ping item content in measures of satisfaction
and measures of constructs examined in rela-
tion to it. The often-documented association
between self-reported communication (e.g.,
Marital Communication Inventory; “Do the
two of you argue a lot over money?” “Do
you and your and your spouse engage in
outside activities together?”) and marital
satisfaction (DAS; “Indicate the extent of
agreement or disagreement between you and
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your partner on: handling family finances,”
“Do you and your mate engage in outside
interests together?”) is a particularly egre-
gious example of this problem. The result-
ing tautological association hinders theory
construction and affects the credibility of
research findings. Fincham and Bradbury
(1987) discussed the dilemma caused by
overlapping item content at some length
showing that exclusion of the items com-
mon to both measures does not provide a
satisfactory solution to this problem because
they usually reflect overlap in the definition
of the constructs.

Major Findings

Using quantitative measures of relationship
satisfaction as criteria for group member-
ship, a variety of studies have attempted
to pinpoint what differentiates happy and
unhappy relationships. However, the discov-
ery of these correlates has been accompanied
by “little or no explanation of why the corre-
lations exist” (Raush, Barry, Hertel, & Swain,
1974 , p. 4), and by the 1960s, there was con-
siderable dissatisfaction with the research,
particularly its reliance on self-report. In
1961, Raush et al. began to examine the overt
behaviors of couples engaged in improvised
marital conflicts in the laboratory.

Next, we briefly summarize what is has
been learned about behavioral, cognitive,
and emotive correlates of relationship sat-
isfaction, recognizing that the distinctions
among these three constructs are in many
ways artificial.

behavior

Attempts to identify the behavioral corre-
lates of relationship satisfaction have taken
two major forms. Using spouses as observers
of their partners’ behaviors, researchers have
attempted to examine behaviors that covary
with daily reports of marital satisfaction. A
second strategy entailed laboratory observa-
tion of couples who reported high and low
marital satisfaction.

The first point to note is that agreement
between spouses in reports of daily marital
behaviors is low (average 46%; Christensen

& Nies, 1980) and is not improved by
training spouses as observers. Such findings
raise questions about the epistemological
status of spouse reports of partner behav-
ior, suggesting that they may reflect more
about the reporter’s perceptions than the
observed spouse’s behavior. With this caveat
in mind, it has been found that reported
spouse behaviors covary only slightly with
daily reports of satisfaction (the two vari-
ables share about 25% of their variance),
the covariation remains slight even when
lists of behaviors are customized for each
couple, behaviors classed as affective are
more highly related to satisfaction than
other classes of behavior (e.g., instrumen-
tal), events experienced as displeasing (e.g.,
“spouse interrupted me”) are more highly
related to satisfaction ratings than events
that are “pleasing,” and the association
between daily behaviors and satisfaction is
higher in dissatisfied then satisfied spouses
(see Weiss & Heyman, 1997, for a review).

Although questionable as veridical
reports of partner behavior, some of the
results obtained for spouse reports of
behavior are remarkably consistent with the
findings that emerge from observed couple
interactions. For example, negative behav-
iors appear to distinguish more consistently
satisfied from dissatisfied couples. Because
several comprehensive reviews exist, we
provide only a brief overview of findings
(for reviews, see Gottman & Notarius,
2000; Kelly, Fincham, & Beach, 2003 ;
Weiss & Heyman, 1997). Compared with
satisfied couples, distressed couples show
a range of dysfunctional communicative
behaviors, including higher levels of specific
negative behaviors such as criticisms and
complaining, hostility, defensiveness, and
disengagement, such as not responding or
tracking the partner. Distressed couples
also fail to listen actively to each other
when interacting. We also know that these
negative interactional behaviors are more
likely to occur in some settings than others.
Diary studies show that stressful marital
interactions occur more frequently in
couples’ homes on days of high general life
stress and at times and places associated
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with multiple competing demands and that
topics of disagreements often coincide with
the activities partners are engaged in at the
time.

Recent research has shown that the giv-
ing and receipt of support behaviors are
related to satisfaction and to important
health outcomes. For example, wives’ sup-
portive behaviors predicted decreased sat-
isfaction 24 months later independently of
either partners’ conflict behaviors and sup-
portive behaviors moderated the association
between conflict behavior and later mari-
tal deterioration with compromised conflict
skills leading to greater risk of lower satisfac-
tion in the context of poor support commu-
nication (Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; see also
Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000).

With regard to sequences of behavior, the
“signature” of dissatisfied couples is the exis-
tence of reciprocated negative behavior that
tends to escalate in intensity. In fact, one
of the greatest challenges for couples locked
into negative exchanges is to find an adaptive
way of exiting from such cycles (Gottman,
1998). This is usually attempted through
responses designed to repair the interaction
(e.g., metacommunication, “You’re not lis-
tening to me”) that are typically delivered
with negative affect (e.g., irritation, sadness).
Distressed couples tend to respond to the
negative affect, thereby continuing the cycle.
This makes their interactions more struc-
tured and predictable. In contrast, satisfied
couples appear to be more responsive to the
repair attempt and are thereby able to exit
from negative exchanges early on. For exam-
ple, a spouse may respond to “Please, you’re
not letting me finish” with “Sorry . . . please
finish what you were saying.” Their interac-
tion therefore appears more random and less
predictable.

A second interaction pattern commonly
observed in dissatisfied couples is that one
spouse pressures the other with demands,
complaints, and criticisms, and the part-
ner withdraws with defensiveness and pas-
sive inaction. This interaction pattern is
commonly referred to as the demand–
withdrawal pattern. Christensen and Heavey
(1990) examined interactions of couples dis-

cussing a topic chosen by each spouse and
found that frequency of demands by the
female partner and withdrawal by the male
partner were negatively related to mari-
tal satisfaction. That female-demand and
male-withdrawal are associated with low
relationship satisfaction is consistent with
other gender differences in communication.
In particular, women display more nega-
tive affect and behavior than do men, and
male partners make more statements sugges-
tive of withdrawal, such as not responding
and making irrelevant comments (Weiss &
Heyman, 1997).

However, inferring reliable gender dif-
ferences in demand–withdrawal patterns
would be premature. To clarify this issue,
Heavey, Christensen, and Malamuth (1995)
explored how demand–withdrawal patterns
vary according to which partner’s prob-
lem issue was discussed. When discussing
the husband’s issue, there were no system-
atic differences in the roles taken by each
spouse. However, when discussing the wife’s
issue, women were much more likely to be
demanding and men more likely to be with-
drawing than the reverse. Similarly, Klinetob
and Smith (1996) found that demand–
withdrawal patterns switch polarity when
the topics chosen for discussion clearly focus
on an issue of change for each partner.
These results provide good evidence that
although men and women tend to play dif-
ferent roles in typical dysfunctional commu-
nications, these roles are sensitive to context
and are particularly sensitive to whose issue
is under discussion.

Finally, conflict interaction patterns seem
to be relatively stable over time and to
predict changes in marital satisfaction and
marital stability (see Karney & Bradbury,
1995). For example, Gottman et al. (1998)
found that active listening, anger, and neg-
ative affect reciprocity among newlyweds
predicted marital satisfaction and stability
6 years later. However, the work on social
support suggests it is important to consider
such relations in a broader context (Pasch
& Bradbury, 1998). In a similar vein, in the
context of high levels of affectional expres-
sion between spouses, the inverse correlation



584 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

between negative spouse behavior and mari-
tal satisfaction becomes significantly weaker
(Huston & Chorost, 1994). Affectional ex-
pression is also important for understand-
ing the association between the demand–
withdrawal pattern and satisfaction; the
demand–withdrawal pattern was unrelated
to marital satisfaction in the context of high
affectional expression but the two variables
were inversely related in the context of aver-
age or low affectional expression (Caughlin
& Huston, 2002).

cognition

The role of cognitive variables in under-
standing relationship satisfaction has
received considerable attention (for reviews,
see Fincham, 1994 , 2001; Karney, McNulty,
& Bradbury, 2001). Most research on
cognition has studied the content of cog-
nitions. For example, research examined
unrealistic relationship beliefs early on
(e.g., disagreement is destructive, partners
cannot change, sexual perfectionism, mind
reading is expected, and the sexes cannot
change) showing that they are related to
dissatisfaction, observed couple behavior,
and couples therapy outcome.

In contrast, more recent studies have
examined functional unrealistic beliefs. For
example, Murray, Holmes, and Griffin
(1996) investigated the extent to which
idealized spousal qualities (e.g., kindness,
affection, openness, patience, understand-
ing, responsiveness, tolerance, and accep-
tance) were characteristic of happy dating
and married couples. Happy couples were
found to view their partners in a more pos-
itive light than their partners viewed them-
selves, and individuals were happier in their
relationships when they idealized their part-
ner and their partners idealized them. In
a similar vein, Murray and her colleagues
(2002) showed that egocentrically assum-
ing similarities between partner and self that
do not exist is characteristic of being in a
satisfying relationship. This work showing
that cognitive distortions are important in
satisfied relationships is consistent with ear-
lier work that shows happy spouses make

egocentric attributions for negative relation-
ships events (e.g., arguments) but partner-
centric attributions for positive relationships
events (Fincham & Bradbury, 1989).

More work has been conducted on attri-
butions in close relationships than on any
other cognitive variable. Evidence for an
association between attribution and rela-
tionship satisfaction is overwhelming, mak-
ing it possibly the most robust, replicable
phenomenon in the study of close rela-
tionships (Fincham, 2001). Specifically, cer-
tain attributions for relationship events (e.g.,
spouse arrives home late from work) can
promote relationship satisfaction (e.g., she
[he] was delayed by traffic,” an attribu-
tion that locates cause outside of partner,
is impermanent, does not influence other
areas of the relationship, and absolves part-
ner of blame) or dissatisfaction (e.g., she
[he] is selfish and cares more about work
than about me,” which locates an unchang-
ing cause – selfishness – with implications
for many areas of the relationship and in the
partner and makes the partner blamewor-
thy). Alternative explanations for this attri-
bution – satisfaction association that have
been ruled out include anger and depres-
sion, general negative affectivity, measure-
ment error, overlap between the assessment
of attributions and satisfaction, and relation-
ship violence (see Fincham, 2001).

The importance of attributions for rela-
tionship satisfaction is emphasized by longi-
tudinal data showing that attributions may
influence marital satisfaction. In each study,
only the variance that attributions do not
share with satisfaction is used to predict
changes in satisfaction making it difficult to
account for findings by arguing that attri-
butions are a proxy index of relationship
satisfaction. Four longitudinal studies show
that attributions predict later satisfaction,
a temporal relationship that is independent
of partner depression. A fifth, more recent
study spanning an 18-month period sug-
gests that the association is mediated by the
impact of attributions on efficacy expecta-
tions, which, in turn, influenced satisfaction
(Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 2000).
Finally, Karney and Bradbury (2000) found
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that intraindividual changes in attribution
and in marital satisfaction covaried. More-
over, controlling for within-subject covaria-
tion, initial attributions had greater effects
on the trajectory of marital satisfaction than
Time 1 satisfaction had on the trajectory
of attributions. Specifically, more conflict-
promoting attributions at Time 1 were asso-
ciated with steeper declines in satisfaction
and with satisfaction that covaried less with
subsequent changes in attributions.

Relationship satisfaction is also related to
a number of other cognitive variables. These
include working models of attachment, with
greater satisfaction being related to secure
attachment (Meyers & Landsberger, 2002),
and perception of the partner and ideal
standards discrepancies, with smaller dis-
crepancies being related to greater satisfac-
tion (Campbell, Simpson, Kashy, & Fletcher,
2001). Further, social comparison processes
affect relationship satisfaction as well, with
greater downward comparison (and hence
greater perceived superiority) being asso-
ciated with greater satisfaction (Buunk &
Ybema, 2003). Memory is another cogni-
tive factor in that more satisfied partners
believe their relationships have improved
over the past by negatively biasing recall of
the past (Karney & Coombs, 2000). Finally,
self-evaluation maintenance processes influ-
ence satisfaction by changing the nature of
couple communication, producing positive
and negative emotional reactions to interac-
tions involving the partner and moderating
responses to differences in decision-making
power in marital relationships (Beach et al.,
1998; O’Mahen, Beach, & Tesser, 2000).

emotion

A variety of indices of emotion have been
examined in marital research. An index of
emotion which has long been utilized is
nonverbal behavior. Although such assess-
ment of affect is clearly simplistic, several
fascinating findings support the centrality of
affect in couple satisfaction. For example,
affect codes are more powerful than verbal
codes in discriminating satisfied from dis-
satisfied couples, with groups being distin-

guished by their use of neutral and nega-
tive, rather than positive, affect. Interest-
ingly, although dissatisfied spouses are able
to alter verbal behavior if instructed to
pretend to be happily married, they are
unable to change their nonverbal behavior
(Vincent, Friedman, Nugent, & Messerly,
1979).

Other indices of emotion investigated
include verbal report, “online” affect ratings,
and physiological measures such as heart
rate. As might be expected, satisfied part-
ners score higher on self-report indices of
emotion, suggesting that positive affect is
an important component of marital satis-
faction (although this finding is not surpris-
ing given that affect-related items appear
in relationship satisfaction assessments). To
investigate affective experience during inter-
actions, partners have been asked to make
continuous ratings of affect as they review
a videotape of their interaction. Typically
these consist of a rating dial with a semicir-
cular arc, which is manipulated to represent
how they felt (ranging from very negative to
very positive). As might be expected, sat-
isfied spouses experience problem-solving
interactions with their partner as more pos-
itive than distressed couples.

Gottman and colleagues also took online
measurements of automonic nervous system
activity during the course of low- and high-
conflict discussions. It was found that phys-
iological interrelatedness (or “physiological
linkage”) between partners occurred at the
times when negative affect was reported
as occurring and being reciprocated, was
higher in the high-conflict task compared
with the low-conflict task, and was inversely
related to marital satisfaction (see Gottman
& Notarius, 2000). In contrast, Thomsen
and Gilbert (1998) find greater synchrony
or correspondence in physiological systems
among satisfied than dissatisfied couples.
Such discrepancies show that it can be dif-
ficult to obtain reliable physiological data
during spontaneous social interaction (e.g.,
Sanders, Halford, & Behrens, 1999) and
that, perhaps as a consequence, promis-
ing hypotheses involving physiological data
(e.g., that arousal before and during marital
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interaction predicts later marital satisfac-
tion) have not been supported on further
analysis (Gottman & Levenson, 1992).

Notwithstanding these observations,
there is strong evidence that emotion is
an essential component of any complete
understanding of relationship satisfaction
and is integral to the experience of marital
dissatisfaction. However, its exact role vis-
à-vis change in satisfaction remains unclear
because some studies show, for example,
that negative affect is detrimental for mar-
riage, and others show that negative affect
promotes marital satisfaction or is unrelated
to change in satisfaction (for discussions,
see Fincham & Beach, 1999; Gottman &
Notarius, 2000). Lack of replication across
laboratories and even within laboratories is
a problem, and it is unlikely that the role of
affect in eroding or supporting relationship
satisfaction will become clear without clari-
fication of the conceptual underpinnings of
affect-related constructs and refinement of
the methods used to observe emotion and
to document their impact on relationships
over time.

coda

The challenge for understanding relation-
ship satisfaction given the overlap between
it and other relevant constructs at both the
conceptual level and the level of measure-
ment operations, has already been noted. In
a similar vein, the concept of sentiment over-
ride also poses a challenge to the validity of
research findings on relationship satisfaction.
Weiss (1980) coined the term sentiment
override to describe the hypothesis that
spouses respond noncontingently to partner
behavior or questions about the marriage.
In other words, partners simply respond to
each other or research questions in terms of
their dominant feeling or sentiment about
the relationship, and this is reflected “in
as many tests as one chooses to adminis-
ter” (Weiss & Heyman, 1990, p. 92). Belief
in this position is so strong that attempts
to explain variance in relationship satisfac-
tion using self-reports have been character-
ized as “invalid from a scientific standpoint”
(Gottman, 1990, p. 79).

A fundamental task for the field is to
show that any construct studied is not sim-
ply a proxy for relationship satisfaction. It is
therefore useful to require that constructs
studied do more than capture variance in
commonly used measures of relationship
satisfaction. A test of “surplus conceptual
value” can be provided by controlling statis-
tically the relationship satisfaction of both
partners whenever two relationship vari-
ables are investigated lest any association
between them simply reflect their status as
proxies of relationship satisfaction.

Some Unresolved Issues: Toward
a Resolution

One or Many?

One response to the issues just outlined has
been the attempt to develop multidimen-
sional measures of relationships satisfaction.
Perhaps the most well developed of these
is the Marital Satisfaction Inventory (MSI;
Snyder, 1997). This measure includes a valid-
ity scale that attempts to provide a con-
trol for socially desirable responses, a global
distress scale comprising items that tap the
individual’s overall dissatisfaction with the
marriage, and nine scales assessing differ-
ent dimensions of marital interaction (e.g.,
time together, disagreement about finances,
sexual dissatisfaction). This psychometri-
cally sophisticated instrument offers a pro-
file of relationship satisfaction much like the
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inven-
tory (MMPI) offers a profile of individ-
ual functioning and, like the MMPI, offers
actuarial data to assist in its interpretation.
Unfortunately, the potential it offers for pro-
viding a more comprehensive picture of rela-
tionship satisfaction through profile analysis
has not been realized, perhaps because of its
length (150 items).

More important, the MSI accords one of
its dimensions a special status in that the
global distress scale is a criterion against
which the remaining dimensions are vali-
dated. Hence, items that tap overall eval-
uations of the marriage are used to inter-
pret the validity of items that assess various
domains of the marriage. This is consistent
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with a pervasive tendency in the literature
to favor global evaluations of the marriage,
a preference that is not often explicitly dis-
cussed. Thus, for example, a single item in
the MAT that assesses “marital happiness” is
heavily weighted so that it accounts for 22%
of the total possible test score. However, if all
the items in the test were weighted equally,
it would only account for 6.6% of the total
possible score.

Not surprisingly, a second response to the
circumstances described earlier has been to
define relationship satisfaction as subjective,
global evaluations of the relationship (e.g.,
Fincham & Bradbury, 1987; Norton, 1983).
The strength of this approach is its con-
ceptual simplicity; it avoids the problem of
interpretation that arises in many omnibus
measures of marital quality. Because it has
a clear-cut interpretation, this approach
allows the antecedents, correlates, and con-
sequences of relationship satisfaction to be
examined in a straightforward manner.

One criticism of this approach is the view
that unidimensional, global scales “often do
not provide much information beyond the
fact that a couple is distressed” (Fowers,
1990, p. 370). However, the same is true
of the most widely used scales of rela-
tionship satisfaction, the MAT and DAS.
It therefore appears that any attempt to
advance understanding of relationship sat-
isfaction will have to offer a significant
advantage over the MAT and DAS to over-
come the familiarity bias that has devel-
oped concerning these two measures. The
conceptual clarity and ease of measuring
subjective, global evaluation of the rela-
tionship does so, suggesting that it replace
the MAT and DAS in martial research. In
the event that this standard is adopted, it
will be important to reexamine accepted
correlates of marital satisfaction to show
that they do not represent spurious findings.

Variation on a Theme or Something New?

The attempt to conceptualize relationship
satisfaction as a global evaluation of the rela-
tionship has focused on a bipolar concep-
tualization with dissatisfaction reflecting an
evaluation of the relationship in which neg-

ative features are salient and positive fea-
tures are relatively absent, and satisfaction
reflecting an evaluation in which positive
features are salient and negative features are
relatively absent. This view has been chal-
lenged, however, on the basis that positive
and negative evaluations in marriage can be
conceptualized and measured as separate,
but related, dimensions (Fincham, Beach,
& Kemp-Fincham, 1997). Data obtained
with a simple measure used to capture
this two-dimensional conception of relation-
ship satisfaction indicate that the dimensions
have different correlates and account for
unique variance in reported marital behav-
iors and attributions independently of indi-
vidual affect. More important, the “surplus
conceptual value” test was met as these find-
ings held even when MAT scores were statis-
tically controlled. Moreover, two groups of
wives who were indistinguishable on MAT
scores, those who were high in positivity and
high in negativity (ambivalent wives) ver-
sus those who were low in positivity and
low in negativity (indifferent wives), dif-
fered reliably in their behaviors and attribu-
tions (Fincham & Linfield, 1997).

This viewpoint may seem to be a vari-
ation on the previous theme of unidimen-
sional versus multidimensional approaches
to relationships satisfaction. On the other
hand, it appears to be something new in
that it alone in the field retains the advan-
tage of the theoretical clarity found in the
unidimensional, global evaluation perspec-
tive outlined in the last section while also
capturing the advantages of a multidimen-
sional approach. In addition, it has the clear
advantage of allowing us to make distinc-
tions that are not afforded by unidimen-
sional measures and thereby open new areas
of inquiry. For example, it allows study not
only of happy (high in positivity and low
in negativity), and unhappy spouses (high in
positivity and high in negativity) but also
ambivalent spouses (high in positivity and in
negativity) and indifferent spouses (high in
positivity and in negativity), two groups that
have not received attention in prior research.

It also opens new avenues of inquiry
in longitudinal research on marriage. For
instance, it would be theoretically important
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if happily married spouses first increased
negative evaluations only (became ambiva-
lent) before then decreasing positive eval-
uations and becoming distressed, compared
with a progression in which negative eval-
uations increased and positive evaluations
decreased at the same time. Such progres-
sions may, in turn, differ in important ways
from one in which there is simply a decline in
positive evaluations over time. Document-
ing the existence of different avenues of
change in marital quality, examining their
determinants, and exploring their conse-
quences suggests a program of research that
may do much to advance our understanding
of how marriages succeed and fail.

Snapshot or Movie?

A recent important development is the
notion that relationship satisfaction is appro-
priately conceptualized not as a judgment
made at a single time point but as a trajectory
that reflects fluctuations in satisfaction over
time. Such a trajectory can be computed
for individual partners and parameters of
the trajectory, especially its slope, or rate of
change, can be examined in relation to other
variables of interest. From this perspective,
relationship satisfaction at one point in time
cannot be fully understood without refer-
ence to earlier or later data points. So, for
example, a score of 105 on the MAT has
a different meaning depending on whether
the person scored 115 or 85 five months ear-
lier. This approach has the advantage of fos-
tering multiwave longitudinal research on
relationships (two-wave longitudinal designs
have dominated; see Karney & Bradbury,
1995) and encourages researchers to spec-
ify a model of marital change (two-wave
longitudinal designs assume a simple linear
model). Use of this approach to conceptual-
ize and understand relationship satisfaction
is increasing and has the potential to provide
more a more refined picture of relationship
satisfaction.

Enough: Will the Real Relationship
Satisfaction Please Stand Up?

Confronted by various views of relationship
satisfaction, it is tempting to want to iden-

tify the “real” relationship satisfaction. How-
ever, any attempt to identify the “real” mean-
ing of relationship satisfaction is ultimately
self-defeating. Instead, researchers are con-
fronted by a situation analogous to that cap-
tured by the story of the blind men and
the elephant. Each man describes what he
can feel as an elephant and each is correct
with the totality of the descriptions pro-
viding a more complete picture than any
single description or any subset of descrip-
tions. Similarly, there are several options
available for understanding relationship sat-
isfaction, and each, when precisely specified,
has merit. For example, the rich, multidi-
mensional picture provided by the MSI is
clearly more valuable to the couple coun-
selor than knowing the summary score on a
unidimensional measure comprising global
evaluations of the relationship.

In essence, unresolved issues as to the
nature of relationship satisfaction can be
resolved not by pitting different perspec-
tives on relationship satisfaction against each
other but by careful specification of their ref-
erents and the purposes for which they may
be most suited. For instance, if one’s pur-
pose is to simply distinguish satisfied couples
from couples who might need marital coun-
seling, standard measures of couple satisfac-
tion (e.g., MAT, DAS) are perfectly appro-
priate, and their inclusion of a heterogeneous
set of items might even give them an edge
for this purpose over measures that consist
solely of global evaluation of the relation-
ship. In contrast, more homogenous mea-
sures are clearly advantageous in theoret-
ically driven research on the correlates of
relationship satisfaction.

The New Frontier: Continuum
or Category?

Research on relationship satisfaction has
ignored a fundamental question that can
be asked of many psychological constructs.
For example, when we speak of depression,
we commonly distinguish between symp-
toms of depression and the syndrome of
depression. A basic issue in this field is
whether there are cutting points between
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qualitatively distinct categories that reflect
“upset/distress or life dissatisfaction” and
“disorder/psychopathology.” In an analogous
manner, family psychologists are now begin-
ning to ask whether we can show that
the “manifestations of marital disorder tend
to cluster or aggregate in recognizable pat-
terns in the same way that the symptoms
of individual psychiatric disorders cluster in
identifiable syndromes” (First et al., 2002 ,
p. 163). Simply stated, does relationship sat-
isfaction reflect an underlying continuum or
are there discontinuities in satisfaction?

Why is it important to understand
the underlying structure of relationship
satisfaction? First, the underlying structure
has implications for the plausibility of linear
versus nonlinear models in the study of rela-
tionships. Nonlinear models often imply dis-
continuities and if a continuous dimension
underlies scores of relationship satisfaction,
it might be taken as a strike against such the-
ories. Second, dichotomizing a variable that
could legitimately be treated as a continu-
ous variable has the same effect on power as
discarding more than a third of one’s sample
(Cohen, 1983). If there is no evidence of dis-
tinct categories of relationship satisfaction,
dichotomizing data, as is often done in mar-
ital research, is wasteful and has the poten-
tial to lead to type two errors. Third, if there
is no point of discontinuity in relationship
satisfaction, one may question the validity
of the distinction between therapy partici-
pants who have “recovered” and those who
have not “recovered” following couple ther-
apy. Accordingly, there are both theoretical
and practical reasons to address the latent
structure of relationship satisfaction.

Why Might One Expect Relationship
Satisfaction to Be Well Represented
as a Single, Continuous Dimension?

Reports of marital dissatisfaction appear to
be linked to a dimension of individual neg-
ative affectivity (e.g., Karney & Bradbury,
1997). Likewise, the intraindividual changes
produced by interaction patterns are well
modeled as a linear effect over time (Karney
& Bradbury, 1997). In addition, external
life events influence level of satisfaction

(Story & Bradbury, 2004). Accordingly, to
the extent that variations in environmental
events reflect a continuum of severity, they
might be expected to stretch out the range of
marital satisfaction scores in a relatively con-
tinuous manner. As a result of these influ-
ences, one might expect a fine gradation of
different levels of satisfaction with no point
of discontinuity or categorical differences.

Because traits such as neuroticism and
negative affectivity represent subtle grada-
tions of responsiveness to rewards or punish-
ments, one might anticipate that the asso-
ciation between neuroticism and reported
marital satisfaction would lead to a rel-
atively continuous distribution of marital
satisfaction scores in the general popula-
tion. One might also expect marital satisfac-
tion to reflect a continuum structure based
on the broader literature regarding positive
and negative affective reactions to events.
If change in individual relationship satis-
faction is related to perceptions of move-
ment toward or away from important rela-
tionship or individual goals (e.g., Fincham &
Beach, 1999), relationship distress could be
viewed as feedback that goals are being met
by the relationship or, conversely, that the
relationship is blocking important individual
goals. Because rate of progress toward impor-
tant relationship goals may be variable and
behavior in the service of goal attainment
might be expected to require continuous
adjustment, one might again expect a rel-
atively continuous distribution of relation-
ship satisfaction scores to result from such
influences. Accordingly, there are a variety
of empirical and theoretical considerations
that would lead to the expectation that rela-
tionship satisfaction and distress is well rep-
resented as a continuum only.

Why Might One Expect Relationship
Satisfaction to Be Categorical Rather
Than a Single Continuous Dimension?

There are also, however, good reasons to
expect discontinuity in relationship satisfac-
tion. It has, for example, been known for
some time that happy couples tend to over-
estimate positive qualities and underesti-
mate negative qualities of partners, whereas



590 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

unhappy couples tend to do the opposite
(e.g., Murray, 1999). Indeed, attributional
models of marital discord suggest that there
are interpretive differences between couples
that result in deterioration in marital satis-
faction over time (see Fincham, 2001).

Biases in perception or interpretation,
whether viewed as motivated or as merely
a by-product of cognitive architecture, sug-
gest the strong possibility that relatively sub-
tle differences in initial biases could feed
back on themselves, becoming exaggerated
over time to create increasing divergence
between happy and unhappy couples. In
particular, one might anticipate that cou-
ples with negative biases could find them-
selves drawn inexorably into an increas-
ingly negative view of the partner, whereas
couples with more positive biases would
find that they can readily explain away
even those characteristics and behaviors that
others might view as the “faults” of their
partner (Murray, 1999). As a result, rela-
tively minor initial differences in marital
satisfaction could become exaggerated over
time, leading to a bimodal distribution of
outcomes.

As previously noted, marital interaction
research also indicates that some couples are
characterized by an increased likelihood of
responding to a negative partner behavior
with a negative behavior of their own (see
Fincham & Beach, 1999; Gottman, 1998;
Weiss & Heyman, 1997). This creates the
potential for a behavioral feedback loop
resulting in long chains of negative behav-
ior. If these chains of negative behavior set
the stage for further negative interaction in
the future there is the potential for “causal
loops” of the sort that are characteristic of
close relationships (Kelley, Berscheid, Chris-
tensen, et al., 1983 , pp. 58–62). Accord-
ingly, some partners may become increas-
ingly negative in their feelings toward each
other as a function of their own inter-
nal couple dynamics without further influ-
ence from individual or external charac-
teristics. At a minimum, these dynamics
suggest the potential for some couples to
“become stuck” in a negative pattern of inter-
action from which they find if very difficult
to exit. This is a primary characteristic of

any proposed “marital disorder” (First et al.,
2002). That is, there is the potential for well-
documented interactional patterns to lead to
a distinct “types” of marital satisfaction over
time.

Consistent with the hypothesis of two
distinct populations, Gottman (1994) dis-
cussed the possibility that rather continuous
changes in the nature of a couple’s interac-
tion (p-space) could be related to an under-
lying discrete change in their perception of
the partner (q-space). Such a discontinuity
in perception of the partner and the asso-
ciated felt well-being about the relation-
ship would seem to require that categories
underlie the distribution of marital satisfac-
tion scores. This perspective is further elab-
orated in the nonlinear dynamical perspec-
tive espoused by Gottman et al. (2002) and
leads to the expectation that there will be
some evidence of categories in marital satis-
faction scores among couples who have been
married for several years.

How Can the Continuum–Category Issue
Be Addressed?

Taxometric procedures (Waller & Meehl,
1998) have been developed to address the
question of whether psychological con-
structs are best characterized as being
dimensional only, or whether there is evi-
dence of a latent categorical structure super-
imposed on the dimension of interest. If
there is evidence of a latent categorical struc-
ture, the members of the group of inter-
est are identified as members of the “taxon”
and others are identified as members of the
“complement.” These procedures provide a
set of tools to examine the underlying struc-
ture of relationship satisfaction.

Beach, Fincham, Amir, and Leonard
(2005) used taxometric methods to analyze
data from 447 couples in early marriage who
had lived together for an average of 4 .5 years.
Using the MAT, they found evidence of a
discontinuity in marital satisfaction scores
such that approximately 20% of the sam-
ple experience marriage in a way that is
qualitatively and not merely quantitatively
different than their peers. They also showed
that taxon and complement members
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differed on a number of relationship vari-
ables and that taxon membership moder-
ated the contribution of leisure activities
and negative partner behavior to satisfac-
tion scores as measured by the Multidimen-
sional Satisfaction Scale (MDS; Kearns &
Leonard, 2004). The association for nega-
tive behavior was greater among the com-
plement members than among members of
the taxon (−0.547 vs. −0.445), conversely,
the simple association for leisure activities
was smaller for members of the complement
than for members of the taxon (0.251 vs.
0.595). Thus, not only were the two groups
different on a range of marital variables, they
also appeared to show a different pattern of
connections among marital variables.

To conclude, it is noteworthy that this
attempt to study the underlying structure of
relationship satisfaction differs dramatically
from prior efforts that assumed an underly-
ing continuum and have attempted to iden-
tify clusters of items that group together
using such techniques as factor analysis.
Early on, factor analytic approaches gave
rise to the conclusion that “different oper-
ations designed to measure marital satis-
faction converge and form one dimension”
(Gottman, 1979, p. 5) a viewpoint supported
by subsequent work that shows standard
measures of relationship satisfaction inter-
correlate highly (e.g., Heyman et al., 1994).
With taxometric research on relationship
satisfaction having only just begun, the jury
is still out on whether relationship satisfac-
tion is taxonic. We hope that it will not be
too long before similarly strong conclusions
to those just cited can be drawn about its tax-
onic, nature (or lack thereof). If relationship
satisfaction proves to be taxonic, it will open
up a new era of research in which it will be
necessary to document correlates and con-
sequences of taxon membership, the devel-
opmental trajectory of taxon members, and
so on.

Conclusion

Romantic relationships do not invariably
provide the benefits spouses hope and long
for, and in Western societies the hedonic

impact of this reality has been given a priv-
ileged position. As a result, a long and pro-
ductive history of research has emerged on
relationship satisfaction and its correlates.
Primary among the findings in this research
is clear evidence that relationship satisfac-
tion is linked to problems in individual
mental and physical health. It is also clear
that a number of features characterize dis-
tressed couples, and research has moved on
to address the more difficult problem of
identifying reliable antecedents of marital
dissatisfaction. Recent research and theory
emphasize the utility of examining relation-
ships in context and of studying both pos-
itive and negative aspects of the relation-
ship. When this is done, it becomes clear
that positive and negative aspects of relation-
ships are not merely different ends of a bipo-
lar dimension. Rather, they have the poten-
tial to interact in important ways to enrich
our understanding of couple functioning.
Finally, researchers have begun to take on
the fundamental question of whether cou-
ples can be “categorized” as distressed or
nondistressed.
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Romantic Love
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Romantic love appears to be a nearly uni-
versal phenomenon, appearing in every cul-
ture for which data are available (Janowiak
& Fischer, 1992) and in every historical
era (Hatfield & Rapson, 2002). Analogs to
romantic love are found in a wide vari-
ety of higher animal species, and love may
well have played a central role in shap-
ing human evolution (Fisher, 1998, 2004).
Romantic love seems to be a key factor in
quality of life generally, being a source of
both some of the greatest joys and some of
the greatest problems, including depression,
rage, stalking, suicide, and homicide (e.g.,
Ellis & Malamuth, 2000; for a review, see
Meloy, 1998).

Given the prevalence and importance of
romantic love, it is not surprising that it
has been the subject of both artistic and
scholarly attention from the earliest times.
Among the most significant early scholarly
treatments in Western culture is Plato’s Sym-
posium, a systematic analysis of the nature
of love that continues to be influential today
(e.g., Aron & Aron, 1991). There has been a
continuous stream of interest in love since

the classical Greeks, with landmarks that
continue to be influential on contemporary
thought, including Stendhal’s (1822/1927)
book-length essay De l’amour and the exten-
sive discussions of the topic by Freud (e.g.,
1927) and later writers emerging from that
tradition, such as Theodore Reik (1944) and
Carl Jung (e.g., 1959/1925). The 19th and
early 20th century also saw interest in love,
including sociologists studying the family
(e.g., Westermarck, 1921), cultural anthro-
pologists (e.g., Mead, 1928), and clinical
writers outside of the Freudian tradition
(e.g., Grant, 1957).

Scholarly work on romantic love in the
last few decades has been primarily centered
in social and personality psychology, largely
starting with the groundbreaking work of
Donn Byrne (1971) and other influential
work on romantic attraction (e.g., Hatfield
[Walster], Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman,
1966) and Berscheid and Hatfield [Walster]’s
(1969) significant distinction between com-
panionate and passionate love. This work
was quickly followed by important contri-
butions of Rubin (1970, 1974) on loving
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and liking, Dutton and Aron (1974) on the
arousal–attraction effect, and an influential
book on attraction edited by Huston (1974).
The 1980s set the stage for much of the
current thinking on romantic love, includ-
ing the development of lay understandings
of love (Fehr, 1988), the influential exten-
sion of attachment theory to adult love
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Shaver & Mikulin-
cer, this volume), Sternberg’s (1986) triangu-
lar theory of love, Tennov’s (1979) descrip-
tive work on intense passionate love, Aron
and Aron’s (1986) self-expansion model of
love, evolutionary psychology approaches
(e.g., Buss, 1989), and Hendrick and Hen-
drick’s (1986) adaptation of Lee’s (1977)
model of types of love into a psycho-
metrically solid and widely used multi-
dimensional scale.

These trends from the 1960s through
1980s have all continued and expanded into
the present, with the early 1990s bring-
ing some new strands, such as a stronger
interest in cultural differences (e.g., Hat-
field & Rapson, 1996), work on unrecip-
rocated love (Aron, Aron, & Allen, 1998;
Baumeister, Wotman, & Stillwell, 1993), and
love ideals (e.g., Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas,
& Giles, 1999; Rusbult, Onizuka, & Lip-
kus, 1993). The major developments in
the late 1990s and early 21st century have
included a new exploration of love as an
emotion (e.g., Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahl, &
Smith, 2001) and the dramatic new devel-
opments in the biology of love (e.g., Fisher,
1998), notably including most recently the
work on oxytocin and vasopressin in monog-
amous prairie voles (e.g., Carter et al.,
1997; Lim, Murphy, & Young, 2004 ; Young,
Wang, & Insel, 1998), the related work
it has inspired in humans (e.g., Gonzaga,
2002), and the recent neuroimaging stud-
ies of romantic love (Aron, Fisher, Mashek,
Strong, Li, & Brown, 2004 ; Bartels &
Zeki, 2000).

This chapter is an overview of the cur-
rent state of knowledge of romantic love,
noting as appropriate both the sources of the
ideas and the latest thinking and findings. We
conclude with some comments on potential
future directions.

What Is Romantic Love?

In this section, we first review research on
how ordinary people construe love. Then
we turn to how researchers have understood
and measured love, organizing our discus-
sion around the theme of types of love.

How Ordinary People Construe Love

Fehr (1988, 2001) suggested that the long-
standing philosophical controversies over
the meaning of love and the corresponding
diversity of conceptual and operational def-
initions in the scientific literature are due to
the possibility that ordinary people recog-
nize instances of love not by their conform-
ing to some formal definition but rather by
their family resemblance to a prototypical
examplar (just as people seem to recognize
something as a fruit by its similarity to an
apple). Thus, Fehr (1988) adapted Mervis
and Rosch’s (1981) prototype approach to
the topic of love. Specifically, she first had
a group of participants simply list words
that they considered the features of love.
She then took the features listed by more
than one individual and had another sam-
ple rate them for centrality to the concept.
The result was striking agreement across per-
sons in relative centrality of the different fea-
tures, such that some features were central
(e.g., caring, intimacy) and others, although
clearly part of the concept, were more
peripheral (e.g., butterflies in the stomach,
euphoria). Additional studies demonstrated
that the various prototypical features iden-
tified in this way, and particularly the most
central features, were used by people to rec-
ognize instances of love and that these fea-
tures structured processing and memory for
love-related information.

One line of research emerging from Fehr’s
work has focused on generalizability. Fehr’s
studies were with North American students.
However, replications with other age groups
and in a number of other societies have pro-
duced sets of features of love with clear pro-
totype structures, and in most cases even
the actual content (the particular features
and relative centrality of those features) have
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been found to be reasonably common across
age groups and cultures (reviewed in Fehr,
2001). Another line of research emerging
from Fehr’s prototype work focuses on the
latent structure of the prototypical love fea-
tures. Across seven studies, Aron and West-
bay (1996) identified and cross-validated
three latent dimensions of these features,
intimacy (which included mainly features
with the highest centrality ratings), commit-
ment (mainly the next most central items),
and passion (mainly the least central items).

Other approaches to how ordinary peo-
ple understand love have included Shaver,
Schwartz, Kirson, and O’Connor’s (1987)
prototype work in which they found that
love and joy are related or similar, but love
is more personalized toward the object of
affection, whereas joy is more general in
nature. They also noted that people describe
love as a form of social contact that is highly
specific and focused on the love object, a
desire to be near to, to touch, kiss (and
so forth) the loved person. Yet another
approach has been to focus not on proto-
typical features but on prototypical kinds of
love. Thus Fehr and Russell (1991) found that
maternal and friendship love were prototyp-
ical of love in general, but romantic and sex-
ual love were not.

In sum, it appears that people have a com-
mon understanding of what love means in
terms of its resemblance to a set of proto-
type features, that this kind of understanding
is found almost everywhere, although there
are some differences in its content across
cultures; that in North American culture the
central features tend to be related to inti-
macy, the next most central to commitment,
and the more peripheral to passion; and that
romantic love is not the most prototypical
of love in general.

Scientific and Scholarly Delineations:
Types of Love

Scientific and scholarly work on the nature
of love has mainly emphasized identify-
ing and differentiating subspecies or aspects
of love. Most centrally is the distinction
between romantic love (the focus of this

chapter) and more general kinds of love,
such as familial love, compassionate love for
strangers, love of God, or love of country.
As noted, the focus of this chapter is on
romantic love, love in the context of roman-
tic relationships – that is, relationships of the
kind that typically have an explicit actual
or potential sexual component, such as dat-
ing and marital relationships. Aron and Aron
(1991) defined love as “the constellation of
behaviors, cognitions, and emotions associ-
ated with a desire to enter or maintain a
close relationship with a specific other per-
son” (p. 26).

With regard to the relation of roman-
tic love to other relationship constructs,
Rubin (1970) explicitly distinguished lov-
ing from liking, and developed a measure
that included separate scales for each. His
13 -item love scale emphasizes dependence,
caring, and exclusiveness and was validated
in part by showing that college dating cou-
ples who scored higher on the scale gazed
longer into their partner’s eyes. His paral-
lel liking scale, on the other hand, empha-
sizes similarity, respect, and positive evalua-
tion. Importantly, the two scales were only
moderately correlated. Indeed, in one study
(Wong, 1989), intensity of unrequited love
was positively correlated with the love scores
and negatively correlated with liking scores.
Rubin’s scale has been widely used, and
other researchers have found the conceptual
distinction between liking and loving to be
very useful (e.g., Davis & Todd, 1985 ; Stern-
berg, 1987).

Turning specifically to romantic love, a
key distinction has been between passion-
ate and companionate love. Berscheid and
Hatfield [Walster] (1978) defined the first
as “a state of intense longing for union with
another” (p. 9). They defined companion-
ate love as “the affection we feel for those
with whom our lives are deeply entwined”
(p. 9). Based on their definition of pas-
sionate love, Hatfield and Sprecher (1986)
developed a Passionate Love Scale (PLS).
Example items include “I would rather be
with than with anyone else” and “I melt
when looking deeply into ’s eyes.” The
PLS has been used successfully in a wide
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variety of studies, including studies that dis-
tinguish what it measures from companion-
ate love (Sprecher & Regan, 1998); most
recently, it was used in an functional mag-
netic resonance imaging (fMRI) study in
which PLS scores correlated with activa-
tion in a region of the caudate associated
with reward (Aron, Fisher, et al., 2004). The
distinction between companionate and pas-
sionate love also maps on to a related dis-
tinction people have been shown to make
between those whom they “love” and the
subset of these with whom they are “in love,”
for whom they also typically report sexual
desire (Myers & Berscheid, 1997).

There has been little explicit attention
devoted to companionate love except as a
conceptual counterpoint to passionate love.
Thus, for example, Masuda (2003) con-
ducted a meta-analysis comparing correla-
tions of passionate and companionate love
with satisfaction involving more than 33

studies by using a variety of measures to rep-
resent each construct (for passionate love
measures, the mean disattenuated correla-
tion with satisfaction was 0.64 ; for compan-
ionate love measures, the correlation was
either 0.34 for studies using measures of
“friendship love,” or 0.72 , for studies using
other measures such as Rubin’s liking or lov-
ing scales and measures of intimacy).

Another influential categorization fo-
cuses on “love styles.” This was originally a
circumplex model of three central and three
secondary love types, based on a combina-
tion of historical conceptions and empiri-
cal analysis of interview reports (Lee, 1977).
However, most research applications have
employed the Hendrick and Hendrick (1986,
2003) measure, which treats Lee’s styles as
six relatively independent dimensions: eros
(romantic, passionate love), ludus (game
playing love), storge (friendship love),
pragma (logical, “shopping-list” love), mania
(possesive, dependent love), and agape (self-
less love).

Yet another influential categorization of
romantic love was developed by Sternberg
(1986), based on his attempt to integrate
the existing psychology and related litera-
tures. Sternberg offers a triangular theory,

which conceptualizes love in terms of inti-
macy, commitment–decision, and passion.
Sternberg treated these three components
as ingredients that in various combinations
define types of love, such as “romantic love”
(the combination of high intimacy, low
commitment, and high passion) or “fatu-
ous love” (high passion, low intimacy, and
high commitment). Sternberg’s three com-
ponents correspond reasonably well with
Aron and Westbay’s (1996) later empiri-
cal identification of latent dimensions of lay
conceptions of love and Sternberg’s concep-
tualization has been independently influen-
tial (e.g., Acker & Davis, 1992). However,
research using this conceptualization has
been hampered by the lack of a strong mea-
sure. The questionnaire Sternberg (1997)
developed has been difficult to use because
of problems of discriminant validity among
the scales assessing the three components
(e.g., Whitley, 1993).

Hendrick and Hendrick (1989) factor ana-
lyzed many of the measures of love based
on the typologies we have considered (as
well as some others) and identified five latent
dimensions. The first two factors, which
accounted for most of the variance (34 and
14%), Fehr (2001) identified with passionate
and companionate love, respectively. Hen-
drick and Hendrick commented that the
last three factors are “less important but
deserve mention” (p. 791). Factor 3 could
be described as manic or ambivalent love,
Factor 4 as security–closeness, and Factor
5 as a kind of solid, practical, nonerotic,
friendship love.

Before concluding this section, we should
also note that some of the relationship qual-
ities identified as a part or type of love,
also have often been distinguished from love.
One such construct is commitment. Fehr
(1988) demonstrated that lay conceptions of
love and commitment are overlapping but
not identical; Fehr’s (2001) review of stud-
ies using measures of people’s experience
of the two constructs in actual relationships
yielded a similar conclusion. Another such
construct is closeness and intimacy (for a fur-
ther distinction of closeness vs. intimacy, see
Aron & Mashek, 2004). An interesting



romantic love 599

theoretical suggestion is that passionate love
is a function of the rate of change in close-
ness (Aron & Aron, 1986) or rate of change in
intimacy (Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999).
However, there are no studies to date
directly testing these predictions, and both
closeness and intimacy seem tightly linked to
love (e.g., Aron & Westbay [1996] found that
the intimacy dimension was most central to
the prototype of love, and Aron & Fraley
[1999] found that closeness was highly cor-
related with measures of love).

One way to summarize much of this lit-
erature is in terms of passion, intimacy, and
commitment. Passionate love has been dis-
tinguished from the outset from compan-
ionate love; it appears as a distinct factor
in analyses of lay features of love; it is a
strong factor when considering diverse mea-
sures of love; it is described as one of the
three components in Sternberg’s system; and
it is described as eros or mania in Lee’s
and the Hendricks’ system. Other types of
romantic love are less clear-cut. Compan-
ionate love seems to comprise a combina-
tion of commitment and intimacy, is perhaps
deeply linked with relationship satisfaction
more generally, and seems strongly linked
with types of love including friendship love,
practical love, and all-giving (agape) love.
Because most of these other topics have
entire chapters devoted to them elsewhere
in this volume (i.e., chapters on commit-
ment and satisfaction), the main focus of
this chapter is on romantic love (the pas-
sionate love aspect), although we continue
to refer briefly to companionate love when
there are unique relevant findings or think-
ing that may not be covered elsewhere in
this volume.

The Biological Basis of Romantic Love

Based on a review of the relevant biological
literature, Fisher (1998) hypothesized that
avian and mammalian species have evolved
three distinct brain systems for courtship,
mating, reproduction, and parenting: (a) the
sex drive, characterized by a craving for sex-

ual gratification; (b) attraction (“favoritism,”
“sexual preference,” or “mate choice”), char-
acterized by focused attention on a preferred
partner, heightened energy, motivation, and
goal-oriented courtship behaviors; and (c)
attachment, characterized by the mainte-
nance of proximity, affiliative gestures, and
expressions of calm when in social contact
with a mating partner and separation anxi-
ety when apart (as well as parental behav-
iors such as territory defense, nest build-
ing, mutual feeding, grooming, and other
parental chores). Each emotion–motivation
system is associated with a different con-
stellation of brain circuits, different behavior
patterns, and different affective states; each
emotion–motivation system varies accord-
ing to the reproductive strategy of each
species; and each emotion–motivation sys-
tem evolved to play a different role in
courtship, mating, reproduction, and par-
enting. The sex drive evolved principally to
motivate individuals to seek sexual union
with a range of partners. Attraction evolved
to motivate individuals to prefer particular
mating partners and focus their courtship
attention on these mates, thereby mak-
ing a mate choice. The system for adult
male–female attachment evolved primarily
to motivate individuals to sustain affilia-
tive connections long enough to complete
species-specific parental duties.

From the perspective of the present chap-
ter on human romantic love, we can equate
Fisher’s “attraction” with passionate love and
Fisher’s “attachment” with companionate
love. (We return later to the issue of the dis-
tinction between the sex drive and roman-
tic love.)

The Biology of Passionate Love

It is well established that many creatures
have mate preferences and make mate
choices. The phenomenon of mate choice
is so common that the ethological litera-
ture regularly uses several terms to describe
it, including “mate choice,” “female choice,”
“mate preference,” “individual preference,”
“favoritism,” “sexual choice,” and “selective
perceptivity.” Fisher (1998; Fisher et al.,
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2002) argued that this brain system has a
specific and distinct constellation of neural
correlates; that this system operates in tan-
dem with other neural systems, including
the sex drive and specific sensory circuits
for mate discrimination; that it is expressed
at different times and to different degrees
according to each species’ specific repro-
ductive strategy; and that this brain sys-
tem evolved to enable the chooser to dis-
criminate between courtship displays, prefer
those that advertise superior genes, better
resources, or more parental investment, and
motivate the chooser to focus his or her
courtship attention on and pursue specific
mating partners.

In most species of mammals and birds,
this excitatory state of attraction is brief.
Feelings of attraction last only minutes,
hours, days, or weeks. In humans, Fisher
argued, the neural mechanism for attraction
is more developed, forming the physiologi-
cal basis of what is commonly known as pas-
sionate love, obsessive love, or romantic love.

Ethologists generally lump this system,
attraction, with the sex drive and call
this behavioral–physiological state “procep-
tivity.” There are exceptions. Beach (1976)
made a distinction between the sex drive
and attraction, writing, “The occurrence or
non-occurrence of copulation depends as
much on individual affinities and aversions
as upon the presence or absence of sex
hormones in the female” (p. 13 1). More-
over, “proceptive and receptive behavior
may depend upon different anatomical and
neurochemical systems in the brain” (p. 13 1).
Goodall (1986) wrote that “partner prefer-
ences, independent of hormonal influences,
are clearly of major significance for chim-
panzees” (p. 446).

Few scientists have considered the
anatomic and neurochemical mechanisms
that produce mate choice (see Fisher
et al., 2002). However, Beach (1976)
and Liebowitz (1983) proposed that the
neurotransmitters associated with arousal,
dopamine, or norepinephrine (or a combi-
nation of these) may be involved. Fisher
(1998) hypothesized that attraction (roman-
tic love) may be associated with elevated

activity of the brain’s dopamine or nore-
pinephrine and decreased activity of the
brain’s serotonin. These hypotheses are con-
sistent with considerable correlational evi-
dence. Characteristics of intense passionate
love include focused attention, strong moti-
vation, goal-oriented behaviors, heightened
energy, sleeplessness, loss of appetite, feel-
ings of euphoria, obsessive thinking about
the beloved, and heightened attraction dur-
ing adversity in the relationship (e.g., Ten-
nov, 1979). Each of these characteristics are
associated with elevated activities of central
dopamine and norepinephrine or decreased
activity of central serotonin in the corre-
sponding brain regions (Flament, Rapoport,
& Bert, 1985 ; Hollander et al., 1988; Schultz,
2000; Thoren, Asberg, & Bertilsson, 1980;
Wise, 1989; see Fisher 1998). Passionate
attraction takes a variety of graded forms,
however, ranging from romantic love that
is returned to unrequited love. So it is
expected that these gradations of attraction
are associated with different combinations
of dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin,
as well as with the activities of many other
neural systems (Fisher, 1998).

Data from animal studies also support the
hypothesis that elevated activities of cen-
tral dopamine play a primary role in attrac-
tion in mammalian species. In rats, block-
ing the activities of dopamine diminishes
specific proceptive behaviors, including hop-
ping and darting (Herbert, 1996). Further,
when a female lab-raised prairie vole is
mated with a male, she forms a distinct pref-
erence for this partner. This preference is
associated with a 50% increase of dopamine
in the nucleus accumbens (Gingrich, Liu,
Cascio, Wang, & Insel, 2000). In fact, when a
dopamine antagonist is injected directly into
the nucleus accumbens, females no longer
prefer this partner and when a female is
injected with a dopamine agonist, she begins
to prefer a conspecific who is present at
the time of infusion, even if the female
has not mated with this male (Aragona,
Yan, Curtis, Stephan, & Wang, 2003 ; Wang
et al., 1999).

Two recent studies using fMRI lend rel-
atively direct support to the dopamine
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hypothesis in humans. fMRI technology
scans the brain to register blood flow changes
in any or all brain regions that are either
increasing or decreasing their metabolic
activities. Bartels and Zeki (2000) scanned
a group of participants who reported being
“truly, deeply, and madly in love” (p. 3829),
and compared brain activation when looking
at the beloved partner versus when looking
at familiar friends. They found a specific con-
stellation of brain activity associated with
looking at the beloved, including activity in
the caudate nucleus. The caudate nucleus is
largely associated with motivation and goal-
oriented behaviors; 80% of receptor sites for
dopamine reside here, and the caudate is a
central part of the brain’s “reward system,”
the system associated with the identification
of, focus on, and motivation to win rewards.
These data suggest that passionate romantic
love is primarily a motivation system associ-
ated with dopamine pathways in the reward
system of the brain.

Aron, Fisher, et al. (2004) conducted a
similar study, but their participants were
more recently and even more intensely in
love than those in the Bartels and Zeki study.
(In the Aron et al. sample, mean time in
love was 7 months and mean PLS score was
8.54 on a 9-point scale; in the Bartels and
Zeki sample, the corresponding means were
29 and 7.55 months). In the Aron et al.
study, comparison of activations when look-
ing at and thinking about a beloved (vs. look-
ing at and thinking about familiar neutral
individual) again yielded significant activa-
tion in the caudate. Indeed, in this study,
the caudate activation was especially strong.
Further, Aron et al. found that this cau-
date activation was significantly correlated
(0.60) with scores on the PLS. (Bartels &
Zeki did not test this correlation.) Most
important, Aron et al. also found signifi-
cant activity in the right ventral tegmental
area, a region primarily associated with the
production and distribution of dopamine to
several other brain regions. These data fur-
ther suggest that dopamine plays a central
role in the focused attention, motivation,
and goal-oriented behaviors associated with
romantic love.

In sum, the considerable data on mate
preference in mammalian (and avian)
species, and the association of this mate
preference with subcortical dopaminergic
pathways in human and animal studies sug-
gest that attraction in mammals (and its
human counterpart, romantic love) is a spe-
cific biobehavioral brain system; that it is
associated with at least one specific neuro-
transmitter, dopamine; and that this brain
system evolved to facilitate a specific repro-
ductive function: mate preference and pur-
suit of this preferred mating partner.

The Biology of Companionate Love

As noted earlier, companionate love overlaps
with intimacy and commitment and general
relationship satisfaction, topics treated else-
where in this volume. Thus, the focus of this
chapter is mainly on passionate love. Never-
theless, we should mention that there has
been some important work on love more
generally, specifically on adult male–female
attachment behaviors in other mammalian
species and fMRI data on maternal love
in humans.

Several brain chemicals have been impli-
cated in male–female bonding, group bond-
ing, and mother–infant bonding in mammals
(see Pedersen, Caldwell, Peterson, Walker, &
Mason, 1992). Recent data indicate that oxy-
tocin and vasopressin are the primary neu-
rohormones associated with monogamous
male–female attachment and monogamous
parenting behaviors in mammals (Carter
et al., 1997; Lim et al., 2004 ; Young et al.,
1998;). Moreover, the distribution of recep-
tor sites associated with these neurohor-
monal systems in the brain are directed
by specific genes (Lim et al., 2004 ; Young,
Nilsen, Waymire, MacGregor, & Insel, 1999)
and these systems vary from one species
to the next, contributing to species dif-
ferences in male–female attachment (Lim
et al., 2004).

Recent fMRI studies of humans have also
begun to record the brain regions associated
with maternal love (Bartels & Zeki, 2004 ;
Swain et al., 2004), and some of these results
suggest that central oxytocin and vasopressin
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systems also play a role in mother–infant
attachment (Bartels & Zeki, 2004 ; Leckman
et al., 2004). Researchers are beginning to
pinpoint some of the neural mechanisms
that most likely contribute to human attach-
ment, specifically male–female companion-
ate love and maternal love.

The Course of Love

Initial Attraction

Other chapters in this volume focus on
attraction (see also Berschied & Reis, 1998)
and courtship (see especially Surra, Gray,
Boettcher, Cottle, & West). Thus, we review
only briefly the extensive literature on
romantic attraction, focusing specifically on
the especially intense attractions commonly
referred to as “falling in love.”

Research over the years has identified sev-
eral factors that lead to general liking, which
also have been found to play a role in specif-
ically romantic attraction. These include
reciprocal liking (discovering that the other
likes the self; e.g., Walster & Walster, 1963);
desirability of the other (kindness, intel-
ligence, humor, good looks, social status,
etc.; e.g., Buss, 1989); similarity, especially
of attitudes, personality, and demographic
characteristics (e.g., Byrne, 1971; Laumann,
Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994 ; Rush-
ton, 1989); exposure (e.g., Zajonc, 1968);
and social appropriateness, support, and
encouragement from one’s social network
(e.g., Sprecher et al., 1994).

In the specific context of falling in love,
reciprocal liking and desirability of the part-
ner appear to be the most influential (Aron,
Dutton, Aron, & Iverson, 1989), even across
cultures (Buss, 1989; Sprecher et al., 1994).
For example, Aron et al. (1989) reported that
in their sample of Canadian college students
who very recently fell in love, approximately
90% of accounts mentioned some indicator
of perceiving the other was attracted to the
self (with eye contact being a particularly
common reported cue) and approximately
78% of accounts mentioned desirable char-
acteristics. They commented that these data

suggest “people are just waiting for an attrac-
tive person to do something they can inter-
pret as liking them” (p. 251).

Among desirable characteristics, across
many cultures, kindness and intelligence
(Buss, 1989) seem to be especially important
for both women and men. Men and women
do seem to vary in their mate preferences,
however. Men are somewhat more likely to
be attracted to women who show visual signs
of youth, health, and beauty; women tend
to be somewhat more attracted to men who
exhibit signs of status and resources (e.g.,
Buss, 1989; Li, Bailey, & Kenrick, 2002).

Regarding similarity, perceived shared
attitudes plays a highly consistent role across
many experiments (Byrne, 1971), but when
other variables are also free to vary, the
effect sizes are often relatively small (e.g.,
Newcomb, 1956). Further, much of the
effects may be due to reduced attraction
to perceived dissimilars (Rosenbaum, 1986).
It is also clear that perceived similarity is
much more important than actual similarity
(Berscheid & Reis, 1998). Personality sim-
ilarity seems to play a much smaller role
(Botwin, Buss, & Shackelford, 1997; Caspi
& Herbener, 1993). In general dissimilarity
(“opposites attract”) seems to play little posi-
tive role in attraction, although there is some
evidence that when one believes a relation-
ship with an appropriate other is likely, one
may prefer dissimilars over similars (Aron,
Steele, & Kashdan, 2005).

Exposure or “propinquity” may function
mainly as providing an opportunity. There is
little direct evidence for it playing much of a
direct role in falling in love (Aron et al., 1989;
Sprecher et al., 1994), although the possibil-
ity that platonic friendships are a common
beginning for romantic relationships given
the romantic attractions they often include
(Kaplan & Keys, 1997) may be due to such
an effect.

Social appropriateness and the impact of
social networks has been relatively unex-
plored. Sprecher et al. (1994) found that
social networks play a more important
role in Japanese than in American culture,
perhaps consistent with the former being
more collectivist. There is some evidence in
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American culture for a “Romeo and Juliet
Effect” in which romantic love is inversely
correlated with parental approval (Driscoll,
Davis, & Lipetz, 1972); however, most stud-
ies support the more universal pattern of
parental approval being a positive factor
(Sprecher, Felmlee, & Orbuch, 2002).

In addition to these general attraction
variables, Aron et al. (1989) argued that
there are at least three variables that appear
to be specific to falling in love: arousal at
time of meeting the partner (the “arousal–
attraction effect”), readiness for falling in
love, and “specific cues.” The arousal–
attraction effect has been demonstrated in
a series of experiments including the Dut-
ton and Aron (1974) “shaky bridge” study in
which male participants were more attracted
to a good-looking confederate when the par-
ticipant met her on an anxiety-provoking
suspension bridge than when they met her
on a solid, low bridge. Subsequent studies
(see Foster, Witcher, Campbell, & Green,
1998) have demonstrated the generalizabil-
ity of the effect under a great variety of
positive and negative sources of arousal,
as well as supporting at least two mecha-
nisms (reattribution of arousal and eliciting
of a dominant response). One recent study
(Lewandowski & Aron, 2004) showed the
effect generalizes across women and men
and holds even when the partner is not a
confederate.

The main direct support for a readiness
effect comes from the Aron et al. (1989)
study in which it was mentioned with mod-
erate frequency in accounts of falling in love
and the Sprecher et al. (1994) cross-cultural
study in which Russian, Japanese, and U.S.
participants all rated it as being moderately
important for falling in love. Indeed, it seems
reasonable that people are less likely to fall
in love with Person A when they have just
fallen in love with Person B and may be more
likely to fall in love when they have just bro-
ken up with someone.

The role of specific cues was first sug-
gested by Binet (1887), the inventor of the
intelligence test, who noted that individuals
are often strongly attracted to others with
some very specific characteristic (a color of

hair, shape of face, way of walking, etc.), a
theme extended by Grant (1957). Aron et al.
(1989) found a number of accounts of falling
in love that seemed especially well explained
by such a phenomenon; perhaps consistent
with studies showing that people often select
romantic partners similar to their parents
(e.g., Aron et al., 1974 ; Little, Penton-Voak,
& Burt, 2003).

Effects of Falling in Love

Taking a largely qualitative approach, Ten-
nov (1979) studied individuals who reported
intense romantic love. As noted earlier,
such individuals commonly report focused
attention, strong motivation, goal-oriented
behaviors, heightened energy, sleeplessness,
loss of appetite, feelings of euphoria, obses-
sive thinking about the beloved, and height-
ened attraction during adversity in the rela-
tionship, characteristics that correspond well
with those emphasized in Hatfield and
Sprecher’s (1986) PLS described earlier.

Is falling in love a good thing? Based
on the self-expansion model (Aron, Aron,
& Norman, 2001, reviewed below), Aron,
Paris, and Aron (1995) predicted that falling
in love, when reciprocated, would lead to an
enhancement of the self-concept, including
increased identity domain, greater sense of
self-efficacy, and greater self-esteem. They
studied two large samples of mainly first-
and second-year U.S. college students, col-
lecting data every 2 weeks over the first 10

weeks of the fall term. In both studies, at
each testing participants completing a series
of items about what had happened in the
last 2 weeks, among which were items about
whether they had fallen in love. In addition,
in the first study, at each testing, they also
answered an open-ended question “Who are
you today?”; in the second study, they com-
pleted standard self-efficacy and self-esteem
scales. About 25% of participants fell in love
at some point over the 10 weeks. The key
results were that participants who fell in
love showed significant increases in diver-
sity of the self-concept and increased self-
efficacy and self-esteem from the testing ses-
sion before to the testing session after they
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fell in love. These changes were significantly
greater than the changes across other testing-
to-testing periods for the participants who
fell in love and also significantly greater than
the average testing-to-testing changes for the
participants who did not fall in love. Fur-
ther, all of these results remained significant
even after statistically controlling for mood
changes associated with falling in love.

Unreciprocated Love

Of course, falling in love need not result
in it being reciprocated. Baumeister et al.
(1993) compared autobiographical accounts
of being rejected and of being the object of
someone’s undesired attraction. They found
that rejection can lead to strong organization
as well as strong disorganization of thoughts,
behaviors, and emotions; both the rejector’s
and rejectee’s behaviors are mostly passive;
and both wish (but don’t necessarily act) for
different behaviors and outcomes from the
other and both usually end up disappointed.

Aron et al. (1998) found that intensity
of unrequited love was predicted by three
factors. The most important was perceived
desirability of the partner and the relation-
ship (e.g., high ratings for “How perfect is
this person in your eyes?”); the second most
important was perceived desirability of the
state of being in love, whether reciprocated
or not (e.g., “How fulfilling is it to love this
person even though it is unrequited?”); and
the least important (but still significant) was
mistakenly believing at the outset that the
other would reciprocate the love (e.g., “Even
though you don’t feel this person loves you
as much as you would like, to what extent
has this person done things that would
make most people think he or she loves
you?”). Aron et al. (1998) also found dif-
ferences by self-reported attachment style.
Secure individuals were least likely to expe-
rience unrequited love; when they did, they
were the group with the strongest associa-
tion with mistaken expectation of recipro-
cation. Avoidant individuals were the next
most likely to experience unrequited love;
when they did, they were the group with
the strongest association with desirability of

the state of being in love. Finally, anxious–
ambivalent individuals were the most likely
to experience unrequited love and were the
group with the strongest association with
desirability of the partner (indeed, it was
extremely strong for them, and intensity for
them was negatively associated with desir-
ability of the state of being in love).

Maintaining Love Over Time

Relationship satisfaction and measures of
companionate love generally show declines
over time after the initial relationship period
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995 ; Tucker & Aron,
1993). Indeed, one 5 -year longitudinal study
of dating couples (Sprecher, 1999) found
that although reports of love declined over
each year, participants at the end of each
year reported that they loved their partner
more. Thus, it is possible that either people
believe that love increases even when it does
not (consistent with Karney & Frye’s [2002]
findings on recall of satisfaction), or perhaps
the meaning of love changes so that what was
considered love last year is now considered
a shallow affection.

In any case, with regard to passionate
love, the general view among love theo-
rists has been that if a romantic relationship
persists over time, passionate love declines
over the first couple years (e.g., Huesman,
1980; Sternberg, 1986), and, if things are
going well, companionate love correspond-
ingly increases (e.g., Berscheid & Hatfield
[Walster], 1969; Sternberg, 1986), creating
perhaps a “warm afterglow” (Reik, 1944).
Consistent with this view, cross-sectional
data show that passionate love is higher at
marriage than either just before the birth
of a couple’s first child or just before the
last child leaves home, and longitudinal data
show that it is higher before than after mar-
riage (Tucker & Aron, 1993) and from the
first to second year of marriage (Traupmann
& Hatfield, 1981; Utne, 1977). Pineo (1961)
found declines in self-report items of phys-
ical attraction and romantic feeling in 400

married couples from engagement to 20

years later.
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Several theories have been offered to
explain the general decline in passionate
love over time. One approach emphasizes
habituation (e.g., Aronson & Linder, 1965 ;
Berger, 1988; Huesmann, 1980). Another
view emphasizes the evolutionary value of
passionate love for initiating and maintaining
the relationship over the early stages, or long
enough to conceive a child (e.g., Fisher, 1998,
2004). Yet another perspective emphasizes
that passion arises from the rapid develop-
ment of the relationship. Thus, Aron and
Aron (1986) argued that passion arises from
the intensity of the rapid self-expansion that
occurs in the formation of a relationship as
one comes to include the other in the self;
after the other is largely included, the rate of
expansion inevitably slows down. Baumeis-
ter and Bratslavsky (1999) offered a similar
model, emphasizing that passion is a func-
tion of the rate of increase in intimacy and
that as intimacy plateaus, passion decreases.

Nevertheless, while passionate love (and
satisfaction and love of all kinds) gen-
erally declines over time, the view that
passionate love inevitably declines has not
been demonstrated. It is certainly clear that
many long-term couples experience high
levels of satisfaction (e.g., Cuber & Har-
roff, 1965). Indeed, in a 4-year longitudinal
study of newlyweds, Karney and Bradbury
(1997) found that about 10% maintained
or increased their level of satisfaction. Per-
haps more surprising, several cross-sectional
studies have found a small percentage of
individuals in long-term relationships of 20

years or more report very high levels of pas-
sionate love (reviewed in Tucker & Aron,
1993). Preliminary results of an interview
study (Acevedo & Aron, 2005) suggest that
at least some such reports may correspond to
how the relationship is actually being expe-
rienced and not due merely to response bias
or self-deception. Further, Aron, Norman,
Aron, McKenna, and Heyman (2000) were
able to increase reported passionate love (at
least temporarily) in long-term relationship
partners through an experimental task, sug-
gesting there may be natural mechanisms
that permit high levels of passionate love
even in long-term relationships.

How Does Love Work? (Models
of Love Processes)

In this section, we briefly review seven
approaches that have been particularly influ-
ential in specifically focusing on understand-
ing the dynamics of romantic love in general,
and especially with regard to passionate love.
Other important theoretical approaches in
the relationship area, such as interdepen-
dence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1979),
have only rarely been applied specifically to
romantic love (e.g., Kelley, 1983 ; Rusbult
et al., 1993)

Cultural Models

As noted at the outset, romantic love has
been observed in every culture in which
observers have reported on relevant topics
and in every era of human history (Fisher,
2004 ; Hatfield & Rapson, 2002 ; Jankowiak
& Fischer, 1992). However, the extent to
which it is valued by a culture, the role it
plays in marriage, and the traditional exem-
plars and narratives seem to differ greatly
across cultures (e.g., Dion & Dion, 1988,
1996; Hatfield, Martel, & Rapson, in press;
Hatfield & Rapson, 1996; Hendrick & Hen-
drick, 2003). For example, Dion and Dion
focused on individualism and collectivistic
views or attitudes. They argued that individ-
ualistic people may have a difficult time lov-
ing and becoming intimate with each other.
The high divorce rate in the United States
may be due to exaggerated feelings of indi-
vidualism. As another example, Sprecher
et al. (1994) compared love experiences of
college students in the United States, Japan,
and Russia. Across the three cultures, most
participants had been in love at least once,
erotic love was the most common style, most
believed that love should be the basis of mar-
riage, and desirable personality and physi-
cal appearance and reciprocal liking were
most important for falling in love. There
were also differences: Americans had more
secure attachment, were higher on the eros
and storge love styles and on passionate love,
and considered physical appearance and sim-
ilarity more important for falling in love.
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Russians scored higher on avoidant attach-
ment, ludus love style and agape style, and
were most willing to marry someone they
didn’t love romantically (41% of Russian
women and 30% of Russian men reported
that); Russians rated familiarity high but per-
sonality and similarity low as reasons they
had fallen in love. Japanese were least likely
to be in love at the time and more likely
to have never been in love; they had more
avoidants, were less romantic, and consid-
ered social standing more important.

Overall, these examples and other stud-
ies of cultural (and subcultural) differences
and similarities (e.g., Contreras, Hendrick, &
Hendrick, 1996; Doherty, Hatfield, Thomp-
son, & Choo, 1994 ; Kim, Hatfield, & Kim,
2004 ; Levine, Sato, Hashimoto, & Verma,
1995 ; Simmons, vom Kolke, & Shimizu,
1986) suggest that there is a core element
of passionate love that arises in every cul-
ture and that may even have an evolution-
ary foundation, but how it is enacted may
depend heavily on the cultural context.

Love As Emotion

Many emotion theorists have treated love
as an emotion (e.g., Gonzaga et al., 2001)
or even as a basic emotion (Shaver, Mor-
gan, & Wu, 1996; Shaver et al., 1987), not-
ing, for example, that it is typically the first
response given when participants are asked
for an example of an emotion and, partic-
ularly when one focuses on “moments of
love,” it shows many of the features of emo-
tions. On the other hand, Aron and Aron
(1991) argued that although love is highly
emotional, it may be better characterized as
a goal-oriented motivational state and not as
a specific emotion in its own right, given that
it tends to be hard to control, is not asso-
ciated with any specific facial expression,
and is focused on a specific reward. To date,
this latter view is supported by two lines of
research. First, in various studies (Acevedo
& Aron, 2004a; Rousar, 1990) asking partici-
pants to check the emotions one feels or has
felt when experiencing “love” (or “roman-
tic love,” “passionate love,” or a “moment
of passionate love”), many more emotions
are checked than are checked for fear, anger,

sadness, or happiness; in each case, there
were also more opposite valence emotions
checked when rating experiences of love
than experiences of fear and so forth. These
results were predicted based on the idea that
like other goal oriented states, love gener-
ates a variety of specific emotions according
to the extent to which it is satisfied or frus-
trated. The second line of work is the recent
fMRI studies of romantic love (Aron Fisher
et al., 2005 ; Bartels & Zeki, 2000), which,
as noted earlier, found activation across par-
ticipants primarily in reward-related brain
regions, with greater diversity of response in
emotion-related regions.

At this point it seems clear that passionate
love has a strong motivational component
and functions much like a goal state. Never-
theless, it remains possible that love may also
be a specific emotion or represent a specific
motivational experience. Of course, both a
constellation of emotions and several moti-
vations are clearly involved, and definitions
of what are called emotions versus motiva-
tions are somewhat overlapping.

Love As Sex

Ellen Berscheid (1988) made the influen-
tial comment that passionate love is “about
90% sexual desire unfulfilled.” Clearly, sex-
ual desire plays a significant role in pas-
sionate love. For example, in the lay pro-
totype of love developed by Fehr (1988),
many of the features identified by Aron and
Westbay (1996) as part of the passion fac-
tor are sexual in nature, including sexual
passion, sex appeal, and physical attraction.
Similarly, the PLS Scale, the most widely
used measure of passionate love, includes
items that emphasize sexual desire, includ-
ing “I sense my body responding when
touches me,” “In the presence of , I yearn to
touch, and be touched,” and “Sometimes my
body trembles with excitement at the sight
of ” – all items that correlate highly with
the other scale items.

Nevertheless, it does seem possible to dis-
tinguish passionate love from sexual desire.
Conceptually, Aron and Aron (1991) argued
that understandings of passionate love and
sexuality fall on a continuum from love
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being the cause of sex to sex being the cause
of love. In terms of evolutionary foundations,
as noted earlier, Fisher (1998) argued that
romantic attraction and the sex drive are
associated with distinct brain systems and
that each evolved to facilitate a different
aspect of courtship, mating, and reproduc-
tion. Several studies also support their being
such a distinction. Gonzaga et al. (2001)
found positive correlations between love and
sexual desire, but also that there are differ-
ent cues and different behavioral responses.
Another relevant line of thinking is Dia-
mond’s (2003) argument that sexual orien-
tation does not completely predict the gen-
der of objects of passionate love and that
individuals sometimes appear to fall in love
with partners of the “wrong” gender with
whom they may have no initial desire to
have sexual contact, even though they show
all the other symptoms of passionate love.
Finally, the two fMRI studies of romantic
love (Aron Fisher et al., 2005 ; Bartels &
Zeki, 2000) found activations that only min-
imally overlapped with activations that have
been found in studies of sexual arousal (e.g.,
Arnow et al., 2002 ; Karama et al., 2002).

In sum, sexuality almost surely plays an
important role in passionate love, but it
is also conceptually and empirically distin-
guishable from it and cannot fully explain
its functioning.

Love As Attachment

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969; Shaver
& Mikulincer, this volume) has been among
the most influential approaches to under-
standing romantic love and is the primary
approach that emphasizes individual differ-
ences. The theory posits that love develops
out of three behavioral systems that evolved
to promote development and survival of
infants in humans and perhaps other pri-
mates or even other species (Shaver, Hazan,
& Bradshaw, 1988). These systems include
attachment, caregiving, and sexuality. In
human adults, according to this model, pas-
sionate love is a combination of the desire
for attachment and sexuality. (Companion-
ate love develops out of these systems plus
the caregiving system.) Further, this model

emphasizes that early experience with care-
givers (whether they serve as a reliable
secure base for exploration and safe haven
under threat) strongly shapes individual dif-
ferences in adult love experiences. Thus, for
example, those who have had inconsistent
caregiving (those high on the anxious attach-
ment or preoccupied dimension) are much
more likely to experience intense passionate
love and more likely to experience intense
unrequited love, whereas those who expe-
rienced a consistent lack of security (those
high on the avoidance dimension) are espe-
cially unlikely to experience passionate love
in adulthood (Aron et al., 1998; Hendrick
& Hendrick, 1989). Some preliminary evi-
dence even suggests that the brain systems
engaged by passionate love may be moder-
ated by individual differences in attachment
style (Aron, Fisher et al., 2004).

Love as a Story

Sternberg (1998) suggested that loving rela-
tionships can be described accurately by the
people involved through narrative autobi-
ographies, often suggesting culturally proto-
typical “stories.” For example, the story of a
couple locked in constant struggle is com-
mon, as is the story of couples growing to
love each other over time. This approach
seems promising given the general tendency
for people to organize their world in narra-
tive form and there has been some prelimi-
nary research support for the model (Stern-
berg, Hojjat, & Barnes, 2001).

Evolutionary Approaches

Because courtship and mate choice are cen-
tral aspects of reproduction in higher ani-
mals, it seems plausible that the experiences,
behaviors, and neural underpinnings of pas-
sionate love might be strongly shaped by
evolution. Thus, as noted in the section on
the biology of romantic love, Fisher (1998)
proposed that the brain system for roman-
tic attraction evolved to motivate individuals
to select among potential mating partners,
prefer particular conspecifics, and focus their
courtship attention on these favored individ-
uals, thereby conserving precious courtship
and mating time and energy.
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As also noted earlier, another important
line of evolutionary thinking, largely based
on parental investment theory (Trivers,
1972), has emphasized gender differences
in what features are desirable in a mate
and in the basis for jealousy (e.g., Buss
& Schmitt, 1993). There have also been
some approaches to the evolutionary basis
of experience and behavior in romantic love
arguing that the mating system exploits an
evolved bonding module between infants
and parent (Hazan & Diamond, 2000; Miller
& Fishkin, 1997).

Self-Expansion Model

Aron and Aron’s (1986) self-expansion
model posits (a) a primary human motiva-
tion to expand one’s self in terms of poten-
tial to attain desired goals and (b) that a
main way that people seek to expand their
self is in terms of “including others in the
self” through close relationships so that the
other’s resources, perspectives, and identi-
ties are treated to some extent as one’s
own. Both principles have received consider-
able research support (for reviews, see Aron
et al., 2001; Aron, Mashek, & Aron, 2004).
In terms of romantic love, Aron et al. (2000)
argued that the exhilaration and intense
focused attention of passionate love arises
from the rapid rate of including the other in
the self often associated with forming a new
romantic relationship. We have cited sev-
eral relevant studies throughout this chapter.
Companionate love, they argued, arises from
the ongoing expansion offered by the part-
ner and the potential for loss to the self of los-
ing the partner. (For example, Lewandowski,
Aron, Bassis, & Kunak, [2005] found that
the degree of negative impact on the self-
concept following relationship dissolution
was predicted by degree of ongoing self-
expansion that had been provided by the dis-
solved relationship.)

Summary and Conclusions

Romantic love is a nearly universal phe-
nomenon that has been the subject of schol-

arly interest for centuries but has only in the
last half century been a topic of systematic
scientific study. What has been learned from
this study is that romantic love is understood
by ordinary people in terms of its resem-
blance to a standard prototype and is best
understood by researchers for purposes of
systematic analysis in terms of various types
of love, most centrally in terms of a distinc-
tion between passionate and companionate
love. There has been considerable recent
progress in identifying the biological under-
pinnings of romantic love, including support
from animal data and human neuroimaging
studies for passionate love being linked with
dopamine-based reward processes, whereas
companionate love seems linked with bond-
ing more generally and perhaps specifically
with central oxytocin and vasopressin sys-
tems. The course of romantic love has been
well delineated in terms of predictors of ini-
tial romantic attraction and diverse stud-
ies providing insights and suggested direc-
tions for future research regarding the effects
of falling in love on the self, the processes
and motivations associated with unrequited
love, and the course of passionate love over
time including potential moderators of that
course. Finally, there are now at least seven
major approaches to understanding roman-
tic love that have served as the basis for
much of the research on the topic. These
approaches include cultural models, emo-
tion models, attachment theory, love as sex,
evolutionary theory, love as a story, and the
self-expansion model.

We hope that this review has conveyed
our view that the study of romantic love
is both important and a thriving scientific
endeavor, offering both a solid foundation
and vast opportunities for significant fu-
ture work.
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Commitment
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The past 3 decades have witnessed dramatic
growth in relationships science. Much of this
work has sought to identify the determinants
and consequences of positive affect – attrac-
tion, satisfaction, or love. For example, the
goal of many studies is to explain the causes
of attraction or love; measures of satisfaction
frequently are employed as indices of cou-
ple well-being (for reviews, see Berscheid &
Regan, 2005 ; Berscheid & Reis, 1998). The
implicit or explicit assumption of this work
is that if partners love each other and feel
happy with their relationship, they should
be more likely to remain involved with one
another. In many respects, this point of view
makes good sense: All things considered, it
is easier to stick with a happy relationship
than a miserable one.

Unfortunately, this conventional focus
on the study of affective reactions fails to
address three key questions: First, why do
some relationships persist despite dissatis-
faction – for example, why do unhappy part-
ners sometimes remain together due to iner-
tia or “for the sake of the children”? Second,
why do some satisfying relationships end –
why do people sometimes abandon rela-

tively happy relationships to pursue desir-
able alternative partners? Third, how can we
account for persistence in the face of ordi-
nary fluctuations in affect? Given that satis-
faction ebbs and flows even in the most grat-
ifying involvements, and given that tempting
alternatives threaten even the most smitten
partners, why do some relationships endure
and thrive whereas others do not?

Over the course of the past 3 decades,
questions such as these have inspired some
social scientists to dedicate themselves to the
study of commitment. Scientists working in
this tradition believe that if we are to com-
prehend fully phenomena such as benev-
olent versus malevolent behavior, positive
versus negative motivation, and tenacious
persistence versus severance, understanding
commitment may be as important as – per-
haps more important than – understand-
ing positive affect. The goal of this chap-
ter is to review work in this tradition. We
begin by describing several formal models of
the causes of commitment. Next, we review
empirical work that is relevant to assessing
the validity of these models, discussing crit-
ical research findings and their implications
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for each model. Then we describe several
important commitment processes, examin-
ing the generalizability of commitment phe-
nomena, the role of commitment in inducing
prosocial maintenance behaviors, the asso-
ciation of commitment with trust, and the
phenomenon of deteriorating commitment.
The chapter concludes with a review of con-
temporary trends in the commitment litera-
ture and suggestions for future research.

Formal Models of Commitment

In the following pages, we review the most
prominent extant theories of commitment:
Levinger’s cohesiveness model, Rusbult’s
investment model, and Johnson’s tripartite
model. (We also briefly review Brickman’s
dialectical model.) Although these mod-
els differ in important ways, they share
many common features, including the asser-
tion that relationships may persist not only
because of the positive qualities that draw
partners to one another, but also because of
the ties that bind partners to one another and
the barriers that prevent them from dissolv-
ing their relationship. Indeed, the intrigu-
ing quality of these theories is the quality
they share – their attempt to explain “unjus-
tified persistence,” or the tendency to remain
involved in a relationship that is not particu-
larly satisfying. The models were developed
independently and emerged from differing
theoretical traditions. This being the case,
why do they share many common features?

We suggest that the models advanced
by Levinger, Rusbult, and Johnson share
many common features – particularly their
emphasis on the constraints that may cause
people to persist in unsatisfying relation-
ships – because all three models were shaped
by the scientific zeitgeist of the 1960s and
1970s. During these decades, the authors
of these models were not alone in their
attempt to explain unjustified persistence:
During roughly the same period, social sci-
entists from diverse fields simultaneously
sought to understand unjustified persis-
tence in nonromantic domains, studying
commitment-relevant phenomena such as

dedicating unwarranted time or effort to an
activity, increasing commitment to a los-
ing enterprise, entrapment in escalating con-
flicts, and the manner in which investments,
side bets, and sunk costs may induce perse-
verance at a line of action (e.g., Becker, 1960;
Blau, 1967; Brockner, Shaw, & Rubin, 1979;
Kiesler, 1971; Staw, 1976; Teger, 1980; Trop-
per, 1972). Thus, at the time during which
Levinger, Rusbult, and Johnson advanced
their theories of commitment processes, the
theme of unjustified persistence was promi-
nent throughout the social sciences.1

Cohesiveness Model – Levinger

The pioneering theory of relational com-
mitment was advanced by George Levinger,
who sought to identify abstract principles
that would explain commonalities across
diverse empirical findings regarding marital
cohesiveness versus dissolution (Levinger,
1965 , 1979). His model is based in part on
the field theory concept of restraining forces
(Lewin, 1951). Field theory describes two
types of restraining force: the forces that
exist between people and accordingly sep-
arate them from one another and the forces
that surround people and accordingly bind
them to one another. Levinger’s model high-
lights three types of force: (a) present attrac-
tions, or the forces that draw individuals
to their relationships; (b) alternative attrac-
tions, or the forces that pull individuals away
from their relationships; and (c) barriers, or
the forces that prevent individuals from leav-
ing their relationships (see Table 33 .1).

According to Levinger, attraction forces,
including both present attractions and alter-
native attractions, rest on the positive out-
comes derived from membership in a rela-
tionship, such as love, money, status, or
other desirable resources. Levinger delin-
eated three categories of attraction force:
(a) material attractions, such as income
and home ownership; (b) symbolic attrac-
tions, such as educational achievement or
career status; and (c) affectional attractions,
such as companionship and sexual fulfill-
ment. Barrier forces influence the likelihood
of remaining in a present relationship by
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Table 33 .1. Similarities and Differences Among Commitment Models Advanced by Levinger, Johnson,
and Rusbult

Levinger Rusbult Johnson
Cohesiveness Model Investment Model Tripartite Model

Model Components
Theoretical Construct

Satisfaction
Level

Present attractions Satisfaction level Personal commitment
(also includes
relational identity)

Alternative
Quality

Alternative attractions Quality of alternatives Potential alternatives
(part of structural
commitment)

Investment Size Barriers Investment size Irretrievable investments
(part of structural
commitment)

Moral
Injunctions

Symbolic barriers (part
of barriers)

Prescriptive support (part
of investment size)

Moral commitment

Operational Definitions
No instrument developed

to measure constructs
Rusbult (1980a, 1983),

Rusbult, Martz, &
Agnew (1998)
instruments

Adams & Jones (1997)
and Stanley &
Markman (1992 )
instruments
approximate model

Commitment Construct
Theoretical Construct
Commitment Cohesiveness Commitment level Motivation to continue

Operational Definitions
No instrument developed

to measure construct
Rusbult (1980a, 1983),

Rusbult, Martz, &
Agnew (1998)
instruments

No instrument developed
to measure construct

serving as deterrents to ending the rela-
tionship, even when attraction forces lessen
or disappear. Paralleling the categories of
attraction forces, Levinger delineated three
categories of barriers: (a) material barri-
ers, including the loss of income associated
with separation and the expenses incurred
in divorce; (b) symbolic barriers, such as
concern about social disapproval or religious
convictions regarding the indissolubility of
marriage; and (c) affectional barriers, such
as the presence of dependent children.

The three categories of force are assumed
to exert independent effects on cohesive-
ness and probability of persisting in a rela-
tionship. If John perceives that the present
attractions of his relationship with Mary are
high, anticipates that the attractions of alter-
native relationships would be low, and there

are high barriers to terminating his rela-
tionship, he should be more likely to vol-
untarily persist. In contrast, to the extent
that present attractions are low, alternative
attractions are high, and barriers to termina-
tion are low, voluntary persistence should be
less probable.

Investment Model – Rusbult

The investment model, a second formal
model of commitment processes, was devel-
oped by Caryl Rusbult (1980a, 1983).
Her model is based on the principles
of interdependence theory, which argues
that dependence is a central structural
property of relationships, particularly inso-
far as we seek to understand persistence
(Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley,



618 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

1959). According to interdependence the-
ory, dependence describes the extent to which
an individual “needs” a given relationship, or
relies uniquely on the relationship for attain-
ing desired outcomes.

Interdependence theory identifies two
processes through which dependence grows.
First, individuals become dependent to the
extent that they enjoy high satisfaction. Sat-
isfaction level describes the degree to which
an individual experiences positive versus
negative affect as a result of involvement
(see Table 33 .1). Satisfaction level increases
to the extent that a relationship gratifies the
individual’s most important needs, including
needs for companionship, security, intimacy,
sexuality, and belongingness. Dependence is
also influenced by the quality of available
alternatives. Quality of alternatives describes
the perceived desirability of the best avail-
able alternative to a relationship. Quality of
alternatives increases to the extent that a
person’s most important needs could be ful-
filled outside of the current relationship –
in a specific alternative involvement, by the
broader field of eligibles, by friends and fam-
ily members, or on one’s own.

Thus, interdependence theory suggests
that dependence is greater when an indi-
vidual wants to persist in a given relation-
ship (i.e., satisfaction is high) and has no
choice but to persist (i.e., alternatives are
poor). Rusbult’s model extends these claims
in two respects. First, she has suggested
that satisfaction and alternatives do not fully
explain dependence. If dependence were
based solely on the satisfactions derived from
the current relationship in comparison to
those anticipated elsewhere, few relation-
ships would endure – a relationship would
falter on the occasion of poor outcomes
or the appearance of an attractive alterna-
tive. In point of fact, some relationships sur-
vive even though they are not very grati-
fying, even when attractive alternatives are
available. How can we explain persistence in
the face of tempting alternatives and fluctu-
ating satisfaction?

The model asserts that dependence is also
influenced by a third factor: Investment size
describes the magnitude and importance of

the resources that become attached to a
relationship – resources that would decline
in value or be lost if the relationship were
to end. As a relationship develops, part-
ners invest many resources directly into their
relationship in the hope that doing so will
improve it. For example, they may disclose
their private thoughts to one another and
may put considerable time and effort into
their relationship. Moreover, indirect invest-
ments come about when originally extra-
neous resources become attached to a rela-
tionship, including mutual friends, personal
identity, or children. Direct and indirect
investments enhance dependence because
the act of investment increases the costs of
ending a relationship, serving as a powerful
psychological inducement to persist.

The investment model further extends
interdependence theory by suggesting that
commitment emerges as a consequence of
increasing dependence. Commitment level is
defined as intent to persist in a relationship,
including long-term orientation toward the
involvement as well as feelings of psycholog-
ical attachment to it (e.g., relational identity,
or “we-ness”). How does commitment differ
from dependence? Dependence is a struc-
tural property that describes the additive
effects of wanting to persist (feeling satis-
fied), needing to persist (having high invest-
ments), and having no choice but to per-
sist (possessing poor alternatives). As people
become increasingly dependent they tend to
develop strong commitment. Commitment
is the sense of allegiance that is established
to the source of one’s dependence: Because
John is dependent on Mary, he develops
an inclination to persist with her, comes to
think of himself as part of JohnandMary and
tends to consider the broader implications of
his actions – implications extending beyond
his direct self-interest, including effects on
the relationship next week and next month
and next year. As such, the psychological
experience of commitment reflects more
than the bases of dependence out of which
it arises. Commitment is the psychologi-
cal state that directly influences everyday
behavior in relationships, including decisions
to persist – that is, commitment is argued
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to mediate the effects of the three bases of
dependence.

Tripartite Model – Johnson

A third prominent model of commitment,
the tripartite model, was developed by
Michael Johnson (1973 , 1991) and is based
on the symbolic interactionist orientation
(Alexander & Wiley, 1981; Mead, 1934).
Importantly, Johnson’s model departs from
the previous two models in that rather than
conceptualizing commitment as a unidi-
mensional construct, he identified three dis-
tinct types of commitment: personal commit-
ment, or wanting to remain in a relationship;
moral commitment, or feeling morally obli-
gated to remain in a relationship; and struc-
tural commitment, or feeling that one must
remain in a relationship (i.e., experiencing
constraints that prevent easy dissolution; see
Table 33 .1).

Personal commitment is said to com-
prise three components: attraction to one’s
partner; attraction to the relationship
itself; and relational identity, or incorporat-
ing a relationship into one’s self-concept.
Moral commitment also comprises three
components: the moral obligation not to
divorce; the sense of personal obligation
to one’s partner; and the need to main-
tain consistency in one’s beliefs and val-
ues. Structural commitment includes four
components: potential alternatives to the
present relationship; social pressure to
remain involved in the relationship; termina-
tion procedures, defined in terms of the dif-
ficulties of ending a relationship (e.g., divid-
ing possessions, legal divorce proceedings);
and irretrievable investments, or desire to
avoid feeling that time and resources were
“wasted” on the relationship.

Importantly, Johnson proposed that the
three types of commitment yield differential
subjective experiences. The several types are
experienced as either internal or external to
the individual and are experienced in terms
of either choice or constraint. Personal com-
mitment – or wanting to continue – is based
on the individual’s internal desires, such that
decisions based on personal commitment are

experienced as freely chosen rather than as
constraining. Moral commitment – or feeling
that one ought to continue – is also based on
the individual’s internal beliefs, but, at the
same time, decisions based on moral com-
mitment are experienced as constraining
rather than as freely chosen. Structural com-
mitment is based on factors that are external
to the individual, such that decisions based
on this type of commitment are experi-
enced as constraining. Johnson also proposed
that when Mary experiences strong personal
and moral commitment, structural commit-
ment does not come into play because it is
unnecessary to sustain commitment. How-
ever, when Mary’s personal commitment or
moral commitment are depleted, structural
considerations become important in shap-
ing the decision to sustain versus terminate
her relationship.

Dialectical Model – Brickman

There is also a fourth noteworthy com-
mitment model – the dialectical model
developed by Phillip Brickman (Brickman,
Dunkel-Schetter, & Abbey, 1987). Brick-
man’s model draws on the principles of
opponent process theory, which posits that
an initial affective experience is invariably
followed by its opposite affective reaction
(Solomon, 1980). For example, when Mary
parachutes out of an airplane, she initially
experiences terror; once she lands safely on
the ground, this primary affective reaction
is replaced by exhilaration, a secondary pro-
cess that opposes and suppresses the primary
experience of terror. As a result of repeated
experience with a given event, the inten-
sity of the initial affective reaction tends to
weaken, and the opponent reaction becomes
stronger and longer lasting. For example, a
behavior performed by John initially may
yield very gratifying outcomes for Mary. Yet
over time and as a consequence of changes
in expectations, the same behavior by John
will inevitably be experienced as less and less
satisfying, possibly even becoming tedious
or unpleasant.2

Brickman’s dialectical model applies
the concept of opponent processes to
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understanding the development of commit-
ment. To begin with, he noted that rela-
tionships are continually subject to chal-
lenges or stresses. For example, partners may
experience doubts about their relationship,
they may fight with one another, they may
face situations in which their preferences
are incompatible, or they may encounter
tempting alternatives. When continuing at
a line of behavior is opposed in some man-
ner, the opposing factors must be recon-
ciled – through a process of reinterpretation,
or integration, they must be made compati-
ble with the forces that attract one to a rela-
tionship. For example, when John becomes
aware that Mary has an irritating habit, he
may reinterpret it as an endearing quirk.
When Mary finds that she is attracted to
another man, she may mentally derogate the
alternative and actively enumerate the many
ways in which John is desirable. Accord-
ing to Brickman, such integration serves to
strengthen commitment – that is, as a con-
sequence of the integration process, com-
mitment becomes stronger than it would
have been in the absence of negative forces.
(Quite literally, what doesn’t kill a relation-
ship will make it stronger.) As such, commit-
ment is a dynamic phenomenon; the devel-
opment of commitment rests on challenge
and stress.

Empirical Tests of Commitment
Models

As is evident based on the preceding review,
Brickman’s dialectical model differs quali-
tatively from the other three commitment
models. Accordingly, in reviewing empiri-
cal findings relevant to the several mod-
els, we first address the models of Levinger,
Rusbult, and Johnson. At the end of this sec-
tion, we briefly review research relevant to
Brickman’s model.

Operational Definitions of Model
Components

In reviewing empirical findings relevant to
the models advanced by Levinger, Rusbult,
and Johnson, it is important to note that

the literatures relevant to these models
vary in size. Far more studies have been
designed as direct tests of Rusbult’s invest-
ment model than have been designed as
direct tests of the other two models. In
large part, this discrepancy is attributable
to the fact that the development of the
investment model was immediately accom-
panied by the introduction of instruments
to assess key model constructs, along with
direct empirical tests of model predictions
(e.g., Rusbult, 1980a, 1983 ; Rusbult, Martz,
& Agnew, 1998; see Tables 33 .1 and 33 .2).
Thus, clear operational definitions of invest-
ment model constructs have existed for
some time. In contrast, operational defini-
tions of key constructs from Johnson’s tri-
partite model have only recently been devel-
oped (e.g., Adams & Jones, 1997; Stanley &
Markman, 1992). And given that Levinger’s
cohesiveness model was developed mainly
as an integrative tool – as a means of
explaining commonalities across diverse
findings – there is no instrument for assessing
model constructs.

Moreover, given that commitment is a
key variable in Rusbult’s model, the instru-
ments developed to measure investment
model constructs also include a measure
of commitment (see Tables 33 .1 and 33 .2).
In contrast, given that Johnson’s tripar-
tite model identifies three distinct types of
commitment (personal, moral, structural),
no overall measure of commitment has
been advanced; moreover, no instrument for
tapping motivation to continue (Johnson’s
overarching construct) has yet been devel-
oped. In light of the differing availability of
clear operational definitions for model con-
structs, it is easier to evaluate the validity
of the investment model than it is to eval-
uate the validity of the cohesiveness and
tripartite models.

Associations of Model Components
with Commitment

The models of Levinger, Rusbult, and John-
son share many properties (see Table 33 .1):
First, all three models take account
of satisfaction level, or the positive forces
that draw one to a relationship – these forces
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Table 33 .2 . The Investment Model Scale

Satisfaction Level
Facet Items

My partner fulfills my needs for intimacy (sharing personal thoughts, secrets, etc.).
My partner fulfills my needs for companionship (doing things together, enjoying each other’s

company, etc.).
My partner fulfills my sexual needs (holding hands, kissing, etc.).
My partner fulfills my needs for security (feeling trusting, comfortable in a stable relationship, etc.).
My partner fulfills my needs for emotional involvement (feeling emotionally attached, feeling good

when another feels good, etc.).

Global Items
I feel satisfied with our relationship.
My relationship is much better than others’ relationships.
My relationship is close to ideal.
Our relationship makes me very happy.
Our relationship does a good job of fulfilling my needs for intimacy, companionship, etc.

Quality of Alternatives
Facet Items

My needs for intimacy (sharing personal thoughts, secrets, etc.) could be fulfilled in alternative
relationships.

My needs for companionship (doing things together, enjoying each other’s company, etc.) could be
fulfilled in alternative relationships.

My sexual needs (holding hands, kissing, etc.) could be fulfilled in alternative relationships.
My needs for security (feeling trusting, comfortable in a stable relationship, etc.) could be fulfilled

in alternative relationships.
My needs for emotional involvement (feeling emotionally attached, feeling good when another

feels good, etc.) could be fulfilled in alternative relationships.

Global Items
The people other than my partner with whom I might become involved are very appealing.
My alternatives to our relationship are close to ideal (dating another, spending time with friends or

on my own, etc.).
If I weren’t dating my partner, I would do fine; I would find another appealing person to date.
My alternatives are very attractive to me (dating another, spending time with friends or on my own,

etc.).
My needs for intimacy, companionship, etc. could easily be fulfilled in an alternative relationship.

Investment Size
Facet Items

I have invested a great deal of time in our relationship.
I have told my partner many private things about myself (I disclose secrets to him/her).
My partner and I have an intellectual life together that would be difficult to replace.
My sense of personal identity (who I am) is linked to my partner and our relationship.
My partner and I share many memories.

Global Items
I have put a great deal into our relationship that I would lose if the relationship were to end.
Many aspects of my life have become linked to my partner (recreational activities, etc.), and I

would lose all of this if we were to break up.
I feel very involved in our relationship, like I have put a great deal into it.
My relationships with friends and family members would be complicated if my partner and I were

to break up (e.g., partner is friends with people I care about).
Compared with other people I know, I have invested a great deal in my relationship with my

partner.

(continued)
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Table 33 .2 . (continued )

Commitment Level
Global Items

I want our relationship to last for a very long time.
I am committed to maintaining my relationship with my partner.
I would not feel very upset if our relationship were to end in the near future.
It is likely that I will date someone other than my partner within the next year. (reverse-scored)
I feel very attached to our relationship – very strongly linked to my partner.
I want our relationship to last forever.
I am oriented toward the long-term future of my relationship (for example, I imagine being with

my partner several years from now).

Note. Reliability and validity information is presented elsewhere (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998). For facet items, 0

= do not agree at all, 3 = agree completely; for global items, 0 = do not agree at all, 8 = agree completely. Separately
for each construct, scores for global items are averaged to form a single measure of each variable (facet items are
not included in these calculations).

are termed present attractions (Levinger), sat-
isfaction level (Rusbult), or personal com-
mitment (Johnson). (However, Johnson’s
construct also includes some elements of
what Rusbult would term investment – the
involvement of one’s identity in a relation-
ship.) Second, all three models take account
of the investments that tie one to a rela-
tionship – these forces are termed barri-
ers (Levinger), investment size (Rusbult), or
irretrievable investments (Johnson). (John-
son’s structural commitment category also
includes social pressure and termination pro-
cedures, as well as potential alternatives.)
Third, all three models take account of alter-
native quality – these forces are termed
alternative attractions (Levinger), quality of
alternatives (Rusbult), or potential alterna-
tives (Johnson). (Again, Johnson included
potential alternatives in his structural com-
mitment category.) Fourth, Johnson identi-
fied moral commitment as a separate category;
Levinger included this variable in his barri-
ers category, and Rusbult included it in her
investments category.

How does the empirical literature square
with these claims? Numerous studies have
examined key predictions of the investment
model (e.g., Bui, Peplau, & Hill, 1996; Cox,
Wexler, Rusbult, & Gaines, 1997; Davis &
Strube, 1993 ; Drigotas & Rusbult, 1992 ;
Drigotas, Safstrom, & Gentilia, 1999; Duffy
& Rusbult, 1986; Etcheverry & Agnew, 2004 ;
Gaertner & Foshee, 1999; Kurdek, 1991,
1993 ; Lin & Rusbult, 1995 ; Morrow, Clark,

& Brock, 1995 ; Pistole, Clark, & Tubbs,
1995 ; Rusbult, 1980a, 1980b, 1983 ; Rus-
bult, Johnson, & Morrow, 1986; Rusbult
& Martz, 1995 ; Rusbult et al., 1998; Rus-
bult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus,
1991; Sanderson & Kurdek, 1993 ; Sprecher,
1988; Truman-Schram, Cann, Calhoun, &
Van Wallendael, 2000; Van Lange, Agnew,
Harinck, & Steemers, 1997; Van Lange,
Rusbult et al., 1997). In a meta-analytic
review of these and other empirical tests
of the model, Le and Agnew (2003) con-
cluded that “across 52 studies, including
60 independent samples and 11,582 partic-
ipants, satisfaction with, alternatives to, and
investments in a relationship each correlated
significantly with commitment to that rela-
tionship” (p. 37; respective meta-analytic
r s = 0.68, −0.48, and 0.46).

Of course, in light of the parallels among
models advanced by Levinger, Rusbult, and
Johnson, many of these tests of the invest-
ment model could be construed as consis-
tent with any one – or all – of the three
models. In some respects, the models iden-
tify similar underlying constructs but with
different names. Moreover, numerous extant
studies were not designed as direct tests of
any one of the models yet provide direct
or indirect evidence of the impact on com-
mitment of satisfaction, alternatives, invest-
ments, or moral injunctions or a combination
of these (e.g., Attridge, Berscheid, & Simp-
son, 1995 ; Buunk, 1987; Felmlee, Sprecher,
& Bassin, 1990; Gelles, 1980; Lund, 1985 ;
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Lydon, Pierce, & O’Regan, 1997; Sabatelli
& Cecil-Pigo, 1985 ; Secord, 1983 ; Simp-
son, 1987; South & Lloyd, 1995 ; Sprecher
& Felmlee, 1992 ; Stanley & Markman, 1992 ;
Straus & Gelles, 1986; Strube, 1988; Strube &
Barbour, 1983 ; Thompson & Spanier, 1983 ;
Udry, 1983 ; White, 1980). These studies, too,
could be construed as consistent with any
one – or all – of the models. Thus, there
is abundant empirical evidence to support
broad claims advanced in the models pro-
posed by Levinger, Rusbult, and Johnson.

Associations of Model Components
With Commitment and Persistence

All three models also propose that the
net effect of factors promoting stability
is to induce increased motivation to con-
tinue – this motivation is termed cohesive-
ness (Levinger), commitment (Rusbult), or
motivation to continue (Johnson; see Table
33 .1). In their meta-analytic review, Le and
Agnew (2003) concluded that each of the
three predictor variables in the investment
model – satisfaction, alternatives, and invest-
ments – accounts for unique variance in
commitment, and that these variables col-
lectively explain nearly two thirds of the
variance in commitment (61%). In turn,
commitment reliably predicts persistence,
accounting for 47% of the variance in stay–
leave behavior. Of course, Rusbult’s model
alone represents commitment as an overar-
ching construct that mediates the effects of
other variables on persistence. At the same
time, in light of broad commonalities among
the models, this evidence can be construed
as not only providing excellent support for
the investment model, but also as providing
some indirect support for the cohesiveness
and tripartite models.

Factor Structure of Model Components

There are also noteworthy differences
among the three models: First, they differ in
how they categorize the variables that pro-
mote commitment. For example, Johnson’s
model suggests that social pressure, termi-
nation procedures, irretrievable investments,
and potential alternatives “go together,” in

that all four are components of structural
commitment; in contrast, Levinger and Rus-
bult would represent social pressure, termi-
nation procedures, and irretrievable invest-
ments as aspects of barriers (Levinger) or
investments (Rusbult), and would represent
potential alternatives as a separate force (see
Table 33 .1). Also, Johnson includes relational
identity as a component of personal commit-
ment, whereas Rusbult would include it as
an aspect of investment size. Finally, Rus-
bult’s model explicitly represents commit-
ment as an independent construct (both the-
oretically and empirically), as an overarching
subjective experience that exerts effects on
behavior independent of its presumed causes
(satisfaction, alternatives, investments).

How does the empirical literature square
with these claims? Several authors have
examined the factor structure of poten-
tial components of commitment, seeking to
determine “what goes with what.” Three
studies by Rusbult et al. (1998) provide
excellent support for the proposed factor
structure of the investment model, reveal-
ing four distinct factors: satisfaction, alter-
natives, investments, and commitment (see
Table 33 .2). Each of the three presumed
causes of commitment (satisfaction, alterna-
tives, investments) account for unique vari-
ance in commitment level, and commitment
significantly predicts later relationship sta-
tus (persisted vs. ended). Two studies by
Arriaga and Agnew (2001) were designed
to examine a more finely articulated instru-
ment for measuring the three hypothesized
components of commitment – intent to per-
sist (e.g., “I intend to stay in this relation-
ship”), long-term orientation (e.g., “I imag-
ine being with my partner several years
from now”), and psychological attachment
(e.g., “I feel very attached to our relation-
ship – very strongly linked to my part-
ner”). This work revealed that (a) each of
the three components exhibits associations
with dyadic adjustment (Spanier, 1976);
(b) each of the three components exhibits
associations with later relationship status
(persisted vs. ended); (c) when pitted against
one another as predictors of later relation-
ship status, long-term orientation is the most
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powerful predictor; and (d) the three com-
ponents fully mediate the associations of
the three causes of commitment (satisfac-
tion, alternatives, investments) with later
relationship status. Thus, these studies pro-
vide good support for the investment model,
demonstrating that (a) satisfaction, alterna-
tives, and investments are distinguishable;
and (b) as an overarching construct, com-
mitment exerts effects that are independent
of its presumed causes. Unfortunately, nei-
ther set of studies assessed the moral injunc-
tions that may be relevant to understanding
commitment; both sets of studies are there-
fore mute with respect to the distinctiveness
of this factor.

Aspects of moral commitment were
assessed in studies by Adams and Jones
(1997), Johnson, Caughlin, and Huston
(1999), and Stanley and Markman (1992).
Moreover, each study revealed that moral
commitment is distinct from other aspects of
commitment: Stanley and Markman (1992)
observed three factors – personal dedi-
cation (couple identity, primacy of rela-
tionship, alternative monitoring), constraint
(termination procedures, alternatives, struc-
tural investments), and morality (morality
of divorce). Adams and Jones (1997) also
observed three factors – commitment to
spouse (e.g., “I want to grow old with my
spouse”), commitment to marriage (a moral-
ity factor; e.g., “I’m afraid that if I were to
leave my spouse, God would punish me”),
and feelings of entrapment (a constraints
factor; e.g., “My family would strongly dis-
approve if I ended my marriage,” “I’ve
spent so much money on my relationship
with my spouse that I could never divorce
him or her”) – and found that these fac-
tors exhibit the predicted associations with
other established instruments for assessing
commitment. Finally, Johnson et al. (1999)
observed five factors – couple identity (e.g.,
“To what extent do you love [partner’s
name] at this stage?”), divorce attitudes
(e.g., “Getting a divorce violates your reli-
gious belief”), consistency values (e.g., “It’s
important to stand by what you believe
in”), partner contract (e.g., “You would feel
bad about getting a divorce because you

promised . . .”), and marital satisfaction (tra-
ditional satisfaction items) – and found that
measures of personal, moral, and structural
commitment exhibit the predicted associa-
tions with each factor.3 Thus, these studies
support the claims that (a) moral commit-
ment is a unique construct and (b) many
aspects of structural commitment indeed “go
together.” Unfortunately, none of these stud-
ies examined whether the several subscales
account for unique variance in relational cri-
teria such as commitment, adjustment, or
later status. In their defense, these studies did
not examine such an overarching construct
because (a) there is no extant instrument
for tapping Johnson’s overarching construct
(motivation to continue) and (b) the goal of
these studies was to advance and test a typol-
ogy of commitment types, not to advance or
test a predictive model of commitment and
persistence.

Contribution of Moral Injunctions
to Predicting Commitment

A second difference among the three mod-
els is that Johnson represents moral commit-
ment as a component that should influence
relationships in its own right, independent
of personal and structural commitment
(see Table 33 .1). The models advanced by
Levinger and Rusbult do not make such
a claim. We are aware of only two stud-
ies that examined whether moral commit-
ment accounts for unique variance in rela-
tional criteria beyond other components of
commitment: In a study of marital rela-
tionships, Cox et al. (1997) examined sat-
isfaction, alternatives, investments, personal
prescriptive support (i.e., moral belief that
one ought to persist in a relationship),
and social prescriptive support (i.e., friends’
and family members’ support for persist-
ing). These authors found that although
all five measures were associated with
commitment, personal prescriptive support
(moral commitment) did not account for
unique variance beyond satisfaction, alter-
natives, investments, and social prescrip-
tive support.4 In contrast, in a longitudinal
study of persistence in long-distance dating
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relationships, Lydon et al. (1997) exam-
ined the power of enthusiastic commit-
ment (enthusiasm, enjoyment) and moral
commitment (obligation, duty) in predicting
relational perseverance. These authors found
that moral commitment, but not enthusi-
astic commitment, predicted the survival
of relationships. Thus, there is mixed sup-
port for the claim that moral commitment
accounts for unique variance in relational
processes. Further time and effort should be
dedicated to this issue.

Do Different Types of Commitment Yield
Differential Experiences?

There is a third noteworthy difference
among the models advanced by Levinger,
Rusbult, and Johnson: Johnson’s model pro-
poses that the three components of commit-
ment yield differential experiences (internal
vs. external, choice vs. constraint), sug-
gesting that the several types of com-
mitment should exert differential effects
on motivation. Whereas personal commit-
ment may lead Mary to sacrifice cheer-
fully on John’s behalf, structural com-
mitment may cause her to feel trapped
and resentful, thereby promoting neglect-
ful or destructive behaviors. Interestingly,
although Rusbult’s investment model does
not make direct claims regarding differ-
ences produced by varying combinations of
satisfaction, alternatives, and investments,
the theory on which the model is based
does advance such claims. Specifically, inter-
dependence theory distinguishes between
voluntary dependence (based on high sat-
isfaction) and nonvoluntary dependence
(based on low satisfaction, poor alterna-
tives), arguing that nonvoluntary depen-
dence should yield entrapment and resent-
ment (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). These
claims are compelling: Logically, it would
seem that unhappy-but-committed people
should differ meaningfully from happy-and-
committed people. In our search for relevant
empirical work, we located only two stud-
ies that revealed meaningful differences as a
product of different types of commitment:
Lydon et al. (1997) found that whereas

enthusiastic commitment was closely asso-
ciated with satisfaction, moral commit-
ment predicted increased investment and
the probability that relationships persisted;
in relationships that terminated, moral
commitment predicted negative affect and
symptoms of ill health. In addition, Frank
and Brandstatter (2002) found that whereas
approach commitment (attachment, identi-
fication with partner) was associated with
promotion focus (universalism, humanism)
and positive time spent with the partner,
avoidance commitment (investment, moral
obligation, prescriptive support) was asso-
ciated with prevention focus (security, con-
formity, tradition) and less frequent positive
affect. This issue, too, merits further empir-
ical investigation.

Empirical Tests of Brickman’s
Dialectical Model

As noted earlier, Brickman’s dialectical
model advances claims that differ quali-
tatively from those advanced by Levinger,
Rusbult, and Johnson. Few, if any, direct
tests of Brickman’s claims have been pub-
lished. At the same time, it is noteworthy
that dialectical phenomena are evident in
much of the published work on maintenance
mechanisms – work that is described briefly
here and reviewed more extensively else-
where (e.g., see Canary & Dainton, this vol-
ume). Paradoxically, the dialectical model
suggests that challenge and stress can serve
as a catalyst for strengthening commitment.
For example, when John and Mary must
choose between promoting their personal
interests versus the interests of their rela-
tionship, John’s decision to sacrifice his inter-
ests for the good of the relationship can
serve as an investment, thereby strength-
ening his commitment. Further, for exam-
ple, when Mary finds that she is attracted to
a tempting alternative, she may cognitively
derogate the alternative, thereby strength-
ening her commitment. As such, numer-
ous studies of relationship maintenance pro-
cesses provide indirect support for the spirit
of Brickman’s model: Uncertainty and doubt
induce cognitive integration in the form of
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positive illusion, which in turn strength-
ens relationships; conflicting needs provide
an occasion for partners to sacrifice on one
another’s behalf, which in turn strengthens
relationships; attraction to tempting alterna-
tives yields integration in the form of alter-
native derogation, which in turn strengthens
relationships (e.g., Johnson & Rusbult, 1989;
Murray & Holmes, 1999; Van Lange, Rusbult
et al., 1997).

Commitment Processes

In the following pages, we review princi-
ples and findings regarding important com-
mitment processes: Specifically, we exam-
ine work on the generalizability of com-
mitment effects, the role of commitment
in inducing prosocial maintenance behav-
iors, and the association of commitment
with trust. We also describe the process
by which commitment deteriorates and
review some contemporary trends, including
process-based models, work on the cognitive
and affective properties of commitment, and
findings regarding personal dispositions and
commitment.

Generalizability of Commitment
Phenomena

Earlier, we noted that relationships science
has been characterized by an excessive focus
on satisfaction level. The limitations of this
orientation are clear in work regarding abu-
sive relationships in that one of the more
puzzling aspects of abuse concerns why peo-
ple sometimes remain involved with vio-
lent partners. So long as researchers were
blinded by the traditional satisfaction focus
– by the assumption that partners persist
because they love one another and feel
happy with their relationship – this ques-
tion was difficult to answer. Researchers
tended to proffer answers emphasizing the
weakness or irrationality of the abused indi-
vidual. For example, abused women were
assumed to remain in their relationships
because they were masochistic, possessed
low self-esteem, or suffered learned help-
lessness (e.g., Shainess, 1979; Walker, 1979).

Once researchers recognized the importance
of commitment, it became evident that
abuse victims may remain in their relation-
ships because they are trapped – because
they have poor alternatives (especially eco-
nomic alternatives; e.g., limited financial
resources, poor employment options) or
because important investments bind them
to their partners (e.g., young children, joint
home ownership). Indeed, recent empiri-
cal work supports the claim that persistence
in abusive relationships is at least partially
attributable to poor alternatives and high
investments (e.g., Rusbult & Martz, 1995 ;
Straus & Gelles, 1990; Strube, 1988).

Other literatures, too, have been blinded
by the traditional satisfaction focus. For
example, until the early 1980s, organiza-
tional behavior researchers tended to assume
that employees remained with their jobs
largely due to job satisfaction. Here, too,
recent work has revealed that people may
remain with their jobs not only because they
enjoy high job satisfaction, but also – or
instead – because their employment alter-
natives are poor (e.g., few alternative jobs
in the region) or because numerous impor-
tant investments are linked to their jobs
(e.g., nonvested retirement programs; e.g.,
Farrell & Rusbult, 1981; Koslowsky, Caspy,
& Lazar, 1991; Meyer & Allen, 1997; Oliver,
1990; Rusbult & Farrell, 1983). The con-
sumer behavior literature, too, has recently
recognized that consumers may exhibit loy-
alty to a given brand not simply because they
find use of the brand to be satisfying, but also
because of poor alternatives or high invest-
ments (e.g., Beatty & Kahle, 1998; Coolsen,
2005 ; Fournier, 1998).

Commitment and Relationship
Maintenance Phenomena

Of course, strong commitment does not
magically cause relationships to persist.
Rather, commitment promotes adaptive
relationship-relevant acts, which in turn
cause relationships to persist. Researchers
frequently label these adaptive acts relation-
ship maintenance phenomena (see Canary &
Dainton, this volume). Some relationship
maintenance phenomena are cognitive
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maneuvers that support the decision to
persist. For example, people with strong
commitment shield themselves from attrac-
tive alternative partners by cognitively dero-
gating tempting alternatives (“he’s gorgeous
but dimwitted”; e.g., Johnson & Rusbult,
1989; Lydon, Meana, Sepinwall, Richards,
& Mayman, 1999; Miller, 1997; Simpson,
Gangestad, & Lerma, 1990). In a related
vein, people with strong commitment
react to periods of doubt or uncertainty by
cognitively enhancing their partners and
relationships: When Mary begins to worry
about the declining quality of her sex life,
she may react to such anxiety-generating
thoughts by (a) developing unrealistically
positive cognitions about John and their
relationship (e.g., distorting the extent
of John’s intelligence and warmth) and
(b) developing unrealistically negative
cognitions regarding other people’s relation-
ships (e.g., bringing to mind vivid accounts
of couple conflict or violence; e.g., Agnew,
Loving, & Drigotas, 2001; Arriaga, 2002 ;
Murray & Holmes, 1999; Murray, Holmes,
& Griffin, 1996; Rusbult, Van Lange,
Wildschut, Yovetich, & Verette, 2000).

Other relationship maintenance phe-
nomena are behavioral. To begin with, peo-
ple with strong commitment are inclined
to accommodate rather than retaliate when
their partners engage in potentially destruc-
tive behaviors; for example, when Mary says
something rude to John, he may control his
impulse to yell at her and instead simply
ask her whether she had a bad day at work
(e.g., Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998; Kilpatrick,
Bissonnette, & Rusbult, 2002 ; Rusbult et al.,
1991). In addition, committed people fre-
quently sacrifice their personal interests to
promote the interests of the partner and
relationship; for example, when John and
Mary are offered attractive jobs in distant
cities, one or both may forgo their pre-
ferred job so the two of them can live in
the same city (e.g., Powell & Van Vugt,
2003 ; Van Lange, Agnew et al., 1997; Van
Lange, Rusbult et al., 1997). Further, when
confronted with acts of betrayal, commit-
ted people exhibit greater tendencies to for-
give; for example, when Mary discovers that
John has lied to her about something impor-

tant, she may search for extenuating cir-
cumstances that help explain his behavior,
acknowledge the role that she may have
played in bringing about the lie, and find
her way to forgive John for the incident
(e.g., Cann & Baucom, 2004 ; Finkel, Rus-
bult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002 ; McCul-
lough et al., 1998).

Commitment and Trust:
Mutual Cyclical Growth

Maintenance acts such as accommodation
and sacrifice are beneficial not only because
they prevent the escalation of conflict and
yield better immediate outcomes, but also
because they help each partner recognize the
extent of the other’s commitment. For this
reason, the situations that call forth mainte-
nance acts – for example, situations in which
one person betrays the other or situations in
which partners’ preferences conflict – have
been termed diagnostic situations (Holmes &
Rempel, 1989; Kelley, 1983). Such situations
are “diagnostic” in that it is possible to dis-
cern the strength of another’s commitment
only in situations wherein the behavior that
benefits a relationship is at odds with the
behavior that would benefit the individual:
It is when John declines a job offer that
he very much wants to accept that Mary
can discern that he places the interests of
their relationship above his personal inter-
ests. When John declines a job offer that does
not interest him, Mary learns nothing about
his commitment.

Why are diagnostic situations important?
Confidence in a partner’s commitment is
reflected in trust, defined as the strength
of one’s conviction that the partner will
be responsive to one’s needs, now and
in the future (Holmes, 1989; Holmes &
Rempel, 1989). As such, one person’s trust
in the other is a rough gauge of the
strength of the other’s commitment; when
John behaves well in a diagnostic situa-
tion (i.e., he accommodates, forgives, sacri-
fices), Mary develops increased trust in John
(Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew,
1999). As people become increasingly trust-
ing, they become more willing to place
themselves in vulnerable positions relative to
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the partner by becoming increasingly depen-
dent – that is, they not only become more
satisfied with the relationship, but are also
more willing to drive away or derogate alter-
native partners (i.e., burn their bridges) and
invest in the relationship in material and
nonmaterial ways (i.e., throw in their lot
with the partner).

Thus, John’s increasing dependence yields
strengthened commitment, which in turn
causes him to exhibit a variety of proso-
cial maintenance acts. When Mary perceives
such acts, she develops increased trust in
John, which makes her more willing to
become dependent on him, which promotes
her own commitment and prosocial ten-
dencies, which in turn strengthen John’s
own dependence and commitment . . . and
so on, in a congenial pattern of mutual
cyclical growth (or mutual cyclical dete-
rioration, when circumstances go poorly).
Which comes first, commitment or trust?
In understanding real interaction in ongo-
ing relationships, causes and effects are not
so clearly distinguishable: In the context
of temporally extended interactions with
across-partner associations, John’s prosocial
motives and behaviors serve as the cause of
Mary’s enhanced trust; the products of her
enhanced trust serve as the cause of her own
strengthened commitment.

Deteriorating Commitment

Why does commitment decline? There are
no extant typologies of the causes of dete-
riorating commitment. However, just as
mutual cyclical growth describes a system
in which commitment flourishes, such a
model also provides insight into deterio-
rating commitment: To begin with, com-
mitment may deteriorate because satisfac-
tion level declines – John may no longer be
capable of gratifying Mary’s needs because
he changes or because Mary and her needs
change (e.g., she may become more con-
cerned with her intellectual needs while
John becomes a couch potato). Second,
Mary may encounter an alternative partner
who shows greater promise of fulfilling her
needs (e.g., a new colleague may be excep-
tionally attractive). Third, it may become

increasingly difficult to invest in the relation-
ship, in that over time, necessary investments
may become more effortful or costly (e.g., as
the partners’ interests evolve, it may become
more difficult to engage in shared activities).
Fourth, the partners may encounter diag-
nostic situations that extend beyond each
person’s relationship maintenance limits, in
terms of motivation or ability; for exam-
ple, they may confront conflicting interests
requiring sacrifices that are of too great a
magnitude (e.g., one wants to have children,
the other does not). Fifth, partners may fail
to perceive one another’s maintenance acts;
for example, Mary may be locked in her own
perspective and fail to perceive John’s gen-
erous, prosocial acts (e.g., she may be self-
absorbed, insecure). Sixth, specific events in
the relationship may rupture trust; for exam-
ple, John may become involved in a “mean-
ingless” extra-relationship involvement that
Mary simply cannot forgive.

Interestingly, the very real deterioration
of a relationship caused by one or more
of these processes tends to be accom-
panied by cognitive maneuvers that sup-
port the decision to end a relationship
(Rusbult et al., 2000). Specifically, the cog-
nitive maintenance processes described ear-
lier – tendencies to derogate alternatives
and enhance the present relationship – “go
into reverse,” thereby justifying the deci-
sion to terminate a relationship. Mary may
derogate John in relation to her available
alternatives (“he’s such a nebbish!”), she
may exhibit excessively positive assessments
of other people’s relationships (“my girl-
friends date men like Cary Grant!”), and she
may develop unrealistically positive beliefs
about her extra-relationship options (“I’d be
much happier without him, even if I were
on my own!”). Such cognitive maneuvers
help individuals “talk themselves out of”
their relationships, thereby rationalizing and
defending the decision to break ties with
a partner.

Other Commitment Processes

It is both a blessing and a curse that social
scientists have increasingly dedicated them-
selves to the study of commitment. In light
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of the volume and vitality of the commit-
ment literature – and in light of limits on
what we can achieve in the space of a sin-
gle chapter – it is not possible to compre-
hensively review the expanding literature
regarding commitment processes. However,
it is important to mention three contempo-
rary themes, if only in a cursory manner.
First, several models have been advanced
to provide a more fine-grained analysis of
the process by which commitment devel-
ops versus deteriorates. For example, above
and beyond level of satisfaction and linear
change in satisfaction, fluctuations in satis-
faction appear to play a key role in predicting
breakup (Arriaga, 2001). In addition, in pre-
dicting people’s decisions to remain in ver-
sus terminate their relationships, it is impor-
tant to understand the extent to which they
depend on their partners – in relation to the
broader social network – to gratify their most
important needs (e.g., needs for compan-
ionship, security, identity; Drigotas & Rus-
bult, 1992). Moreover, and as noted earlier,
research has recently begun to confirm the
proposition that commitment is not a unidi-
mensional construct; rather, different types
of commitment (approach vs. avoidance,
enthusiastic vs. moral) may exert differen-
tial effects on key relational criteria (both
motivational and behavioral criteria; Frank &
Brandstatter, 2002 ; Lydon et al., 1997).

Second, some contemporary work has
examined important cognitive and affective
properties of developing versus deteriorat-
ing commitment. For example, researchers
have studied the perceptual, cognitive, and
affective mental representation of commit-
ment (e.g., among the committed, cogni-
tive representations are characterized by
greater plural pronoun use; Agnew, Van
Lange, Rusbult, & Langston, 1998). In addi-
tion, the accessibility of commitment rep-
resentations plays a role in promoting (vs.
inhibiting) prosocial acts, in that accessi-
bility moderates the association of com-
mitment level with prosocial acts such
as accommodation, sacrifice, and persis-
tence (Etcheverry & Le, 2005). Researchers
have also examined cognitive–affective phe-
nomena such as the following: the rele-
vance of implemental versus deliberative

mind-set to predicting relationship survival
(Gagne & Lydon, 2001); the role of love
in motivating commitment-enhancing pro-
cesses (Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahl, & Smith,
2001); the interaction of commitment with
psychological threat in inducing jealousy
(Rydell, McConnell, & Bringle, 2004); and
the association of reasons for change in com-
mitment (norms, network effects) with the
speed and direction of change in relation-
ships (Surra, Arizzi, & Asmussen, 1988).
Importantly, romantic commitment serves
a terror-management function, helping us
cope with the anxiety and dread that oth-
erwise accompanies thoughts about death
(Florian, Mikulincer, & Hirschberger, 2002).

Third, some research has examined
important dispositional influences on com-
mitment. For example, narcissism appears
to be problematic in ongoing relationships
because narcissists more actively monitor
alternative partners, perceive that their alter-
natives are superior, and accordingly expe-
rience weaker commitment to their part-
ners (Campbell & Foster, 2002). Also, work
regarding neuroticism demonstrates that the
most problematic component of neuroti-
cism is depression and that depression influ-
ences relationships primarily via its impact
on attraction commitment (feeling less pos-
itive about one’s relationship), not via its
impact on constraint commitment (invest-
ing less, experiencing fewer barriers to
termination; Kurdek, 1997).

Conclusions

Directions for Future Research

We propose that several types of research
might enrich our understanding of impor-
tant commitment processes. To begin with,
and as noted earlier, it is important to con-
tinue studying the motivational and behav-
ioral consequences of varying types of com-
mitment – voluntary versus nonvoluntary
commitment, choice versus constraint com-
mitment, and moderation of component
effects by satisfaction level (cf. Johnson,
1991; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). In a related
vein, a good deal remains to be learned
about patterns of change in commitment; for
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example, we should attend more carefully to
the consequences of linear versus nonlinear
change in commitment as well as the impact
of direction of change in combination with
rate of change and fluctuations in level
(cf. Kurdek, 2003). In addition, it is impor-
tant to note that although we have learned a
good deal about the cognitive concomitants
of commitment, we know far less about its
emotional or affective properties (cf. Frijda,
1988). And of course, it is important to rec-
ognize that humans are fundamentally social
animals: We have always lived in groups;
few phenomena are more “interpersonal”
than human mating. Accordingly, it might
be fruitful to examine predictions inspired
by an evolutionary analysis (e.g., loyalty-
relevant emotions, changing reproductive
capacity, reactions to betrayal; cf. Kenrick
& Trost, 2000; Ridley, 1996). In this regard,
we believe that social neuroscience tech-
niques might reveal theoretically meaningful
physiological components of commitment
phenomena (cf. Cacioppo, 2002).

Summary

The purpose of this chapter was to review
the theoretical and empirical literature
regarding commitment. Toward this goal,
we introduced four prominent theories
of commitment (those of Levinger, Rus-
bult, Johnson, and Brickman) and reviewed
empirical work relevant to assessing the
validity of these models. We also discussed
the generalizability of commitment effects,
outlined the role of commitment in promot-
ing prosocial maintenance acts, described
the interplay of one partner’s commitment
with the other’s trust, and discussed the pro-
cesses by which commitment deteriorates.
Finally, we briefly reviewed important con-
temporary themes in the commitment litera-
ture, including novel process-based models,
work on the cognitive and affective prop-
erties of commitment, and analyses of dis-
positional effects on commitment. It is our
hope that this review may encourage other
researchers to depart from the rather exclu-
sive emphasis on positive affect that charac-
terized early work in relationships science.

We also hope that this review may high-
light the central role of commitment in pro-
moting benevolent behavior, positive moti-
vation, and tenacious persistence, thereby
inviting further theoretical and empirical
work regarding this critical property of ongo-
ing relationships.

Footnotes

1. This body of work may well have been inspired
by broader sociopolitical events, such as the
Cold War arms race, or U.S. military involve-
ment in Vietnam. Of course, we do not wish to
suggest that the models of Levinger, Rusbult,
and Johnson were directly inspired by events
such as the Vietnam War. The point to be made
is that during the 1960s and 1970s, a fascina-
tion with unjustified persistence was “in the
air” from a scientific point of view.

2 . The notion that the repeated experience of a
given positive event will produce an increase
in expectations – yielding reductions in the
affective “power” of that event – is implicit
in many psychological principles, including the
concepts of satiation, declining marginal util-
ity, and comparison level. Thus, the first bite
of a chocolate bar is delicious, the second bite
is tasty . . . and the sixth bite is merely good.

3 . At the same time, these studies frequently
assessed key variables using global attitudinal
measures that were unrelated to the present
relationship; for example, they assessed atti-
tudes about the morality of divorce irrespec-
tive of the morality of divorce in the present
relationship. It is perhaps not surprising that
global attitudinal items such as these do not
cluster with items that explicitly assess phe-
nomena specific to the present relationship.

4 . Of course, Johnson might argue that this study
constitutes an invalid test of his claims, in that
the criterion employed in this work was a vari-
able that he would construe as a measure of
personal commitment. (From the point of view
of his model, there is no basis for predicting
that moral commitment and personal commit-
ment should be significantly associated.)
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Intimacy in Personal Relationships

Jean-Philippe Laurenceau
Brighid M. Kleinman

Intimacy is a term that is inextricably
tied to personal relationships and linked
to the formation, maintenance, and disso-
lution of personal relationships. Our need
as human beings to establish and main-
tain intimate attachments and connections
with others has been identified as a fun-
damental human motivation (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995 ; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Relation-
ship researchers have investigated the role of
intimacy in interpersonal relationships and
several definitions and operationalizations
of intimacy exist in the personal relation-
ships literature (e.g., Argyle & Dean, 1965 ;
Chelune, Robinson, & Kommor, 1984 ; Fisher
& Stricker, 1982 ; Fruzzetti & Jacobson, 1990;
Hatfield, 1984 , 1988; McAdams, 1985 , 1988;
Patterson, 1976, 1982 ; Schaefer & Olson,
1981; Waring, 1984). These conceptualiza-
tions vary greatly and reflect the particu-
lar perspective on relationships taken by the
particular researcher or theorist (Perlman &
Fehr, 1987). Although each perspective has
demonstrated explanatory power in its own
right, theory and research on intimacy has
lacked an overall conceptual model, leading
some to refer to intimacy as the “proverbial

elephant” in the field of personal relation-
ships, pieces of which relationship scientists
in one way or another are all trying to grab
(Acitelli & Duck, 1987).

Probably the first person to refer to
the concept of intimacy as reflected within
the current chapter is Harry Stack Sulli-
van (1953) who observed that “the develop-
mental epoch of preadolescence is marked
by . . . the manifestation of the need for inter-
personal intimacy” (p. 246). Sullivan argued
that beginning at about 9 or 10 years of
age, children demonstrate a important inter-
personal shift, from desiring the compan-
ionship and attention of others to desir-
ing the companionship and attention of a
particular other. Other early work by Erik
Erikson (1963) points to the developmen-
tal “crisis” stage of intimacy versus isola-
tion. Erikson argued that the capacity for
true intimacy occurs in the mid-20s when
the individual forms a stable identity and is
able to disclose personally revealing informa-
tion. Other early writing on intimacy also
tended to focus on self-disclosure as the pri-
mary pathway to intimacy (Altman & Taylor,
1973). From this point in its history, the
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literature on intimacy has shown dramatic
growth and has developed into an area of
inquiry that moved from theoretical propo-
sitions to specific hypothesis testing using
data collected from relationship partners.

The overarching purpose of this chapter
is to provide a selective but comprehensive
review of the theoretical and empirical liter-
ature on intimacy in personal relationships.
With this in mind, our specific goals consist
of reviewing existing conceptualizations of
intimacy, noting some of the empirical
work on intimacy and related processes,
and identifying directions that warrant fur-
ther theoretical and empirical attention. To
accomplish this, we draw work from the
many subdisciplines that make up relation-
ship science (e.g., psychology, communica-
tion, sociology). A central assumption in our
analysis is that intimacy is best conceptu-
alized as a personal, subjective (and often
momentary) sense of connectedness that is
the outcome of an interpersonal, transac-
tional process consisting of self-disclosure
and partner responsiveness (Laurenceau,
Rivera, Schaffer, & Pietromonaco, 2004 ;
Prager, 1995).

Approaches Toward Conceptualizing
Intimacy

A review of the literature suggests that exist-
ing theories, conceptualizations, and defini-
tions of intimacy differ in their focus on locus
of intimacy, determinants of intimacy, and
the temporal nature of intimacy (Acitelli &
Duck, 1987).

Locus of Intimacy

Locus refers to the level of analysis that is
utilized when investigating intimacy. Defi-
nitions of intimacy tend to place the locus
of intimacy on a continuum from a focus on
individuals, to interactions that involve indi-
viduals, to relationships that emerge from
interactions. Varying the focus of locus, inti-
macy has been conceptualized as either a
quality of persons, a quality of interactions,
or a quality of relationships. Although these

three perspectives on intimacy may differ
in the emphasis of locus, the conceptual-
izations in this section suggest that per-
sons, interactions, and relationships are given
varying degrees of attention.

intimacy as a quality of persons

As a quality of persons, intimacy has been
described as a motivation, reflecting the
needs of the individual. This perspective
posits intimacy as a dispositional character-
istic on which people demonstrate individ-
ual differences. Considering the distinction
made between personality traits, schemas,
and motives as dispositional characteris-
tics (McAdams, 1984 ; McClelland, 1981),
need for intimacy is best categorized as
a motive.

Motives refer to the “why” that underlies
an individual’s behaviors and experiences
and may be best understood as affective–
experiential preferences that direct and
guide behavior (McAdams, 1984). One of
the primary human motives that consis-
tently emerges in interpersonal relationships
is that of communion, or intimacy (Bakan,
1966; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The identifica-
tion of intimacy as a motivational force can
be seen in the work of Harry Stack Sulli-
van (1953), where he ascribed tantamount
importance to the need for intimacy in the
development of the self-concept and self-
esteem in children and adolescents. His dis-
cussion of intimacy best places it as a need
to be met through a reciprocally validat-
ing, interpersonal relationship, although he
described intimacy as “that type of situation
involving two people which permits valida-
tion of all components of personal worth”
(Sullivan, 1953 , p. 246). When individu-
als are not able to satisfy their basic needs
for intimacy in their interpersonal rela-
tionships, they experience anxiety, which
may lead to the eventual development of
psychopathology.

Intimacy motivation is more explic-
itly defined as the recurrent preference
or drive for experiences of warm, close,
and communicative interaction with oth-
ers (McAdams, 1985). Thus, intimacy exists
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between people, whereas intimacy motiva-
tion exists within each person. This moti-
vation is believed to represent a stable per-
sonality component on which individuals
can differ. McAdams focused on the impor-
tance of individuals’ intimacy motive to pre-
dicting “intimate” interactions and behav-
iors with others. Research has demonstrated
that individual differences in motivations
toward intimacy have resulted in predic-
tions of intimate thoughts and behavior.
In one longitudinal study, those high in
intimacy motivation, relative to low scor-
ers, reported greater marital enjoyment and
personal adjustment (McAdams & Valliant,
1982). Moreover, individuals high in inti-
macy motivation spend more time during
the day thinking about people and inter-
personal relationships, talking with other
people, and express more positive affect
in interactions than individuals low in
intimacy motivation (McAdams & Cons-
tantian, 1983).

intimacy as a quality of interactions

Intimacy can also be defined by what occurs
in an interpersonal interaction. As a qual-
ity of interactions, intimacy has been con-
ceptualized as an equilibrium level based on
a process of behavioral exchanges. Argyle
and Dean (1965) suggested that in any given
interaction, there is a desired or comfort-
able level of intimacy that exists between
individuals. Intimacy is reflected by behav-
iors such as increasing or decreasing interper-
sonal distance, making eye contact, or smil-
ing. If one member of the couple were to
engage in a behavior that would increase
intimacy to a level beyond that which is
desired or comfortable for the partner, a state
of disequilibrium would occur. Interactants
adjust their behaviors, usually through some
form of approaching or distancing behavior,
to maintain a comfortable level of closeness
(Argyle & Dean, 1965). Some research has
found, however, that increases in intimate
behaviors were followed not by a decrease
in these behaviors by the partner, but with a
corresponding increase in intimate behavior
by the partner (e.g., Chapman, 1975).

In an attempt to account for the possi-
bility of either increasing or decreasing inti-
mate behaviors in response to a change in
the intimacy equilibrium, Patterson (1976)
proposed the inclusion of a process in which
individuals engage in cognitive labeling of a
perceived change in arousal resulting from a
perceived change in behavioral intimacy on
the part of a partner. Consistent with the
view of intimacy being a quality of inter-
actions, this arousal model of interpersonal
intimacy suggests that when an individual
perceives a change in his or her partner’s
behavioral intimacy, the individual will per-
ceive the change as either positively or neg-
atively valenced. If the perceived change
in arousal is positively valenced, the model
would predict a reciprocation of the part-
ner’s behavior in the form of behaviors that
increase closeness. If the perceived change
in arousal is negatively valenced, the model
would predict a distancing behavior that
will compensate for the partner’s change
in behavioral intimacy. The arousal model
of intimacy has received mixed empirical
support, leading to a subsequent refinement
of the model by including the functions of
patterns of behavioral exchanges (Patterson,
1982 , 1984).

From a more clinical perspective, some
researchers have developed a conceptualiza-
tion of intimacy based on the observations
of behavior patterns in married couples.
Fruzzetti and Jacobson (1990) indicated that
although couples who seek marital ther-
apy often describe their relationship prob-
lems as a loss of closeness or connection,
an astute observer will note that indica-
tors of these complaints lie in their pattern
of behavioral exchanges. Intimacy may be
understood as involving arousal–interaction
feedback cycles that result in either conflict
escalation–couple disengagement or conflict
de-escalation–couple engagement (Fruzzetti
& Jacobson, 1990). This behavioral concep-
tualization of intimacy posits the interaction
of physiological arousal levels and behavioral
interactions that lead to increased positive
emotional experience, closeness, and under-
standing that may become reciprocally rein-
forcing. If spouses can learn that engaging in
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couple interactions often leads to the result
of conflict resolution and closeness, they may
begin to predict that future interactions will
likely result in the same, encouraging trust
and vulnerability. It should be noted that
approaches to intimacy that focus on cou-
ple interaction also appear to include a per-
son quality in that spouses may differ in
their preferred or desired level of intimacy.
Thus, each partner’s desired level of inti-
macy will influence the exchange of behav-
iors in the direction that results in a range
of comfort.

intimacy as a quality of relationships

Some theorists and researchers have dis-
cussed the use of intimacy as a description of
the quality of a particular type or set of rela-
tionships. For example, Schaefer and Olson
(1981) considered an intimate relationship as
one in which individuals in a couple share
experiences across a variety of areas and
in which the experiences and relationship
will continue over time. These shared areas
of intimacy include social, emotional, intel-
lectual, sexual, and recreational. Moreover,
Waring and his colleagues (Waring, 1984 ;
Waring & Reddon, 1983) defined an intimate
relationship as consisting of eight facets: con-
flict resolution (the ability to resolve differ-
ences of opinion), affection (the expression
of emotional closeness), cohesion (commit-
ment to the relationship), sexuality (mutual
fulfillment of sexual needs), identity (self-
confidence and self-esteem), compatibil-
ity (ability to work and play together),
expressiveness (self-disclosure of thoughts,
beliefs, and attitudes), and autonomy (inde-
pendence from family of origin). Another
approach toward intimacy as a property of
relationships comes from the application
of equity theory to relationships (Walster,
Walster, & Berscheid, 1978). Equity theory
suggests that individuals attempt to maxi-
mize their outcomes in their relationships,
in which outcomes are equal to rewards
minus costs. Thus, the couple as a whole
will attempt to maximize their collective
rewards so long as the ratio between each
member’s costs and rewards is equal. Inti-

mate relationships have been viewed as ones
that are characterized by relationship equity
(Hatfield, Traupmann, Sprecher, Utne, &
Hay, 1985).

In general, intimate relationships are ones
in which intimate interactions occur on a
regular and consistent basis (Prager, 1995).
An important distinction should be made
between interactions and relationships when
highlighting their link to intimacy. An inter-
action lasts as long as the behavior omitted
by of each member of the dyad and can
occur outside the context of a previously
formed relationship. Specifically, intimate
interactions are those that consist of both
intimate behaviors and intimate experiences
(Prager, 1995). Relationships, on the other
hand, persist beyond specific interactions
and the presence of any observable behav-
iors. Repeated intimate interactions produce
“by-products” that become stable charac-
teristics of intimate relationships and con-
tribute to the judgment of a relationship as
intimate or not (Duck & Sants, 1983 ; Prager,
1995). At least three relationship character-
istics should be included in the definition
of an intimate relationship: sustained affec-
tion, mutual trust, and partner cohesiveness
(Prager, 1995). These three characteristics
are not only a result of intimate interactions
but also are needed to maintain and sus-
tain interactions in a relationship. Somehow,
these interactions over the history of the
relationship contribute to the global judg-
ment of the relationship as intimate or non-
intimate. These observations point to the
following conclusion: The degree of con-
nectedness that may exist across interac-
tions in an intimate relationship may wax
and wane.

This disagreement over the locus of inti-
macy is reminiscent of the classic person–
situation debate in personality and social
psychology where the determinants of
behavior were thought to reside either
within the person or within the situation.
It is now commonly accepted that behav-
ior emerges from the interaction of both
the person and the situation (Berscheid,
1999; Kenrick & Funder, 1988; Mischel &
Shoda, 1998).
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The Determinants of Intimacy

self-disclosure

Perlman and Fehr (1987) review several
operationalizations and definitions of inti-
macy, all of which appear to have at least one
aspect in common – a feeling of closeness
developing from a communication process
between partners. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that self-disclosure has traditionally
been considered an important component
and index of intimacy. Self-disclosure (see
Greene, Derlega, & Mathews, this volume)
refers to the verbal communication of per-
sonally relevant information, thoughts, and
feelings to another and has been implicated
as an important factor in the development
of intimacy between individuals (Derlega,
Metts, Petronio, & Margulis, 1993 ; Jourard,
1971). In Altman and Taylor’s (1973) theory
of social penetration, self-disclosure plays a
central role in their proposed model of the
development of intimacy in relationships.
Individuals can influence the evolution of
an emerging relationship by adjusting the
breadth (the number of topics disclosed) and
the depth of their self-disclosure (the degree
of personal relevance). In addition, nonver-
bal behaviors (e.g., gaze, touch, body ori-
entation) are expressions that can augment
and interact with verbal self-disclosures
to influence intimacy in a relationship
(Patterson, 1984).

Intimacy and self-disclosure, however, are
not synonymous constructs. Self-disclosure
is an important part of the process of engag-
ing in intimate interactions and developing
intimate relationships but does not com-
pletely capture the phenomenon of inti-
macy (Reis & Patrick, 1996). Studies have
suggested that self-disclosure is a related,
but conceptually different, construct from
intimacy (Laurenceau, Feldman Barrett, &
Pietromonaco, 1998; Laurenceau, Feldman
Barrett, & Rovine, 2005). Self-disclosure
has been found to account for just below
half of the variance in ratings of cou-
ples’ level of intimacy (Waring & Chelune,
1983). Nevertheless, some investigations and
definitions of self-disclosure treat them as
largely equivalent constructs. For example,

Morton (1978) suggested a useful distinction
between descriptive disclosures and evalua-
tive disclosures in which descriptive referred
to disclosure of private facts and informa-
tion and evaluative refers to disclosure of
feeling, opinion, and judgment. In discussing
these dimensions, however, she referred to
these types of expressions as both “disclo-
sures” and “intimacy.” Disclosure reciprocity
plays an important role in the acquaintance
process in which there is a strong demand
for more immediate replies from a part-
ner (Archer, 1979). Immediate reciprocity
becomes less important as a relationship pro-
gresses, suggesting that other aspects of a
partner’s response may become more impor-
tant as relationships grow.

responsiveness

Although self-disclosure is central to the
development of intimate relationships, some
researchers have pointed to another variable,
responsiveness, to help explain the devel-
opment of intimacy in relationships. Miller
and Berg (1984) stated that “responsiveness
can be viewed as the extent to which and
the way in which one participant’s actions
address the previous actions, communica-
tions, needs, or wishes of another partici-
pant in that interaction” (p. 191). To con-
tribute to the development of intimacy in a
relationship, an individual’s responses have
to demonstrate concern for the discloser. A
response must be sincere and immediate,
capture the content of the original commu-
nication, and meet the need of the discloser
(Berg, 1987). Responsiveness has been found
to play an important role in disclosure reci-
procity, liking, and closeness in relationships
(Berg & Archer, 1982). Recently, researchers
have conceptualized responsiveness as a pro-
cess whereby a person communicates under-
standing, validation, and caring in response
to a partner’s self-disclosure (Reis & Patrick,
1996; Reis & Shaver, 1988).

perceived partner responsiveness

As noted, partner responsiveness occurs
when the listener’s communication add-
resses the needs, wishes, or actions of the
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speaker (Berg, 1987; Davis, 1982 ; Miller &
Berg, 1984). Some theorists, most notably
Sullivan (1953), viewed perceptions of part-
ner responsiveness as necessary in devel-
oping and sustaining intimate relationships,
and ultimately mental health. In personal
relationships, receiving validation and accep-
tance can often take on a self-esteem main-
taining or protective function, in that indi-
viduals often seek to confirm their self-
concept through the responses of others
(Sullivan, 1953). Reis and Shaver (1988)
argued that the speaker’s perception and
judgment of the listener’s response as under-
standing, validating, and caring are impor-
tant factors in the experience of inti-
macy, above and beyond the listener’s
actual responsiveness. Although a listener’s
response may be a genuine attempt to be
understanding, validating, and caring, the
speaker may not perceive the response as
such. Ultimately, the extent to which a
partner’s responsiveness contributes to feel-
ings of intimacy should be dependent on
the speaker’s perceptions of the quality of
the partner’s response (Laurenceau et al.,
2004). Perceived partner responsiveness is
posited to be a relationship construct that
has been strongly implicated in several cen-
tral relationship processes, including trust,
comittment, and intimacy (Reis, Clark, &
Holmes, 2004).

Temporal Aspects of Intimacy

Intimacy has been conceptualized as both
a state and a process. Temporal stability is
the important factor in this distinction, with
a state being static and a process reflect-
ing movement or fluctuation through time.
Intimacy as a state can be viewed as a
goal or product of a relationship (Duck &
Sants, 1983). Once achieved, intimacy can
be thought to remain relatively constant and
always present in the relationship. For exam-
ple, once a couple gets married, the relation-
ship can be considered to reflect a higher
level of intimacy compared with other types
of relationships. Most likely, intimate rela-
tionships have some stable defining charac-
teristics to be distinguished from noninti-

mate relationships. For example, an intimate
relationship is one that is characterized by
a high frequency of intimate behaviors and
experiences (Prager, 1995). Models of inti-
macy as an equilibrium suggest that there is
a state quality to intimacy that the couple as
a whole is attempting to maintain through
mutually influencing behaviors (Argyle &
Dean, 1965 ; Patterson, 1982).

Nevertheless, most researchers who study
intimacy suggest that it is best thought of as
a process in constant development and vari-
able over time (Duck & Sants, 1983 ; Lau-
renceau et al., 2004 ; Prager, 1995 ; Reis &
Shaver, 1988). Thus, particular interactions
over the course of the relationship can be
experienced as either intimate or not. Mod-
els of intimacy must account for both its
static and variable qualities. Although a par-
ticular interaction can be appraised as inti-
mate, a relationship is made up of multi-
ple interactions that are somehow “digested”
and contribute to overall evaluations and
judgments about the partner and the rela-
tionship itself (Chelune et al., 1984 ; Duck &
Sants, 1983).

Decisions about the temporal nature of
intimacy have definite implications for its
measurement. Most, if not all, definitions
of intimacy that have been reviewed in this
chapter indicate that it is part of a process.
However, several methods of measuring inti-
macy do not appear to capture this impor-
tant temporal aspect. Cross-sectional self-
report measures of intimacy can only reflect
the more global view of the individual taken
at one point in time. Nevertheless, authors of
self-report measures have attempted to eval-
uate process aspects of intimacy using global
scales (e.g., Schaefer & Olson, 1981; Waring,
1984). To tap into the variable nature of inti-
macy, we argue that measurements should
ideally be taken at multiple points over time
(Laurenceau & Bolger, in press).

Toward an Integrated Model of Intimacy

Some in the field of personal relationships
have called for an integrated model of inti-
macy that captures and coalesces the multi-
ple perspectives on this construct generated
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by previous theorists and researchers. To
advance our understanding of intimacy,
a theory must move toward integrating
and developing a conceptualization that
embraces all aspects of the phenomenon
rather than fostering competition or exclu-
sion. One model of intimacy, originally pro-
posed by Reis and Shaver (1988), and later
expanded (Reis & Patrick, 1996), provides a
conceptualization of intimacy that encom-
passes its individual, interactional, and rela-
tionship qualities; incorporates its multiple
components; addresses its temporal nature;
and explicitly guides operationalization and
measurement.

According to Reis and Shaver (1988),
intimacy is an interpersonal, transactional
process with two principal components:
self-disclosure and partner responsiveness.
Intimacy can be initiated when one per-
son communicates personally relevant and
revealing information to another person.
Expressions may also be nonverbal in nature,
standing as communications in their own
right or amplifying verbal disclosures and
behaviors (Keeley & Hart, 1994). For the
intimacy process to continue, the listener
must emit emotions, expressions, and behav-
iors that are both responsive to the specific
content of the disclosure and convey accep-
tance, validation, and caring toward the indi-
vidual disclosing. For the interaction to be
experienced as intimate by the discloser, he
or she must perceive both the descriptive
qualities (understanding of content) and
evaluative qualities (validation and caring) of
the response.

In addition, the interpersonal process of
intimacy, as a series of reciprocal disclo-
sures occurring within the context of mutual
partner responsiveness, can be influenced
by individual differences such as personal
needs, goals, and motives (Laurenceau et
al., 2004 ; Reis & Patrick, 1996). For exam-
ple, individuals high in intimacy motiva-
tion would be more likely to self-disclose
and seek validation and acceptance from
partners (McAdams, 1985). In an experi-
ence sampling study examining perceptions
immediately following social interactions
(Tidwell, Reis, & Shaver 1996), individu-

als with avoidant attachment styles reported
less disclosure in their interactions with
opposite-sex partners than those with secure
and ambivalent attachment styles. More-
over, a consistent finding is that individuals
with an insecure attachment style are less
responsive than more securely attached indi-
viduals according to both objective third-
party ratings and subjective reports (Collins
& Feeney, 2004).

While the role of individual differences
is acknowledged, the interpersonal process
model of intimacy maintains a large focus
on what specifically takes place in the inter-
action between partners (Acitelli & Duck,
1987; Berscheid, 1999). The model acknowl-
edges that intimate relationships consist of
repeated intimate interactions over time that
contribute to more global evaluations of
the quality of the relationship. For exam-
ple, an individual’s interpretation, assimi-
lation, and expectations of repeated inti-
mate interactions give rise to a general
perception about relationships as satisfy-
ing, meaningful, and trustworthy (Prager,
1995 ; Reis, 1994). A methodological impli-
cation of a process model of intimacy is
that it may be important to study the pro-
cess by assessing self-disclosure and partner
responsiveness repeatedly over time within a
relationship.

A process view of intimacy also allows
for a conceptual distinction between inti-
macy and other well-studied relationship
constructs, such as relationship satisfaction,
commitment, and trust. Although intimacy
and satisfaction in personal relationships are
linked, we argue they are not synonymous
constructs when viewed over the course
of time in a relationship. Intimacy is theo-
rized to fluctuate from interaction to inter-
action based on the degree to which com-
ponents of the intimacy process are present
in the interaction. Satisfaction, on the other
hand, should demonstrate greater stability
from interaction to interaction. Intimacy
and satisfaction may be difficult to sepa-
rate when assessed cross-sectionally, under-
lying the importance of tapping the intimacy
process over time within a relationship. We
believe that these two constructs become
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separable when assessed over time where
we would expect much greater moment-to-
moment variability in intimacy than in sat-
isfaction.

Some Critiques of Past Research
and Future Directions

The existing work on intimacy that we have
reviewed thus far is not without its limita-
tions. In the remainder of this chapter, we
discuss three issues that we believe have
not been adequately addressed by existing
research on intimacy in personal relation-
ships. First, we discuss the individualistic
view on intimacy in relationships that per-
vades many modern conceptions of inti-
macy. Second, we highlight the minor role
that nonverbal (compared with verbal) com-
munication has played in the literature on
intimacy in personal relationships. Last, we
explore the idea that individuals fluctu-
ate between desiring more and less inti-
macy, leading us to propose a self-regulation
framework for understanding variability
in intimacy.

An Individualistic View of Intimacy

A notable tenet of existing models of inti-
macy (Reis & Shaver, 1988; Prager, 1995) is
that intimacy is achieved when Partner A
self-discloses and feels validated, cared for,
and understood by Partner B’s attempts at
responsiveness. Although we agree that this
model describes the intimacy process, we
believe that in many ways it is decidedly
one-sided. Is the experience of intimacy only
achieved when one feels that a relationship
partner is responding to one’s needs? We
argue that an individual may experience inti-
macy while providing understanding, care,
and validation, as well as while receiving it.
In other words, Partner B’s feelings of inti-
macy may match Partner A’s, even though
A is the one being validated.

One type of important personal relation-
ship that exemplifies this broader interpreta-
tion of intimacy is the parent–child relation-
ship. Typically, responsiveness is provided

by the parent to the child in response to
expressed or latent needs. Young children
are usually unable to provide the under-
standing, caring, and validation to a parent
that might be the hallmark of adult intimate
interactions as described in the earlier sec-
tions of this chapter. Yet despite the lack of
caregiving from the child’s side, parents still
describe relationships with their children as
intimate and report feelings of intimacy from
interacting with them. Therefore, the act of
caregiving itself can be a determinant of inti-
macy in addition to the receipt of caregiving.
This form of responsive caregiving reflects
the attachment and bonding that commonly
occurs between parents and their children
(Bowlby, 1982).

The therapist–client relationship may also
be an example of a largely one-sided inti-
macy process. Although there are excep-
tions, many therapists do not engage in
self-revealing disclosure with their clients,
and clients do not attempt to validate
their therapists. Yet often therapists report
feelings of intimacy toward their clients
(Fisher & Stricker, 1982). This likely occurs
because effective therapists carefully track
their clients’ needs and use interventions
that reflect responsiveness to clients’ goals
for behavior change (Bordin, 1979). If an
exclusive focus on providing responsiveness
produces intimacy in both the parent–child
and the therapist–client relationship, then
this aspect may generalize to other types of
personal relationships. It is unclear to what
degree the responder experiences intimacy
following provision of responsiveness when
compared to the recipient’s experience of
intimacy.

It is also important to note that the indi-
vidualistic characterization of the intimacy
process may only apply to Western cultures,
in which individualism is pervasive in many
aspects of life (Myers, 2000). In Eastern cul-
tures, in which collectivism is the ubiquitous
attitude, the act of providing responsiveness
and caregiving may be more important to
feelings of connectedness and intimacy than
receiving care (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Moreover, some two thirds of individuals
in the world reside in collectivist countries



intimacy in personal relationships 645

where social norms revolve around meeting
the other’s needs and playing expected social
roles (Triandis, 1995). Regarding intimacy
processes, the central question in individu-
alist cultures may be, “Do I feel understood,
validated, and cared for by my partner in
this interaction?”, but perhaps the question
in collectivist cultures is “Am I meeting my
partner’s needs in this interaction?” The spe-
cific determinants and processes reflective of
intimacy in non-Western cultural contexts is
an important direction for future research.

Nonverbal Communication in Intimacy

A common thread through most models of
intimacy is the central role of communi-
cation between relationship partners. Close
relationship researchers have had much to
say on the topics of self-disclosure and
partner responsiveness, believed to be cen-
tral components of the intimacy process
(e.g., Altman & Taylor, 1973 ; Laurenceau
et al., 2004 ; Reis & Patrick, 1996; Reis &
Shaver, 1988). The majority of this work
has focused on verbal communication. The
purpose of this section is to argue that
nonverbal communication, although largely
neglected, plays a crucial role in the intimacy
process. First, nonverbal cues and behav-
ior provide valuable clues about couples’
interaction patterns and relationship out-
comes. Second, nonverbal communication
may actually be equally or more impor-
tant in the self-disclosure process than ver-
bal communication. Finally, the concept of
nonverbal skill may be important in learn-
ing why couples may not understand each
other or respond appropriately in intimate
interactions.

nonverbal cues in intimate relationships

Nonverbal cues have been thought to con-
tribute to intimacy in two ways. First, they
communicate specific emotional messages,
which may stand alone or be considered
along with concurrent verbal messages. Sec-
ond, nonverbal cues may intensify emotions
that are experienced during intimate inter-
actions (Argyle & Dean, 1965 ; Keeley &
Hart, 1994 ; Patterson, 1982). There have

been many examples of both of these non-
verbal processes in the literature. Reflecting
the former, Patterson (1984) has shown that
nonverbal behaviors such as gaze, touch, and
posture interact with verbal expressions to
affect the development of intimate interac-
tions. Reflecting the latter, nonverbal cues
can increase the likelihood of an intimate
outcome, whereas others may decrease the
possibility. Specifically, smiling, eye contact,
and physical proximity tend to engross the
listener, especially if the behaviors amplify
the speaker’s words (Argyle & Dean, 1965 ;
Patterson, 1984).

Gender differences in nonverbal behav-
iors may also contribute important infor-
mation to the intimacy process. Compared
with men, women tend to smile more, use
more eye contact, and generally communi-
cate more emotion in their faces and pos-
tures (Hall, 1984). These findings suggest
that women may be better at expressing
their emotions and communicating their
intended message. Observational studies
have shown that husbands and wives use dif-
ferent nonverbal behaviors when delivering
positive and negative messages (Noller, 1982 ;
Noller & Gallois, 1986). In one study, across
both genders, positive expressions tended to
involve four behaviors: open smiles, closed
smiles, eyebrow raises, and forward leans.
Negative behaviors usually involved a frown
and an eyebrow furrow (Noller & Gallois,
1986). Assessing behavior by gender, how-
ever, the authors discovered that women
were much more likely to use the behaviors
common to positive messages while deliv-
ering verbal communications, whereas men
more often used ambiguous signals (e.g.,
eyebrow flash). For negative verbal mes-
sages, women tended to frown, whereas men
were more likely to use an eyebrow raise –
a signal that is more commonly used to
accompany positive verbal messages. Thus,
the authors concluded that wives’ verbal
and nonverbal messages were more congru-
ent than those of their husbands. As Noller
(1992) noted in a review of this and related
work, “Is it any wonder, then, that husbands
had difficulty getting across their positive
messages . . . ?” (p. 47).
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nonverbal communication in the

self-disclosure process

Self-disclosure is often described as solely
a spoken process: the verbal communica-
tion of personal information, thoughts, and
emotions (Laurenceau et al., 2004). In fact,
Reis and Patrick (1996) explicitly broad-
ened the self-disclosure component of the
interpersonal process model to include “self-
expression,” reflecting both verbal and non-
verbal revelation of self-relevant informa-
tion and feelings. Other researchers also
include nonverbal communication in the
self-disclosure construct (Chelune et al.,
1984). Although verbal messages are often
the focus of disclosure research, nonverbal
messages also play a crucial role.

Self-disclosures have been classified into
two types: factual–descriptive (e.g., personal
information, such as the number of one’s
siblings) versus emotional–evaluative (e.g.,
feelings about those siblings; Morton, 1978;
Reis & Patrick, 1996). Emotional disclo-
sures have been shown to be more impor-
tant to intimate interactions because they
encourage the knowledge, understanding,
and validation of the inner aspects of the
self (Laurenceau et al., 2004 ; Reis & Patrick,
1996). Because it has been established that
the communication of emotional informa-
tion is essential, we must therefore consider
how it occurs. Although some part of that
communication is verbal (Reis & Patrick,
1996), a much larger part of it is nonver-
bal. Research has shown that more emo-
tional information is transmitted nonver-
bally than verbally (Mehrabian, 1968). For
example, a frown or sad smile may be more
poignant than a direct statement about one’s
sadness. Also, such statements carry more
meaning if accompanied by the appropri-
ate nonverbal signal of a frown rather than a
smile. Nonverbal cues are often better indi-
cators of feelings, emotions, and attitudes
than are words (Feldman, Phillippot, &
Custrini, 1991; Friedman, 1979a; Rosenthal,
Hall, DiMatteo, Rogers, & Archer, 1979). In
fact, when there is a discrepancy between
verbal and nonverbal messages, people tend
to believe the nonverbal ones (Bugental,
Daswan, & Love, 1970).

Certain properties of nonverbal commu-
nication contribute to its subtle importance
in self-disclosure and other relationship pro-
cesses. For example, nonverbal communica-
tion is continuous. People may stop talking,
but they cannot stop communicating non-
verbal messages while in the company of
others. As aptly put by Watzlawick, Beavin,
and Jackson (1967, p. 49), “you cannot
not communicate nonverbally!” (cf. Motley,
1990). Moreover, nonverbal communication
takes place more outside of awareness than
verbal communication (Ekman & Friesen,
1969; Friedman, 1979b). People are usually
aware of the verbal content of their commu-
nication, but they are much less likely to be
aware of the nonverbal signals they send or
how those signals affect others. In addition,
nonverbal errors are more likely to have a
negative emotional impact than verbal mis-
takes (Nowicki & Duke, 2002). For exam-
ple, standing too close may make an acquain-
tance uncomfortable, expressing angry facial
cues while attempting to show compassion
may dismay a relationship partner, but mak-
ing a grammatical error in either of these sit-
uations will probably pass unnoticed. These
properties of nonverbal behavior contribute
to the concept of skill in nonverbal commu-
nication.

Rather than being simply a collection of
automatic behaviors, the expression and pro-
cessing of nonverbal behaviors are skills at
which individuals can excel or fail, which
has important implications for the intimacy
process. For example, in one conceptual-
ization, the decision to self-disclose in any
given situation is based on goals, skills, and
beliefs about how to accomplish these goals
(Miller & Read, 1987). One skill involved
may be expressive nonverbal skill, which is
the ability to accurately display emotions to
another. Because people vary in their ability
levels of expressive behavior (e.g., women
are more accurate nonverbal communica-
tors than men; Hall, 1984), this skill prob-
ably influences the likelihood of the goal’s
achievement. A nonverbal error such as an
angry facial expression in the presence of a
subjective emotional experience of sadness,
for example, may interfere with the intended
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goal. Consequently, self-disclosure in appro-
priate situations has been found to be associ-
ated with many traits, including social skills
(Shaffer, Ruammake, & Pegalis, 1990).

nonverbal communication in responsiveness

Because of the importance of perceived
partner responsiveness in the intimacy pro-
cess, it appears essential that the listener
be able to decode the speaker’s nonver-
bal signals accurately to respond appropri-
ately, in an understanding, caring, and val-
idating manner. The concept of nonverbal
receptiveness (also called nonverbal sensi-
tivity or decoding) is important for part-
ner responsiveness just as nonverbal expres-
siveness is important for self-disclosure. The
discloser displays emotional nonverbal cues,
and the listener decodes them. The lis-
tener then responds with nonverbal expres-
siveness, which the discloser perceives and
uses to determine how to act next. One
study that looked at this process found that
when communicators attempted to increase
intimacy through nonverbal cues (e.g.,
smiling, pleasant vocal expressions) part-
ners responded by reciprocating those cues
(Guerrero, Jones, & Burgoon, 2000). When
communicators attempted to decrease inti-
macy (e.g., through hostile expressions),
partners also responded reciprocally, indicat-
ing that partners monitor nonverbal indica-
tors and use them as signals that drive their
behaviors.

Because listeners depend on their part-
ners’ nonverbal cues to help them respond
appropriately, it is essential that the listen-
ers decode those cues accurately. However,
a plethora of evidence suggests that peo-
ple often misread nonverbal expressions in
many adult friendships (Carton, Kessler, &
Pape, 1999), child peer relationships (Now-
icki & Carton, 1993), romantic relationships
(Ickes, 1997), as well as teacher–student
and other kinds of relationships (Rosenthal
et al., 1979). These misreadings occur in
several channels of nonverbal communica-
tion, such as facial expression (e.g., Ekman
& Friesen, 1975), vocal expression (e.g.,
Scherer, Banse, &Wallbott, 2001), and postu-

ral expression (e.g., Patterson 1984). Perhaps
these insights into nonverbal misinterpreta-
tions can help explain why there is often a
discrepency between how partners are per-
ceived to respond and how they actually
respond (Reis et al., 2004).

future directions for nonverbal

communication in intimacy

There is evidence that nonverbal communi-
cation affects the outcomes of a wide vari-
ety of relationships. In married couples non-
verbal behavior is more likely than verbal
behavior to distinguish between distressed
and undistressed pairs (Gottman, Markman,
& Notarius, 1977). Poor nonverbal skills have
been shown to be associated with less satisfy-
ing relationships for married couples (Kahn,
1970; Noller, 1980), romantic partners
(Carton et al., 1999), roommates (Hodgins
& Zuckerman, 1990), children’s peer rela-
tionships (Nowicki & Carton, 1993), and
adults in general (Rosenthal et al., 1979). A
wealth of literature supports the conclusion
that nonverbal skills are essential to relation-
ship outcomes. Few studies, however, have
focused on issues related to mechanism:
How do nonverbal behaviors and skills affect
relationship outcomes and processes? For
example, studies have found that spouses
low in marital adjustment were better at
reading strangers’ nonverbal skills than they
were at reading their spouses’ (Gottman &
Porterfield, 1981; Noller, 1981). This finding
suggests that nonverbal decoding ability may
be specific to particular relationships. Noller
(1980) also found that husbands are more
likely to erroneously perceive responses as
negative, whereas wives were more likely to
erroneously perceive them as positive. More
research of this nature is needed to deter-
mine how nonverbal behavior may play a
role in maintaining or damaging an intimate
interaction.

A recent unpublished study on the pro-
cess of relationship formation in acquain-
tanceships suggests that the importance of
nonverbal skill varies based on the cur-
rent stage of the relationship and the gen-
der of the participants (Kleinman & Now-
icki, 2003). When men first met each other
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their nonverbal decoding skills were strongly
related to their likeability; however, those
skills became less important as they became
closer friends. For women, on the other
hand, general nonverbal skills were not
significantly related to their likeability at
first, but became important as the friend-
ships grew. This study suggests that nonver-
bal communication skill may be extremely
important to the understanding of relation-
ship processes in addition to outcomes.

To create intimacy in an interaction,
several nonverbal processes must occur.
First, the discloser must display appropri-
ate emotional nonverbal cues. Second, the
listener must be able to decode them accu-
rately. Third, the listener must then respond
with appropriate nonverbal expressiveness.
Finally, the original discloser must perceive
these expressive cues accurately. In any inter-
action, this process is repeated continuously,
and thus there is substantial room for error.
This section has described research showing
that nonverbal errors occur and that they
are important in the intimacy process, but
future research is needed to discover where
in the process they occur, why they happen,
and how to correct them.

An Emerging Self-Regulation View of
Intimacy in Personal Relationships

Contrary to many depictions of intimacy in
the popular press and media, ever-increasing
levels of intimacy do not typically character-
ize personal relationships. Although most of
us can imagine wanting more intimacy than
we might currently be experiencing in a rela-
tionship, there is also the phenomenon of
wanting less intimacy than is being currently
experienced (Mashek & Sherman, 2004).
For some, the prospect of increased levels
of connectedness and closeness may trigger a
fear of intimacy where individuals avoid inti-
mate interactions. Fear in intimacy can come
about because of the risk of rejection or dis-
comfort with interpersonal closeness (Hat-
field, 1984). There is likely an ongoing dialec-
tic in our personal relationships between
wanting more intimacy and wanting less inti-
macy, rather than steadily increasing levels

of intimacy (Prager & Roberts, 2004). Aptly
put by Nowak and Vallacher (1998), “There
is a limit to how close two people really want
to be” (p. 203). As noted in an earlier section
of this chapter, momentary intimacy fluctu-
ates over time and interactions even in the
most globally “intimate” and satisfied rela-
tionships.

A facet of the study of intimacy that has
received relatively little attention are the
putative regulatory process that may under-
lie the fluctuations in intimacy over time.
In studies that have used intensive diary-
based measurements of intimacy in personal
relationships (e.g., Laurenceau et al., 1998;
Laurenceau et al., in press) the behavior of
intimacy and related variables demonstrate a
great deal of variability over time. Consider
the hypothetical case of Maria and Jose, a
married couple who has allowed us to track
their experience of intimacy on a daily basis.
Figure 34 .1 depicts the time series plot rep-
resenting Maria and Jose’s day-to-day ratings
of intimacy.

From visual examination of the figure,
several pieces of information can be gleaned.
First, both Maria and Jose demonstrate a
considerable degree of variability, suggest-
ing that there are times when each wants
more and wants less intimacy. Second, while
both partners evidence daily fluctuations in
intimacy, it can be seen that Maria’s average
level of intimacy is higher than that of Jose.
Third, this average level may reflect some
underlying equilibrium point around which
daily intimacy ratings may vary. Moreover,
Maria and Jose may each have their respec-
tive equilibria levels. Fourth, there seems
to be synchrony between the partner’s tra-
jectories during certain portions over the
42-day diary period, suggesting some inter-
dependence or coupling. How would we
go about modeling these somewhat com-
plex intimacy trajectories over time? Cer-
tainly, using linear, quadratic, or cubic time
trends would do little to accurately describe
this type of behavior. These seemingly
chaotic day-to-day fluctuations may repre-
sent random noise, or rather, may represent
something more meaningful and important
that underlies variability in intimacy. One
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Figure 34.1. Time series of intimacy for hypothetical male and female partners
in a married couple.

example of an approach intimacy regulation
process is reflected in Maria wanting to expe-
rience more intimacy with Jose, and Jose
behaving in ways that move him closer to
her level. Jose, on the other hand, may not
want to move closer to Maria’s level of inti-
macy and engage instead in a solitary activity,
an avoidance intimacy regulation process.
Dynamical systems theory offers a potential
way to examine these complex interpersonal
processes.

In recent work (Boker & Laurenceau,
in press), we have conceptualized intimacy
from the framework of a self-regulating
dynamical system that allows us (a) to inte-
grate both the trait (i.e., equilibrium) and
state (i.e., fluctuation) nature of intimacy
and (b) to understand better how partners
in personal relationships mutually influence
each other’s course of intimacy. Consider-
ing a dyad (e.g., marriage) as the system,
we attempted to model a self-regulating
intimacy process in each individual part-
ner and a coupling between these dynamic
processes. To empricially test these ideas,

we used second-order differential equations
which enabled us to (a) formalize a test of
self-regulation in partner variables measured
over time and (b) examine how the reglu-
ating behavior of one partner may influ-
ence the other partner. Specifically, we
found support for the hypothesis that in
a well-adjusted marriage, the regulation of
intimacy toward one’s desired equilibrium
level should be facilitated so as to prevent
each partner from experiencing long-term
extremes in levels of intimacy (i.e., too little
intimacy or too much intimacy). We believe
that this direction of work on examining the
regulatory processes underlying intimacy has
potential value for understanding better the
ups and downs of intimacy in personal rela-
tionships.

Conclusion

Our aim in this chapter was to provide a
selective but integrated review of both theo-
retical and empirical work on intmacy in per-
sonal relationships. We also sought to discuss
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potential issues and questions in the study of
intimacy that are ripe for further theoretical
development and investigation. There is no
doubt that the ubiquitous experience of inti-
macy in personal relationships will continue
to be considered and studied from a multi-
disciplinary approach in the field of relation-
ship science.
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Social Networks and Personal
Communities

Graham Allan

Introduction

As others in this volume have indicated (see
Perlman & Duck, this volume) after a some-
what uneven beginning, the study of per-
sonal relationships has moved on from a
dominant focus on the traits and properties
of individuals to a more broad-based concern
with people’s interactions and relationships.
Moreover the field has embraced a degree of
multidisciplinary tolerance that is relatively
rare within the social science community.
Nonetheless one can argue that the study of
personal relationships remains rather “indi-
vidualistic.” Although personal relationships
research is now less concerned with the indi-
vidual as the prime focus of attention, it
nonetheless tends to concentrate on individ-
ual relationships and see these as the key
problematic. As Duck (1993) among others
has been arguing for some time, understand-
ing relationships also requires paying heed
to the contexts in which they arise. Put sim-
ply, relationships do not occur in isolation,
they are structured and framed at least in
part by the broader contexts under which
they develop, flourish, and eventually end.

By its nature, the notion of context is
imprecise and broad. As Adams and Allan
(1998) indicated in their discussion of friend-
ship, there are different levels of context that
personal relationships researchers need to
consider. These include the personal envi-
ronment level, the network level, the com-
munity level, and the societal level. It is
the second of these, the network level,
which is the main concern of this chapter.
At the heart of this is the idea that indi-
vidual relationships, be they relationships
between family members, friends, sexual
partners, colleagues, neighbors, or whatever,
are elements within a broader constella-
tion of relationships within which each indi-
vidual is enmeshed. How this constella-
tion of relationships is patterned, how the
relationships within it are constructed, and
what connections exist between relation-
ships will be influenced by a wide range of
factors – personal, social, and economic –
and so inevitably vary between individuals.
Nonetheless these relationships in which the
individual is embedded are liable to cast
a shadow over one another. Rather than
being independent, different relationships
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are characterized as they are partly as a result
of the influence of the other sets of relation-
ships in which each of the individuals con-
cerned is involved.

The aim of this chapter is to explore how
researchers have attempted to incorporate
this type of perspective into the study of
personal relationships. Rather than focusing
on specific relationships, whether defined
by category or content, it reviews the ways
scholars have examined the sets of per-
sonal ties which people generate, how these
are shaped and patterned, and what overall
impact they have. It starts by discussing the
main traditions of social network analysis. It
then reviews those ways which have been
most influential in the field of personal rela-
tionships research, paying particular heed to
research on relationship development and
to researchers’ efforts at collecting data on
respondents’ personal – or ego-centered –
networks. Finally, it also focuses on the ways
in which these sets of relationships change
as the circumstances of people’s lives alter
and how social and economic transforma-
tions influence their configuration. In these
ways, it seeks to illustrate how a social net-
work perspective can contribute to the field
of personal relationships research.

Conceptualizing Networks

The origins of social network research has
been recounted on numerous occasions
(e.g., Barnes, 1972 ; Scott, 2000; Wellman,
1988). In the United States, Moreno’s (1934)
work developing a sociometric approach was
an early influence, although it was within
British social anthropology that the concept
of “social network” first came to prominence.
Although Radcliffe-Brown (1940) had used
the idea of network as a metaphor, John
Barnes (1954) is generally credited with
being the first to use the concept analyt-
ically to capture the structure of relation-
ships in the Norwegian parish he was study-
ing. Others including Bott (1957), Mitchell
(1969), and Boissevain (1974) were influen-
tial in developing this tradition. Early net-
work analysts in North America recognized

their debt to Barnes’s (1954) and especially
Bott’s (1957) pioneering work, although
their approach took a somewhat different
path. There, network analysis was developed
more by mathematically oriented sociolo-
gists than by social anthropologists. Draw-
ing on graph and other mathematical theo-
ries, scholars such as White, Boorman, and
Breiger (1976) and Burt (1980) explored the
structural characteristics and properties of
networks in an attempt to add greater preci-
sion to social network research (see Holland
& Leinhardt, 1979; Scott, 2002). Indeed one
of the attractions of the network approach
was that it did appear to enable personal –
and other types of – relationships to be
mapped succinctly in ways that allowed
precise structural comparisons to be made.
This indeed was the fundamental promise
of Bott’s (1957) research which appeared to
demonstrate that different network configu-
rations led to different behavioural patterns
(Milardo & Allan, 2000).

Arguably, since the 1970s the most influ-
ential network analyst from a personal
relationships perspective has been Barry
Wellman. In a series of reports based on
data collected from East York, a suburb
of Toronto, in the 1970s, Wellman con-
sistently argued that a network approach
is fundamental to understanding the char-
acter of contemporary society and the
role that personal relationships play within
this (Wellman, 1979, 1982 , 1985 ; Wellman,
Carrington, & Hall, 1988; Wellman & Well-
man, 1992 ; Wellman & Wortley, 1990). He
has been particularly concerned with the
ways in which individuals are integrated into
social life and how aspects of “community”
are being transformed. His argument is that
standard notions of community as used by
political and social commentators, as well
as some academics, are too all-embracing
as well as too value-laden to be useful for
analyzing the complexity of personal rela-
tionships that people sustain in industrial
and other economically advanced societies.
Instead, he and his colleagues have argued
for the need to explore empirically the var-
ious relationships which individuals sustain,
mapping these as networks that can then be
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analyzed with more sophistication than is
ever possible with the use of constructs like
community.

The focus of Wellman’s approach is on
what he termed “personal communities” –
the relationships an individual sustains
together with the relationships that exist
between these others (Wellman, 1982 ; Well-
man, Carrington, & Hall, 1988). In terms of
network structure, different people have dis-
tinct configurations of relationships. Some,
albeit a minority, are embedded in quite
dense networks in which many of the oth-
ers involved also sustain relationships with
each other. Other people have networks
which involve various subsets of relation-
ships in which the others in each subset all
know one another but with few relation-
ships and little knowledge crossing between
the subsets. In other cases, individual rela-
tionships may be more insulated, with those
involved having relatively little to do with
each other. Knowing about these different
network constellations is clearly important if
we are to understand the patterning of peo-
ple’s personal relationships and their conse-
quent social integration.

In his concern for personal communities,
Wellman’s approach is rooted in the Bott tra-
dition. Like Bott, he highlights the impor-
tance of interrogating the configuration of
relationships comprising an individual’s per-
sonal community. He wants to do this for
two main reasons. First, such knowledge is
valuable in its own right. In particular if com-
parisons of social integration are to be made
between people, over time or across circum-
stance, then knowledge of the configuration
of personal ties would appear to be a cen-
tral element within this. Second, as Bott’s
work suggests, if there is any prospect of
explaining behavior through personal net-
work configuration, then evidently it is nec-
essary to plot substantive differences in these
networks accurately. There is a need to know
not just the size and membership of the
networks, but also such network configu-
rational characteristics as their density (the
number of relationships or “links” existing
in a network as a proportion of the total
number possible); the degree of clustering

(the extent to which there are certain sets –
cliques – of individuals in the network
who are highly connected to one another
but less highly connected to other network
members); and their centrality (the extent
to which individuals have direct links with
other individuals in the network). (For a
full discussion of different measures of the
configurational properties of networks, see
Scott, 2000).

Although sophisticated measures of net-
work patterns exist, the structure of a per-
sonal network remains highly dependent on
what the analyst counts as warranting mak-
ing a “link” between two individuals within
the network. How are the relationships that
count determined? What criteria does such
a relationship need to meet to be included in
the mapping? Whatever the answers given,
these decisions govern the resultant consti-
tuted network. The issues involved here are
more complex than they initially appear.
In examining – or more accurately, consti-
tuting – networks, it is not solely a matter
of whether a link exists, but what rele-
vant properties that link has. Many rela-
tionships are multiplex, especially those that
are of more consequence to individuals and
their networks. Arguably, such complexity
needs incorporating into the mapped net-
work if the mapping is accurately to reflect
the reality of people’s personal communities
(Milardo & Allan, 2000). This in turn makes
analyzing and comparing network structures
more complex. Although graph and other
mathematical theories are capable of han-
dling such complexity, a more interesting
issue is whether social science research is
capable of ascertaining the content of mul-
tiplex relationships sufficiently subtly and
with sufficient accuracy.

Ego-Centered Networks

As can be recognized, the approach typified
by the social network school of which Well-
man is a proponent requires detailed infor-
mation about the character of the range of
ties in which an individual is involved and
about the relationships which exist between
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those others who are party to this network.
Such detailed information is rarely gener-
ated in what we can characterize as per-
sonal relationships research – in effect the
type of research examined in this volume.
Instead, where social networks are discussed,
the term tends to be used simply as a proxy
for the set of relationships an individual sus-
tains. This is what Barnes (1972) referred
to as an individual’s “star,” although this
term is rarely used in the personal relation-
ships literature. Within this literature the
terms personal network or ego-centered net-
work (or sometimes ego-centric network) are
more common. In effect, these represent
Wellman’s personal community excluding
whatever ties there are connecting the oth-
ers in the network.

Even when the idea of network is used
in this looser way, the criteria for including
individuals in the constituted network are
important. Milardo (1992) provided a use-
ful summary of four major forms that have
been drawn on by different researchers in
constructing personal networks:

1. networks of significant others – those a
respondent defines as important others in
their lives, including family and friends;

2 . exchange networks – those who provide
support of different types or to whom
support is given;

3 . interactive networks – those with whom
an individual interacts on a regular basis;

4 . global networks – all those others per-
sonally known by the individual through
whatever means.

As Milardo noted, there is generally a strong
degree of overlap across these different net-
works. Nonetheless, they all are constructed
differently, suggest different types of ques-
tions, and are designed to address different
theoretical or substantive issues. As a conse-
quence, the networks generated have differ-
ent configurations and properties, notwith-
standing any overlap there is between them.

These different approaches all have rele-
vance for personal relationships researchers,
although networks of significant others and
exchange networks are the most pertinent

and common within the personal relation-
ships field. The whole topic of social sup-
port, however widely or narrowly this is
defined, has received extensive attention
from relationship researchers taking a net-
work perspective. In particular, the part that
different categories of others play in support
provision – partners, children, friends, neigh-
bors, and so on – has been researched widely,
as has the overall composition of the net-
work of others involved in giving assistance
of different forms. Thus, some researchers
have examined the patterns of support peo-
ple in early phases of partnership–marriage
or parenthood receive (Bost, Cox, & Payne,
2002 ; Felmlee, 2001; Kearns & Leonard,
2004). Others have been concerned with
issues of support in later life (Aartsen, van
Tilburg, Smits, & Knipscheer, 2004 ; Litwin,
2000; Wenger, 1995) or with particular tran-
sitions such as divorce or widowhood (Mor-
gan, Carder, & Neal, 1997; Rands, 1988; Ter-
hell, Broese van Groenou, & Tilburg, 2004).
A principal concern with all these studies
is with showing who it is that provides dif-
ferent forms of support in different circum-
stances and how that support is patterned
within the context of the overall set of rela-
tionships in which the individual is involved.

A further topic that is core within the
personal relationships field concerns the
development, maintenance, and ending of
relationships, especially intimate romantic–
sexual relationships. Although these pro-
cesses are generally examined within a
dyadic framework, the part that other rela-
tionships play has also received attention.
Sprecher, Felmlee, Orbuch, and Willetts
(2002) provided a very good summary of
recent work on the impact of networks
on dating and marital relationships (see
also Parks, 1997; Surra, 1988). They sug-
gested that there are three major ways in
which personal networks influence these
relationships: opportunity; information; and
support. Clearly the other relationships in
which people are involved can act as a con-
duit for the development of romantic ties.
Not only may friends, for example, exert
direct and indirect influence over people’s
desire to engage in romantic relationships
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(Simon, Eder, & Evans, 1992), but also,
through network overlap, they can provide
introductions and opportunities for poten-
tial partners to meet (Parks & Eggert, 1991).
So, too, other members of the network may
attempt to facilitate or discourage the con-
tinued development of the relationship. For
example, research has shown that support-
ive networks tend to be associated with
increased levels of attachment and commit-
ment in the romantic dyad and reduced like-
lihood of breaking up (Parks, Stan, & Eggert,
1983 ; Sprecher & Felmlee, 2000).

Similarly, personal networks can have
an impact on marital relationships. The
most famous piece of research on this issue
has already been referred to: Bott’s (1957)
much-debated analysis of conjugal relation-
ships. Whether or not her arguments that
dense networks helped generate segregated
marital roles are accepted (Milardo & Allan,
2000), her work did establish the impor-
tance of viewing marital ties within the con-
text of the networks those involved main-
tained. As with premarital couples, research
has indicated that positive support from per-
sonal networks increases marital satisfaction
and happiness, as does fuller integration of
the couple in their shared network (Bryant
& Conger, 1999; Orbuch, Veroff, & Hunter,
1999). Conversely, marriages can be affected
negatively where one spouse, especially a
wife, sustains high levels of interaction with
dense networks of close friends (Burger &
Milardo, 1995).

In important regards, these approaches
are distinct from the social networks
approach summarized earlier because the
explanations they offer are not couched
in configurational or even structural terms.
Rather, somewhat more straightforwardly,
they seek to recognize that dyadic rela-
tionships are not relationally isolated but
are enacted within settings in which other
relationships may be of consequence. Thus,
the focus is predominantly on the different
properties of both the individuals and the
individual relationships which comprise the
complex of relationships in which an indi-
vidual is involved. In some regards, this type
of approach does not seek to capitalize very

fully on the notion of network as structured
configuration. Yet equally this comparatively
loose usage of the term is common and con-
veys well the central notion that the sets of
relationships in which people are embedded
influence their behavior in significant ways.

The “Social Convoy” Approach

Whether researchers are concerned with
ego-centered networks or fuller personal
communities, they need to find ways of
“capturing” and recording the relationships
involved. Originally, as for example in Bott’s
research (1957), the questions posed were
about who was known to the respon-
dent, without much theorizing about what
“known” meant. However, as discussed ear-
lier, since then greater sophistication has
been used in collecting data on personal net-
works, with the recognition that network
structure is inevitably an artefact of the
relational questions asked. The central issue
though remains one of how to operationalize
data collection in ways that allow for per-
tinent data on personal communities to be
generated in forms which enable comparison
between the properties of the component
personal relationships and examination of
the patterning of the personal communities.
Moreover, other things being equal, it would
seem sensible for the collection of infor-
mation on who comprises an individual’s
personal community to be kept relatively
straightforward so that it remains intuitively
understandable to respondents. Once the
names of network members are generated,
then more complex questions, scales, and
instruments can be administered as appro-
priate to the specifics of each project.

The approach used by Knipscheer, de
Jong Gierveld, van Tilburg, and Dykstra
(1995) has proved very successful. As part
of the extensive “Living Arrangements and
Social Networks of Older Adults” project
in which a stratified sample of nearly 4 ,000

Dutch older adults were interviewed, infor-
mation was collected on respondents’ per-
sonal networks. The approach used was a
structured one that involved asking a series
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of questions about different domains of
social activity. These included the house-
hold, primary kin outside the household,
colleagues and workmates, neighbors, and
friends. For each domain, each respondent
was asked about the relationships they sus-
tained. They were then asked a wide range
of questions about each of the specified
relationships, including questions about pat-
terns of interaction and services exchanged.
This research has been very productive and
resulted in a large number of articles, some
based also on follow-up surveys of the same
population. The sheer scale of the project
means it has not been replicated elsewhere,
although the approach to collecting respon-
dents’ personal networks is one that lends
itself to replication. (See also Broese van
Groenou & van Tilburg, 2003 ; Uhlenberg
& de Jong Gierveld, 2004 ; van Tilburg &
Broese van Groenou, 2002).

A quite different approach is the social
convoy model, originally developed by
Antonucci and her colleagues (Antonucci,
1986; Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987, 1995 ;
Kahn & Antonucci, 1980). This has proved
highly influential, especially in the field of
social gerontology. The focus of this model is
on the ways “individuals move through their
lifetimes surrounded by people who are
close and important to them and who have a
critical influence on their life and well-being”
(Antonucci & Akiyama, 1995 , p. 356). As
well as having a dynamic, life course ele-
ment, it also offers a different notion of
network structure to those in which con-
figurational issues are dominant. Moreover,
Antonucci and her colleagues have devel-
oped a simple, yet highly effective, means
of researching social convoy membership.

The method involves providing respon-
dents with a diagram of three concentric cir-
cles – somewhat like an archery board – with
the word “you” in the center. The respondent
is asked to place in the inner circle those peo-
ple whom “you feel so close to that it’s hard
to imagine life without them” (Antonucci,
Akiyama, & Lansford, 1998, p. 381). Those
who were considered less close but still “very
important” to the respondent are located in
the middle circle. The outer circle contains

those “people whom you haven’t already
mentioned who are close enough and impor-
tant enough in your life that they should also
be placed in your network” (Antonucci et
al., 1998, p. 381). The result is a visual repre-
sentation of those relationships that an indi-
vidual considers most important in his or her
life, together with a broad indication of their
relative standing.

The benefits of Antonucci’s approach
have been demonstrated in a number of
recent studies that have sought to cap-
ture the characteristics of people’s personal
communities (see, e.g., Morgan, Carder, et
al., 1997; Pahl & Spencer, 2004 ; Phillip-
son, Bernard, Phillips, & Ogg, 2000; Wenger,
1995). Methodologically, a number of posi-
tive features of the approach can be iden-
tified. To begin with, it is one that intu-
itively makes sense to respondents. The
idea of people being “closer” or “more
important” to them is common in everyday
discourse; moreover, representing this per-
sonal or social distance spatially in the con-
centric rings is readily understandable. Of
course, this does not mean it is unproblem-
atic. Respondents may struggle in some cases
to locate people in a particular ring. Often
they want to place one or more of their
relationships on the lines of the rings rather
than in the spaces between the lines. This, of
course, is part of the benefit of the process.
Wherever participants locate their different
relationships within the concentric circles,
they can be interrogated about how and why
they reached the decisions they did. The cri-
teria they are using and the contrasts they are
making can be made explicit through discus-
sion and comparison.

In addition of course, once the initial per-
sonal community has been mapped onto
the concentric ring model, the researcher
can ask other types of questions to extend
the relational coverage. For example, they
could ask the respondent about other kin or
about colleagues or other friends. Alterna-
tively, they may ask about different services
and exchanges in which the individual is
involved – from whom they give and receive
different types of help or assistance. Or
they may ask people about others on their
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phone or address lists. The point here is that
Antonucci’s method is extremely flexible.
Methodologically its secret is that it allows
a visual representation of relationships that
requires respondents to make comparisons
about the relative properties and qualities
of the different relationships they include.
Moreover, it is possible to add further rings
to the diagram, although making the exer-
cise too complex for respondents is likely to
defeat the object. Much of the benefit of the
method lies in its simplicity, which is com-
promised if the number of circles becomes
too large.

Once researchers have established who
is included in a respondent’s social con-
voy, they are able to ask whatever ques-
tions in whatever format they want of the
different people included in the diagram.
These questions about individual relation-
ships may be highly structured. For exam-
ple, in theory there is no reason specific mea-
surement scales and other such instruments
could not be applied to each relationship in
turn. Equally, though, this method of gen-
erating social convoys also allows for more
qualitative approaches. In particular, as indi-
cated earlier, the positioning of individual
relationships within the concentric circles
enables the researcher to ask a variety of
questions about the rationale for this place-
ment and to explore the histories and devel-
opment of the different ties in a flexible fash-
ion. It also allows for questioning about the
linkages that exist between the relationships
included (from ego’s perspective) and con-
sequently an examination of the configura-
tional and density issues which have con-
cerned social network analysts.

For researchers concerned with the pat-
terning of personal relationships, Anto-
nucci’s social convoy approach combines
intuitive simplicity with the capacity to
ask detailed questions about the charac-
teristics of different relationships. It also
enables comparisons to be made across
time. This may be done through respon-
dents’ retrospective accounts of changes in
the character of their social convoys over-
all or through their recounting changes in
the individual ties they include, although,

as with any retrospective reconstructions,
there are inherent methodological difficul-
ties with this. Equally, however, as Wenger’s
research (1995) has shown, the social con-
vey approach can be used effectively in
longitudinal studies in which data are col-
lected at different times. This allows a clear
mapping of changes in the ways that peo-
ple perceive their more significant relation-
ships to have developed over time and
how this has affected their overall social
incorporation.

A social convoy approach does not
entail using the analytical frameworks that
have been developed for “standard” net-
work studies. Some may see this as a sig-
nificant disadvantage. There are certainly
some empirical and theoretical concerns
within the personal relationships field that
do require the detailed mapping of ego-
centered or more generalized networks, but
there are many others that, although con-
cerned with personal communities as sets
of informal relationships, do not necessi-
tate elaborate analysis of network configu-
rational properties. Indeed, the social con-
voy approach is not particularly focused on
issues of network configuration at all. Rather,
those scholars who have drawn on it have
more typically sought to describe personal
communities in terms of the involvements
people have with different categories of oth-
ers and how this changes over time. As noted
earlier, the approach itself allows all sorts of
different questions to be asked of the rela-
tionships involved in the convoy (including
configurational ones), but analysis is com-
monly built on categorizing the overall form
of social participation and involvement of
the individuals whose convoys are recorded.
That is, researchers focus on the different
memberships of the convoy, the role bases
of those relationships (family, friends, col-
leagues, etc.), and the degree to which these
are understood as important and central by
the individual for their well-being. See, for
example, the typologies created by Pahl and
Spencer (2004) and Wenger (1995).

The details of these schemas are not
important here. What is important is
that they illustrate how a social convoy
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methodology can prove useful in personal
relationships research. They show how this
methodology allows aspects of personal
community structure to be investigated as
well as the “content” of individual relation-
ships. Once the various patterns in people’s
social convoys are analyzed and typolo-
gies constructed, comparisons between vari-
ous personal communities become possible.
With knowledge of the different patterns
occurring in people’s personal communities,
important comparative questions can also
be addressed. In particular, it becomes pos-
sible to ask why different personal com-
munities are structured as they are; what
part different social and personal factors –
age, gender, mobility histories, ethnicity, life
course position, among others – play in this;
what consequences various forms of per-
sonal community have for individuals; and
how these patterns change over time, either
gradually or as a result of some particular life
event. Some of these sorts of questions have
been posed successfully by social gerontolo-
gists using Antonucci’s approach (Antonucci
et al. 2001; Morgan, Carder, et al., 1997;
Phillipson et al., 2000; Wenger, 1995 ; also
see Blieszner, this volume), but there is evi-
dently a need for better information than we
have about the patterns found in the wider
population. To be clear here, the suggestion
is not that other network approaches are
incapable of answering these sorts of ques-
tions. They are, provided that they collect
data on the quality or content of the relation-
ships involved in people’s personal commu-
nities. The argument is, rather, that conven-
tional network analysis can become overly
concerned with structural or configurational
issues and as a result be less successful in cap-
turing other aspects of people’s “micro-social
worlds” (Pahl & Spencer, 2004) in ways that
are important for understanding their lived
experiences.

Changes in Personal Networks

The most common use of the social con-
voy idea has been in social gerontology and
aging studies. Clearly, the analogy of peo-

ple’s personal relationships being a social
convoy with its implications of movement
and change over time is readily compati-
ble with a life course perspective. The con-
voy continues its passage with some of its
members – relationships – being present
more or less throughout, but others mov-
ing in or out of the convoy as the individ-
ual’s life course develops. Whether or not
a social convoy approach is adopted, the
issue of change in people’s personal com-
munities is an important one for under-
standing the part played by different rela-
tionships in people’s lives and the ways in
which their personal worlds are constructed.
Change is, of course, inevitable as people age,
as they progress through the different phases
of their life course, as contingencies of differ-
ent orders strike, and as their needs for dif-
ferent types of support alter. Potentially, all
such change can disrupt some existing rela-
tionships as well as providing opportunities
for new ones to emerge and for others to
be reframed.

Social scientific knowledge of the impact
of different types of change on people’s per-
sonal communities is, at best, limited. Some
areas – in particular, how networks change
in later life – have received some attention,
(see, e.g., Broese van Groenou & van Tilburg
1997; van Tilburg & Broese van Groenou,
2002 ; Wenger & Jerrome, 1999). However,
much of the research into networks in later
life is concerned with the impact of infirmity
and with examining who provides support
as it is needed rather than with monitoring
change in personal communities per se (see,
e.g., Carpentier & Ducharme, 2003 ; Keat-
ing, Otfinowski, Wenger, Fast, & Derksen,
2003 ; Nocon & Pearson, 2000). Other areas
of change in people’s lives have received
more limited attention, although there has
been research on the impact of significant
personal transitions, such as widowhood,
divorce, job loss, and return to education
(e.g., Larson, Wilson & Beley, 1994 ; Morgan
& March, 1992 ; Morgan, Carder, et al., 1997;
Morris & Irwin, 1992 ; Rands, 1988; Suitor,
1987; Suitor & Keeton, 1997; Terhell, Broese
van Groenou & Tilburg, 2004 .). However,
perhaps not surprisingly, there has been little
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focus on more mundane changes in people’s
personal communities. Moving house, gain-
ing promotion, or having another child, for
example, may not have as dramatic an effect
on our social routines as the ending of a mar-
riage or long-term redundancy, but they are
still likely to have some impact. They will
influence whom we see, whom we have time
for, and how we service different relation-
ships. Similarly, other, even more routine
changes in our lives – young children becom-
ing more independent; adolescents leaving
home; shifts in our work commitments or
leisure pursuits – will also influence our par-
ticipation in different social arenas. As this
happens, so the relationships in our per-
sonal communities become modified and
their content altered, in ways that are so
unexceptional that we only rarely reflect
on them.

Generally, there is a shortage of longi-
tudinal material on what might be termed
the routine natural history of personal com-
munities – the ways in which different
relationships unremarkably alter over time,
some becoming more central in people’s
lives and others becoming of lesser conse-
quence. Importantly, too, the studies there
have been have tended to be short rather
than long term. One exception here is Well-
man’s study of the networks of 33 respon-
dents from his original Toronto sample of
845 whom he interviewed after a gap of
10 years (Wellman, Wong, Tindall, & Nazer,
1997). Another is Suitor and Keeton’s (1997)
restudy of Suitor’s sample of school return-
ers. What these studies indicate, not sur-
prisingly, is that social change routinely
occurs across the life course, affecting peo-
ple’s social location and in turn the sets of
relationships they sustain. Although based
on a shorter term study, Morgan and his
colleagues (Morgan, Carder, et al., 1997;
Morgan, Neal, & Carder, 1997) made the
important point that although the person-
nel making up an individual’s network may
alter over time, the properties of the net-
work itself can be more stable. In this study
of widows, a core segment of key relation-
ships remained relatively constant over the
course of the research, whereas relation-

ships that were more peripheral waxed and
waned. Thus, as Morgan, Neal, et al. (1997)
expressed it, “the stability of the aggregate
properties in personal networks is much
greater than the stability of the membership
in these networks” (p. 22).

Late Modernity and Network Change

Clearly the different social and economic cir-
cumstances under which people live their
lives will influence the ways in which their
personal communities change. It is conse-
quently unwise to attempt to generalize too
much about any underlying patterns. How-
ever, personal relationships are rarely, if ever,
static. The issues that concern personal rela-
tionships researchers are not just whether
specific relationships continue over time, but
also how and why their content alters. Of
course, content can be understood in numer-
ous ways, depending on the theoretical and
substantive focus of the research. Indeed,
what counts as change in a relationship is
itself dependent on the criteria specified and
how much change is needed for change to be
recognized.

Thus, it can be argued that changes in
personal communities are entirely normal,
even if the more significant personnel in the
middle of the social convoy tend to jour-
ney together longer. Moreover change in per-
sonal life is becoming more common under
the social and economic transformations of
“post” or “late” modernity. Potentially these
changes are having an impact on all the rela-
tionships in an individual’s social convoy
and not just those at the periphery. There
can be no doubting, for example, that tradi-
tional notions of family are currently being
undermined by the changing demography of
marriage and childbirth. Trends in divorce
were the first indicator of this, but other
changes are just as important. The growth
of cohabitation as a normal form of part-
nership, increasing numbers of single-parent
households, higher levels of births outside
marriage, the preponderance of stepfami-
lies, and the numbers of people living alone
are all indicative of changing patterns of
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family and household commitment (Cole-
man & Ganong, 2004 ; Duncan & Edwards,
1997; Lewis, 2001; Scott, Treas, & Richards,
2004). Such change has an impact not only
on those most obviously involved but also
on others in their family groupings.

These changes in family and household
formation and dissolution can be under-
stood as part of a broader set of changes
that are affecting the social organization of
people’s personal relationships more gener-
ally. They reflect a growing individualization
within contemporary society and a reduc-
tion in the traditional constraints exercised
over personal and familial behavior. Writ-
ers like Giddens (1992) and Beck (1992 ;
Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995) have argued
that contemporary material and social cir-
cumstances give people more choice over
how they wish to live. Changes in women’s
social and economic location, linked to
their readier control of fertility, have been
particularly important in fostering greater
freedom and diversity and in challenging
the normality of “traditional” family and
sexual templates. In this regard, lifestyle
choices have become far more open than
they were. This does not reflect a com-
plete freedom; social and economic con-
straints still operate, albeit differentially
depending on people’s circumstances. What
it does mean, though, is that in compari-
son to previous times, more people are more
actively making decisions over how their
lifestyles develop.

These changes in the freedoms there
are to make lifestyle choices are structural,
reflecting the changing social and economic
order of the contemporary world. So, too,
their consequences for the patterning of per-
sonal relationships and personal commu-
nities are structural. This is an issue that
Pescosolido and Rubin (2000) developed in
their important paper examining the char-
acter of affiliations in contemporary society.
Taking Simmel (1955) as their starting point,
their argument was that different forms of
commitment and solidarity are generated
under contemporary social conditions than
was the case for most of the 20th century.

In particular, they suggested that individuals
are no longer

enmeshed within interconnected circles but
rather stand outside of them, and their
connections to institutions are multiple
and often temporary, not single and life-
long. Individuals, over time, have con-
nections to many workplaces, to many
families, perhaps even to more than
one religion.(Pescosolido & Rubin, 2 000,
pp. 62 –63)

In other words, whereas in the past there was
an expectation of relative permanency in key
areas of life, and consequently in personal
communities, this expectation is now being
undermined by the structural circumstances
under which people currently forge their
relationships. Like Giddens (1992), these
authors are pointing to the increasing contin-
gency, insecurity, and flexibility of contem-
porary relationships, be it within the spheres
of employment, locality, or partnership ties.

Pescosolido and Rubin (2000) argued that
a “spoke” model of social network forma-
tion is emerging as the dominant form in late
modernity. In this, the individual is linked to
a range of “connected but distinct social cir-
cles with some circles only loosely bound”
(p. 62). This argument resonates well with
Giddens’s (1992) claims about the increasing
flexibility in lifestyle construction. When,
as in the past, social life is embedded in
more closely overlapping circles premised
on relatively long-lasting institutional rela-
tionships, the possibilities of diversity and
choice in the constructions of self are lim-
ited. As involvement in personal relation-
ships becomes more contingent and flex-
ible, so the possibilities for individuals to
highlight different elements of self-identity
in different contexts and at different times
increases, as does the control they can exer-
cise over the character of their personal com-
munities.

These processes clearly raise important
issues for personal relationship research,
three of which are highlighted here. First,
while individuals may now have greater
freedom over their lifestyle development,
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usually such decisions are not made in isola-
tion. Rather they are informed by the sets
of relationships in which the individual is
involved. Some lifestyle changes may result
from dissatisfaction with current relation-
ships and routines, but more commonly indi-
viduals draw on (some of) their personal
relationships to help them resolve the issues
and dilemmas they are facing. Indeed, as
in Jerrome’s (1984) and Harrison’s (1998)
research, some of these relationships may
be central in facilitating people’s accep-
tance of dissatisfying elements in their struc-
tural location through providing alternative
understandings of the self.

Second, and linked to this, personal rela-
tionships, and especially those which are
seen as chosen rather than given, can play a
significant part in helping individuals adapt
their identities to changed circumstances. As
discussed earlier, friendships, in particular,
can be central to the ways in which indi-
viduals adapt to such changes as divorce,
unemployment, or widowhood. In these cir-
cumstances, embracing a new identity may
involve shedding some now less congruent
relationships and developing new ones or,
occasionally, rekindling older, neglected ties
(Allan, 1989; Gerstel, 1988). These new ties
provide greater congruence with the new
status and through their associated relational
activities and conversational topics facilitate
and underpin the transition from past to
present identity.

Third, if it is becoming more common
for personal communities to contain dis-
crete, nonoverlapping network segments, as
Pescosolido and Rubin (2000) suggested,
then not only is it easier for individuals to
prioritize those others who share a simi-
lar identity to themselves, but equally indi-
viduals are able to emphasize different ele-
ments of the self in different contexts. The
less network overlap there is, the more pos-
sibility there is of limiting the “spillover”
from one setting to another. Thus, presenting
somewhat different portrayals of the self in
these different settings becomes more man-
ageable. The classic example of this is found
in studies of gay and lesbian lifestyles. Not

infrequently, some people in an individual’s
personal community will know about his or
her gay or lesbian sexuality, but others will
not. This is possible partly as a result of the
discretion of those who do know but largely
because the network is segmented in ways
that result in those who do and do not know
rarely having reason to meet (Weeks, Hea-
phy, & Donovan, 1999; Weston, 1991). Given
contemporary trends in network formation,
the differential presentation of aspects of
the self is likely to become more common
and contribute to the processes of identity
construction that Giddens (1991, 1992) dis-
cusses. (For a fuller examination of some of
these issues, see Allan, 2001.)

Conclusion

This chapter has been concerned with the
wider relational context of personal relation-
ships. It has focused on the ways in which
different scholars have approached the study
of social networks and personal commu-
nities, highlighting in particular the differ-
ential emphases that can be given to the
configurational properties of networks. The
premise of the chapter, as with all personal
relationships research concerned with social
networks, is that the individual relationships
in which people are involved are patterned
to some degree by the other relationships
in which they are involved. Although this is
not pertinent to all inquiry within the field
of personal relationship, it is of relevance
for many areas of research. Relationships do
not exist independently of the contexts in
which they are enacted, and generally other
relationships form part of this context. It is
important for many issues within personal
relationships research that relationships are
not overly individualized or treated inappro-
priately as though they stand alone.

What this means in practice obviously
varies depending on the focus of the
research. Detailed information about the
content of other relationships or the con-
figurational structure of personal communi-
ties is not always warranted. In this chapter,
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the potential value for personal relationships
research of Antonucci’s approach to collect-
ing data on social convoys has been dis-
cussed. It is an approach that in some regards
can be recognized as mediating between the
“configurational” perspective characteristic
of much social network analysis and the “per-
sonal star” perspective that is more com-
monly adopted by personal relationships
researchers. It has the advantage of facili-
tating data collection through being visually
intuitive for respondents while also enabling
questions of different complexity to be asked
about the constituent relationships. More-
over it permits, although does not require,
wider network questions to be posed about
the relationships that exist between the indi-
viduals the central ego includes.

Antonucci’s social convoy approach is
also well suited for considering changes in
people’s relationships. This can be done at
an individual, life course level, with changes
in relationships and networks being moni-
tored as people age or experience lifestyle
shifts. However, it also important to con-
sider the impact of structural social changes
on the patterning of people’s relationships.
As discussed toward the end of the chapter,
social and economic transformations influ-
ence the construction and ordering of per-
sonal relationships. Although most appar-
ent in contemporary demographic shifts
affecting family life, the changes occurring
with late modernity appear to be altering
the constitution of personal communities
in important ways. These changes are not
experienced uniformly, but overall they fos-
ter a greater degree of contingency, flex-
ibility and choice in the construction of
micro-social worlds than was common in
earlier periods.

This has two important consequences for
people’s personal communities. First, there
is reduced expectation of permanency in
their constituent relationships. In interactive
fashion, increased contingency and flexibil-
ity in social life facilitates the exercise of
greater choice and control over the form and
continuation of relationships. As a result,
assumptions of permanence in personal rela-
tionships are more questionable than they

once were. Second, subsets of relationships
within personal communities are more likely
to be developed in relative isolation from
one another, as outlined in Pescosolido and
Rubin’s spoke model of social life. This
has major implications for self-identity and
lifestyle choice, implications that are liable
to affect how individuals construct and use
their different personal relationships. It fol-
lows, of course, that these shifts in the pat-
terning of personal communities also have
significant implications for personal relation-
ships researchers. These emergent changes
represent new challenges for understand-
ings of relational commitment, just as recent
trends in family demography have generated
new questions about the character of con-
temporary family solidarity.
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A Transactional and Dialectic Analysis

Our thesis is that relationships are insep-
arable from their settings; they do not
simply take place against a backdrop of
homes and communities. Although many
researchers increasingly recognize the social,
cultural, and historical aspects of relation-
ships, they often ignore the physical environ-
ment, resulting in fragmented and incom-
plete descriptions of relationship processes.
To be more holistic, we use transactional and
dialectic perspectives and examine relation-
ship openness and closedness among family
members and between family and commu-
nity in selected past and present times in the
United States. We conclude by calling for
transactional and dialectical research on new
forms of homes and communities that allow
different options for relationship openness
and closedness in the future.

Transactional and Dialectic Concepts
and Research

Transactional Worldview

The transactional world view promotes a
distinctive holistic understanding of rela-
tionships as aspects of a multifaceted phe-
nomenon, which always includes the phys-
ical environment (for details, see Altman,
Brown, Staples, & Werner, 1992 ; Brown, Alt-
man, & Werner, 1992 , Brown, Werner, & Alt-
man, 1998). Defined as “the study of the
changing relationships among psychological
and environmental aspects of holistic uni-
ties” (Altman & Rogoff, 1987, p. 21), our
transactional approach was partially derived
from philosophical analyses of Dewey and
Bentley (1949) and Pepper (1942). Trans-
actionalism treats relationships as unfold-
ing in complex social, physical, historical,
cultural settings that can be examined at
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multiple levels of scale and that exhibit
both stability and change. A marriage, for
example, defines and is defined by a holistic
unity of stable and changing (a) physical
environments of homes and communities;
(b) relationships between spouses as well
as with family, neighbors, and friends; and
(c) cultural and historical forces. Separat-
ing the marital relationship from this rich
contextual unity necessarily yields only a
partial understanding of the relationship.

The transactional approach reflects a
worldview that is distinctive from inter-
actional and organismic worldviews more
commonly used in science (Altman &
Rogoff, 1987). Interactional approaches seek
“the prediction and control of behavior
and psychological processes” (Altman &
Rogoff, 1987, p. 15), using models that
involve independently defined elements.
Like Newtonian billiard balls, elements
involved in human relationships can be sep-
arately defined, manipulated, and studied.
For example, early research manipulated
perceived similarity to test its effect on
subsequent liking, with similarity seen as
causing greater liking, independent of other
contextual considerations. A transactional
approach, in contrast, eschews separating
the world into independent elements and
sees the meaning of any aspect of a set-
ting as intrinsically linked to and defined by
other aspects.

Organismic approaches involve “the
study of dynamic and holistic psychologi-
cal systems in which person and environ-
ment components exhibit complex, recip-
rocal relationships and influences” (Altman
& Rogoff, 1987, p. 19). Just as the system-
atic relationships among neutrons, electrons,
and protons define the atom, organized
relationships among parts comprise human
relationships. Organismic relationships are
more than a simple sum of their parts. In
addition, organismic relationships are pre-
sumed to strive for a teleological end state,
such as homeostasis, or balance, or some
“final” idealized goal. Instead of change being
an intrinsic feature of relational processes,
organismic change is typically in the service
of achieving or maintaining the desired end

state (cf. Canary & Dainton, 2003), with
complex and multidirectional causal path-
ways describing the dynamic system. A
transactional approach, in contrast, does not
presume a universal ideal end state but
assumes that many states or directions of
change are viable and ongoing throughout
the relationship.

A distinctive feature of transactionalism is
its emphasis on holism, with an underlying
philosophy of science that highlights Aris-
totle’s “formal cause” over the more tradi-
tional focus on “efficient cause” (i.e., cause–
effect) relationships. That is, the goal of a
transactional approach is to elucidate the
patterned and changing nature of holistic
events involving people, psychological and
temporal processes, physical features, and
cultural–historical forces. One could focus
on a woman in a family, for example, but
her behavior is made more intelligible by
including her relationships with others and
her home and community environments and
cultural–historical context. Metaphors for a
transactional approach include thinking of
phenomena as historical events or ecolog-
ical niches wherein the very meaning and
actions of organisms are inseparable from,
and mutually defined by, their contexts.

A focus on interdependence of peo-
ple in contexts is common to many well-
known approaches in psychology. For exam-
ple, Altman and Rogoff (1987) described
how Lewinian concepts of “life spaces” and
psychological “fields” involve confluences
of people and psychological environments;
how ethogenic approaches of Harre and
Secord emphasize how people and set-
tings are connected by rules and roles; how
Piagetian ideas of assimilation and accom-
modation describe how individuals change
in ways inseparable from their contexts;
and how Barker and Wicker’s behavior
streams and settings demonstrate the insep-
arability of people and context. Some of
these approaches also have nontransactional
aspects as well, such as homeostatic aspects
of behavior settings or Piaget’s stagelike pro-
gression, which point to particular ideal
end states consistent with an organismic
approach. Nevertheless, in the history of
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psychology, several approaches included the
transactional goal of describing patterns
of changing relations among humans and
their settings.

Relationship Dialectics

The transactional worldview’s emphasis on
change fits well with dialectic analyses of
relationships (Altman, Vinsel, & Brown,
1981). Indeed, we suggested that dialectic
processes provide an essential “motor” to
relationships (Werner, Altman, Brown, &
Ginat, 1993). There are many views on
dialectics. Our view emphasizes opposition,
unity, and change, wherein opposing forces
within each dialectic ebb and flow, exhibit-
ing changing relative strengths over time. Yet
the two sides form a unified whole, each
giving meaning to the other, such as when
we appreciate and understand positive affect
better if we also experience negative affect.
Flourishing scholarship since the early 1990s
has resulted in many similar and overlapping
definitions for opposing forces in dialectic
processes (for reviews, see Montgomery &
Baxter, 1998).

We identified three overarching dialec-
tics that underlie much personal relation-
ship research (Brown, Werner, & Altman,
1998). Thus, there are varying degrees of
engagement in a relationship, varying feel-
ings or affect about a relationship, and an
array of ways to regulate an ongoing rela-
tionship. Engagement is “the degree and
level of integration, involvement, connec-
tion, openness, interdependence, or associ-
ation that relationship partners have with
one another, in opposition to their degree
and level of being individuated, uninvolved,
disconnected, closed, independent, or sepa-
rate from one another” (Brown et al., 1998,
p. 142). Thus, forces toward involvement in
a relationship are countered by demands and
desires for solitude or for other activities.
For example, spouses may enjoy their time
with each other but also enjoy time apart
for personal interests, other relationships, or
for a certain amount of “breathing room.”
This blend of engagement, or openness
and closedness, ebbs and flows both short

and long term. In the short term, one may be
more open at certain times of the day, such
as dinner, and more closed during rushed
morning preparations for work. Over longer
time periods, relationships may exhibit dif-
ferent blends of openness and closedness,
such as yearly cycles involving holiday
events or long-term patterns involving his-
torical eras.

The affect dialectic involves positive and
negative emotions and actions in a rela-
tionship. Positive affective qualities include
love, liking, satisfaction, enjoyment, and
friendliness; negative affective counterparts
include hate, dislike, dissatisfaction, aver-
sion, and unfriendliness. Tension between
positive and negative affect is illustrated by
spousal expressions of respect and love that
are tempered by or alternated with exaspera-
tion and hostility, depending on the circum-
stances. Again positive and negative affect
may vary in strength over short or long
time periods.

Regulation involves oppositional pro-
cesses of making decisions or creating rules
and norms to guide the relationship. Deci-
sion making can involve “dominating, con-
trolling, and offering direction versus sub-
mitting, resisting, and accepting direction”
(Altman et al., 1992 , p. 144). Or relationship
guidance can come from rules, roles, and pat-
terns of action that vary from highly struc-
tured to more ad hoc or spontaneous. For
example, marital partners might divide labor
predictably for certain tasks but negotiate
or share other responsibilities on a case-by-
case basis. Research suggests that relation-
ship partners often negotiate both specific
and general regulatory rules within relation-
ships (Petronio, 2002).

Dialectics operate simultaneously and
continuously, with engagement, affect,
and regulation all defining the character of
relationships. We presume there is no ideal
or balanced blend of openness–closedness,
positive–negative affect, or regulated–
unregulated forces in relationships. Instead,
viable relationships come in many forms
and change in their relative strength of
the dialectic oppositional forces. Simi-
larly, physical environments embody the
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dialectics in various ways. Technological
and architectural features often provide
physical barriers or supports to relationship
engagement opportunities. Gifts and envi-
ronmental decorations often express and
support affective features of relationships.
Rules for claiming territories or using
space often provide relationship regulation.
Technological, social, and environmental
aspects of relationships and ways of defining
ideal relationships vary across cultures and
historical eras. Sometimes the environmen-
tal aspects of relationships are changeable,
such as a couple choosing to visit a certain
restaurant to help achieve a certain mood,
and sometimes they are quite stable, such
as when a relationship is constrained by
technological possibilities of the era, such
as early Colonial families gathering in one
area for warmth.

Status of Dialectic–Transactional
Research

Dialectic and transactional approaches have
been applied to several geographic and tem-
poral scales. At microscales, research has
demonstrated how students use the envi-
ronment and activities to open themselves
up and close themselves off from others
throughout the course of a day, by opening
and closing doors (Vinsel, Brown, Altman,
& Foss, 1980) or adopting momentary vari-
ations in personal spacing (Altman, 1975).
Over more macro temporal scales, such as
the course of a relationship (Altman et al.,
1981) or the temporal shifts and rhythms
of a year (Werner, Haggard, Altman, &
Oxley, 1988), people alter their relation-
ships, with certain settings, times, and events
fostering closer bonds and others fostering
more closedness and uninvolvement. Even
over broad historical eras, certain dialectic
blends may characterize entire societies at
certain points in time, such as when the
relationship to kin is as strong as the mar-
riage bond for certain Eastern cultures, such
as the Taiwanese, but relationships to kin
are less strong than the marriage bond for
Western cultures, such as the Welsh (Altman
et al., 1992).

We have applied transactional approaches
to a variety of relationship issues. Historical
work on Shaker communities reveals how
community designs facilitated religious goals
concerning engagement, affect, and regula-
tion in heterosexual relationships (Isaac &
Altman, 1998). Because pair bonds were
considered a threat to the community, the
design and use of the environment sep-
arated men and women in dining, work,
and residential settings. Spontaneous affec-
tive expressions were allowed in religious
but not interpersonal settings, and all het-
erosexual interactions occurred in regulated
and supervised settings. Research on con-
temporary polygynous families in the United
States also demonstrates how families use
and manage the environment to support
multiple husband–wife pair bonds (Altman
& Ginat, 1996). Many aspects of the envi-
ronment, from family positions within the
wedding ceremony to the creation of dis-
tinct homes for new wives, help preserve
the dyadic relationship in the context of
the larger family. Finally, an ethnographic
analysis demonstrated how courtships, wed-
dings, and home place-making in many soci-
eties involve transactional unities of peo-
ple, settings, and time (Altman et al., 1992).
Where events occurred, what objects were
used, who participated and the significance
of their roles all reflected relationship pro-
cesses. For example, in societies where mar-
ital bonds are relatively autonomous, new-
lyweds established their own independent
homes after the ceremony. In contrast, in
other societies, newlyweds move into a
parental home and become subordinate to
the parents. Different degrees of the dialec-
tics of autonomy and connection allowed in
these societies were manifested in housing,
social practices, and rituals.

Several types of relationship research
could be viewed as transactional with res-
pect to selected aspects of the social environ-
ment or temporal aspects of relationships.
Relationship researchers who focus on con-
text often emphasize how the social con-
text is important to dyadic relationships. For
example, researchers have examined how
friends and families may criticize or support
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the development of a relationship (e.g.,
Klein & Milardo, 2000) leading dyads to be
especially careful about revealing or con-
cealing their dyadic relationships (e.g., Bax-
ter & Widenmann, 1993). Other research
on important events or turning points in
relationships illustrates how traditions, rit-
uals, and activities together reinforce a cer-
tain definition of a relationship (Baxter &
Erbert, 1999; Baxter, Braithwaite, & Nichol-
son, 1999; Braithwaite & Baxter, 1995). Phys-
ical environments of relationships are also
sometimes acknowledged. For example, a
retrospective study of a 50-year marriage
indicated how a couple both selected and
coped with housing and other physical set-
tings in ways that revealed and changed their
management of couple dynamics (Levinger
& Levinger, 2003). Similarly, a study of cou-
ple place-making reveals how close, well-
adjusted couples with long-term commit-
ments are more likely to have dyadically
meaningful objects, as opposed to indi-
vidually meaningful objects, on display in
rooms where they receive visitors, suggest-
ing that positively valued symbols of couple-
hood may both reflect and prompt positive
relationship features (Lohmann, Arriaga, &
Goodfriend, 2003). In sum, some relation-
ship research has emphasized the unity
and inseparability of relationships with their
social and temporal contexts, although much
less attention has been given to physical
aspects of relationships.

The limited use of a transactional frame-
work may be due to a perception that the
transactional approach is “difficult to be
realized in the common research praxis”
(Bonnes & Bonaiuto, 2002). Consequently,
we have set forth guidelines for implement-
ing a transactional worldview in a research
program (Werner, Brown, & Altman, 2002).
Transactional analyses proceed by explor-
ing how people, psychological processes, set-
tings, and time are inseparable aspects of a
whole. Because it can be too complex to
think about all aspects of a holistic unity
at once, researchers are encouraged to think
about them in subsets. For example, relation-
ship processes can be examined with respect
to physical environments and social settings,

or social and temporal processes, and a
transactional whole can be gradually built
across studies. In addition, researchers are
urged to use multiple perspectives and
sources of information about events and to
be open to new insights that arise during
the research process. The search for formal
causes involves seeking the patterns of rela-
tionship among aspects of a phenomenon,
with or without a search for efficient cause
as well. The transactional approach defines
these conceptual aspects of phenomena and
the approach can be employed strategically
to provide enhanced understanding of rela-
tionships in context.

Some researchers have adopted a dialec-
tic approach, especially to social aspects of
relationships (see Montgomery & Baxter,
1998, for a review). Dialectic approaches
highlight oppositional qualities inherent in
relationships. For example, research on pri-
vacy regulation, and the importance of
keeping distance and reserve, served as
an antidote to research that was focused
exclusively on the benefits of openness and
self-disclosure (Altman et al., 1981). Sim-
ilarly, although relationship partners may
strive for positive affect, negative affect is
both inevitable and potentially useful in rela-
tionships (Baxter & West, 2003). In addi-
tion, dialectic approaches highlight how
relationships are not static but change over
time due to changing internal and external
circumstances.

The following section applies the engage-
ment dialectic to relationships in three U.S.
historical eras. Although the analysis could
examine all three dialectics – engagement,
affect, and regulation – for brevity, we focus
on the engagement dialectic, which is richly
portrayed in the historical literature.

Physical Environments
and Relationship Engagement
across Historical Eras

Homes and communities are the principal
places of relationships and offer rich insights
into a host of societal and personal values and
processes concerning relationships. These
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settings reflect technological, economic, and
cultural forces in society. As insiders to our
own relationships, it is sometimes difficult
to recognize the daily operation of these
forces. Yet transactional analyses of main-
stream society in three very different eras in
U.S. history demonstrate how dialectic pro-
cesses, especially the engagement dialectic,
are reflected in environmental opportunities
and constraints.

Colonial Era (Mid-1600s)

engagement within the home

Cultural, physical, technological, and reli-
gious forces helped define many early New
England Puritan colonial families as highly
engaged with each other inside the home
and with the community. By today’s stan-
dards, colonial housing involved large num-
bers of household and community members,
sharing very little space as they performed
many tasks. Inside the home, husbands,
wives, children, neighbors, and apprentices
interacted in close proximity to produce
food, clothing, and other essentials as well
as to experience births, weddings, deaths,
and other key relationship events (Ierley,
1999). Middle-class houses might have only
two lower rooms, and an upstairs sleeping
loft, with many activities centrally located
around one fireplace in winter or one open
door in summer (Flaherty, 1972 ; Mintz
& Kellogg, 1988). At night, children and
apprentices shared sleeping mats, and par-
ents and young children slept in the same
room. During the day, all rooms were mul-
tifunctional, with even sleeping rooms used
for work, social functions, and equipment.
Householders were physically accessible to
one another even when in different rooms,
as evidenced by accounts of what was seen
through knotholes or heard through poorly
insulated floors (Flaherty, 1972). Thus the
physical and technological environments,
economic hardships, and cultural values cre-
ated multifaceted household relationships.
All support the claim that disengagement
from others was less frequent in Colonial
homes than in today’s homes (Mintz, 2003).

At the same time, and consistent with our
dialectic view, the colonial family achieved
some separateness or disengagement. Few
newly married couples lived with their par-
ents (Hareven, 1991), providing some sepa-
ration from parents in adulthood. Travel was
slow, so out-of-town trips often separated
family members for extended periods. Chil-
dren were often sent away as teens to help
other households, to be apprentices, and to
learn independence. Rural places of retreat
were available, and husbands worked outside
more than wives (Mintz & Kellogg, 1988).
Perhaps the most important way that fam-
ily members distanced themselves from one
another was through reserve in family inter-
actions (Amato, 1986; Flaherty, 1972). Mar-
riages were important economic and work
relationships, not primarily affective love
relationships. Thus historical accounts por-
tray much openness in home relationships,
tempered by closedness in the form of psy-
chological reserve and times of separation.

engagement between home and community

Home–community relationships were also
highly engaged in ways that would seem
intrusive today. The colonial house offered
an architecture of accessibility, with thin
walls failing to disguise arguments and open
doors inviting in neighbors. Childbirth, a
family event in a birthing room today, was
then “virtually a public event, almost a rit-
ual, attended by many female friends and
neighbors” (Wall, 1990, p. 95). The commu-
nity, courts, and churches exercised much
power over the constitution of the home,
removing children who were considered
unruly or inserting immigrants, prisoners,
single men or women, or poor children into
families who could provide needed order,
discipline, and support (Mintz & Kellogg,
1988; Wall, 1990). Even spousal disagree-
ments were subject to community interven-
tion. Early courts pressured troubled cou-
ples to stay together, partly for community
order but also because the labor of one adult
was often insufficient for household eco-
nomic survival, so divorce was often not
a viable solution (Wall, 1990). The courts
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could mandate conditions for courtships,
order home runaway spouses, bar relation-
ships that might threaten marital stability,
direct neighbors to monitor for marital dis-
putes, and impose a variety of public humili-
ations. For example, one feuding couple had
to sit in the public stocks; subsequently, the
husband was admonished to “live peaceably
with her” and she was told to “be orderly and
not to gad abroad” with two men who threat-
ened the marriage (Wall, 1990, p. 74). Con-
sistent with a dialectic perspective, openness
between homes and communities was com-
bined with closedness. For example, men
could own property and community author-
ities were expected to respect household
boundaries of those who obeyed commu-
nity laws.

In summary, dialectics of engagement in
the early Colonial era reflected substan-
tial openness within families and between
families and community, and this ethos
was reflected and supported by the phys-
ical environment. Although places afford-
ing separateness and isolation existed and
were used, the daily routine and environ-
ment often put individuals in close contact
with one another. Homes were small, simple,
crowded, multipurpose spaces. From a trans-
actional perspective, we believe it is criti-
cal to view Colonial family relationships as
defining and defined by the contextual real-
ities of the era’s housing, technology, and
cultural values. These conditions contrast
considerably with conditions more than 200

years later, in the late Victorian era.

Late Victorian Era (Late 1800s)

engagement within the home

The cultural, physical, and technologi-
cal forces of the Victorian era supported
more separation, individuality, and closed-
ness between people within the home and
between home and community. Social histo-
rians propose that resources such as wealth
and leisure time are keys to supporting the
more individualized relationships found in
the Victorian era (Amato, 1986; Prost &
Vincent, 1991; May, 1991). The industrial
revolution of the 1800s allowed greater

wealth and required urbanization and a divi-
sion of labor. Consequently, homes grew
large but needed to be close to employ-
ment, so they were multistory and built
close together. Separate and specialized roles
for people and places were valued cultur-
ally (Klineberg, 1999) and enacted by those
who could afford it (Spain, 1992). The design
and technology of Victorian homes also sup-
ported separate places, activities, and roles
for urban-employed husbands and domesti-
cally engaged wives, children, and servants.
Heat was often available in many rooms so
that people were no longer drawn by neces-
sity to a common room fireplace. For wealth-
ier Victorian families in the United States
and Britain, servants had access to family
members, although servants were expected
to refrain from intimate interactions with
employers and had separate living quarters,
generally below stairs or in the attic. The
editor of the Saturday Review, an impor-
tant outlet for articulating values for Vic-
torian households, claimed the ideal Victo-
rian house was “where the family wished
to live even when they disliked each other”
(Hareven, 1991, p. 253). A house book
author noted, “The chief object of the home
is to give each individual a chance for unfet-
tered development. Every soul is a genius
at times and feels the necessity of isolation”
(Cromley, 1991, p. 182).

When wealth allowed the largest possible
housing, the theme of separation was carried
to an extreme. A Victorian house manual
recommended 27 separate rooms and a floor-
plan that emphasized the theme of separa-
tion, including separate stairwells for servant
men, servant women, gentlemen, bachelors,
and young ladies (Spain, 1992). As in the
Colonial era, even furnishings were distinct,
with larger chairs with armrests provided for
men and smaller chairs without armrests for
women (Green, 1983).

Separation was not complete, however,
and the Victorian era also offered more
opportunity for togetherness. Victorian fam-
ilies began to decorate Christmas trees,
celebrate birthdays, and take family vaca-
tions, sometimes to second homes (Mintz,
2003). Those who could afford them built
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porches, comfortable venues for family and
neighborhood leisure and interaction (Ierley,
1999). Thus some Victorians had the time
and space to cultivate family engagements
but also to achieve separation as desired.

engagement between home and community

Despite dense urban settlements, middle-
to upper-class Victorians were fairly closed
off from the community, especially from
community visitors to the home – in con-
trast to Colonial times. Physically, Victo-
rian homes were buffered externally with
lawns, verandahs, and porches (McDannell,
1986) and internally with specialized par-
lors and hallways (Marsh, 1989). These
buffers were consistent with cultural prac-
tices that favored regulated engagements
with neighbors, such as the etiquette of
formalized visiting patterns, whereby visi-
tors presented their cards and householders
decided whether to allow the visit. However,
Victorian houses were not completely pri-
vate havens, because a large service industry
delivered meat, ice, messages, or coal and
retrieved rags and refuse (Hareven, 1991).
Although men had wide-ranging engage-
ments around the town, cities were often
unpleasant because of early industrial pollu-
tion, harsh working conditions, competition,
and general danger. For women, cultural
rules restricted their engagements outside
the home. An exception involved downtown
department stores, settings that connected
women with their community. In addi-
tion to the sales floor, stores offered show-
ers, letter writing rooms, and services that
supported respectable community engage-
ments (Bowlby, 2002). Consequently, Victo-
rian men and women were engaged in their
communities in ways that reflected the new
separation of men from women, both spa-
tially and by role.

In summary, the physical supports for
the dialectic of openness and closedness
shifted over the eras, from Colonial architec-
ture favoring interpersonal accessibility to
Victorian architecture enabling separation.
Inside the Victorian home, divided spaces
supported a cultural emphasis on separate
roles and activities, although close affective

ties were the norm more than previously.
Victorian families were also fairly disen-
gaged from intimate relations with com-
munities, reflected in both physical buffers
and psychological barriers of etiquette and
reserve. Nevertheless, community engage-
ments were available through home-based
and downtown shopping encounters and
through social engagements that followed
the rules of etiquette for the era.

Early Suburban Era (Post-1900)

engagement within the home

A backlash against Victorian separateness
and formality paved the way for a subur-
ban era of greater family togetherness and
informality. The editor of the Ladies Home
Journal, an influential magazine, refused
to print home plans that contained a for-
mal parlor instead of a more informal
living room (Roth, 1991). Architect Frank
Lloyd Wright criticized Victorian style as
“boxes beside or inside other boxes, called
rooms” (Marsh, 1989). Olmstead, the archi-
tect of Central Park, resented garden walls
as “high dead walls . . . as of a series of
private madhouses” (Fishman, 1987, p. 130).
These remarks reflect a changing society that
perceived existing physical forms as barriers
to new ideas favoring more open and infor-
mal family relationships. Thus, the dialec-
tic of limited engagement in the Victorian
era shifted to one emphasizing greater rela-
tive openness versus closedness in the post-
1900 period.

New homes developed in the wake of
these criticisms supported openness and
informality. Homes were smaller, which also
reflected the high costs of new construction
technologies (e.g., indoor plumbing) and
home amenities such as modern kitchen
appliances (Spain, 1992). Floor plans of
this time revealed less space devoted to
individualistic pursuits and more space for
common family activities (Marsh, 1989).
Although bedrooms still provided enclaves
for individual withdrawal (Cromley, 1991),
opportunities for openness were provided by
kitchen, dining, living, and backyard spaces
that flowed together. Some Victorian-era



relationships in home and community environments 681

separateness remained, notably the fact that
fathers left the home to go to work and
mothers were in charge of domestic life. Just
as for Victorians, personal retreats were less
available to women, who still spent more
time than men in the company of others
at home (Ahrentzen, Levine, & Michelson,
1989). However, children were no longer
banished to spatially segregated quarters
but were expected to share family time in
common living spaces. Dinner times, for
example, became nightly occasions for many
families to interact and reinforce the sepa-
rate roles of homemaker and breadwinner
(Dreyer & Dreyer, 1973). In general, there-
fore, the engagement dialectic of the sub-
urban era involved greater social contacts
among family members, supported by home
design and cultural values.

The 1950s ushered in the “golden age of
domestic ideology” (May, 1991), with mul-
tiple supports for the ideal suburban family
of a wage-earning father, a housewife, and
children. These supports included the large
number of World War II veterans seeking a
peaceful life, a national economy reorienting
from war to consumer goods, technologies
for mass housing production, and policies
that favored home purchases for white sub-
urban men (Hayden, 1984). Suburban devel-
opments proliferated across the century so
that, even now, many contemporary housing
alternatives are measured against the subur-
ban model.

engagement between home and community

Suburban communities were generally
designed to be fairly separate from public
places and downtown areas. Furthermore,
community members, such as boarders and
servants, rarely came to live with suburban
families, furthering the separation between
home and community. Suburban isolation
was further supported by physical distance
and transportation constraints, with early
suburban women and children at home dur-
ing the day when the husband had exclusive
use of the family car. Modern technologies
that encourage people to stay inside (e.g.,
heating and cooling systems, televisions,

telephones), large lot sizes, and economic
independence from neighbors supported
substantial disengagement between neigh-
bors. The separation of the suburbs from
the city often meant limited opportunities
for community engagements. Women and
children generally had only local community
engagements to tie them to the community –
typically church, school, and neighborhood
associations (Hayden, 1984).

Problems With the Suburban Ideal

Even at the peak of popularity, there were
signs that the suburbs were not ideal,
especially for women. The original subur-
ban home was designed for and encour-
aged development of a particular family
type: one wage earner and one full-time
homemaker with children. Since the 1960s,
feminists in scholarly and popular sources
portrayed the suburban ideal as especially
isolating to women (May, 1991). Indeed,
compared with societies in which women
gather and socialize as they engage in house-
hold chores (Brolin, 1976), secluded sub-
urban U.S. homes mean that housework is
often done in isolation from other adults.

As U.S. women entered the paid labor
force in the 1980s (Calthorpe, 1993), prob-
lems of physical isolation were lessened,
albeit with new challenges of time con-
straints. Women left the home for work-
places, then returned home for their “second
shift” of labor at home, leaving little time
for family interaction. Some speculate that
later suburban home designs and household
equipment may have evolved to allow more
time and opportunity for family engage-
ments. Thus, the popularity of more open
kitchen and family rooms (Hasell & Peatross,
1990) and labor-saving devices (Forty, 1986)
may reflect the desire to provide more
opportunity for family interaction. How-
ever, labor-saving technologies and designs
often escalate standards for housekeeping,
creating more opportunities for housework
instead of freeing more time for family inter-
action (Forty, 1986), suggesting a continuing
struggle to balance commitments to work
and family life.
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The suburban model remains popular,
still bolstered by social desirability, personal
preference, public policy, financing, zon-
ing, and other legal supports. However, the
suburban form is not suitable for everyone
and may create problems of engagement
inside the home as well as between homes
and community. Thus, single-earner house-
holds often cannot afford suburban homes
or may prefer an urban residence with
closer shopping and transportation ameni-
ties. Even dual-earner suburban households
may neglect relationship building and main-
tenance in the face of competing pres-
sures to spend time maintaining the home
and yard or commuting to jobs needed to
finance the suburban lifestyle. Aging indi-
viduals may find themselves physically lim-
ited in their ability to maintain large subur-
ban homes and landscaping, as well as being
isolated from family and friends and lack-
ing access to distant shopping and cultural
opportunities.

These concerns have resonated with
social philosophers interested in how
physical environments have reduced res-
idents’ connections with community life
(Calthorpe, 1993). In a wide-ranging review,
Putnam (2000) traced the erosion of com-
munity ties to factors such as the techno-
logical advance of television, the economic
demand to have two adults work full time to
pay for expensive houses, and the advent of
suburban sprawl. Suburban sprawl is impli-
cated in multiple ways. People are discour-
aged from developing neighborhood ties by
the loss of neighborhood interaction sites
such as front porches, neighborhood schools
and parks, and by the addition of wide streets
and increasing traffic (Appleyard & Lintell,
1972 ; Brown, Burton, & Sweaney, 1998).
People are drawn inside by home entertain-
ment and thermal comfort; they are isolated
from their neighborhoods by long hours
devoted to commutes, work, shopping, and
entertainment (Brown et al., 1998). Putnam
(2000) even estimated that every additional
10 minutes commuting is linked to a 10%
reduction in one’s community ties. Accord-
ing to one analysis, today’s homes empha-
size “isolation and profit-making,” not “ideals

such as neighbourliness and integration”
(Friedman & Krawitz, 2002 , p. 186). For
significant numbers of people in modern
U.S. society, physical environments of homes
and communities do not mesh with the
social relationships people have and desire.
Mismatches between physical environments
and relationship goals are fueling new pro-
posals to reconnect homes to communities.

Currently, a variety of social movements
encourage greater openness between home
and community. Proponents of sustainable
communities, new urbanism, smart growth,
walkable communities, and healthy com-
munities are proposing and building more
pedestrian friendly neighborhoods meant to
encourage community interaction and min-
imize isolating activities, such as long solo
car commutes. By designing neighborhoods
near needed services, such as schools and
stores, and providing safe, tree-shaded walk-
ways connecting homes and destinations,
these new designs are intended to increase
neighborhood use and relationships between
home and community. Pedestrian-friendly
places also reduce the dominance of the car
by providing rear alley-fed garages, narrow
streets, and reduced traffic speeds. Although
streets used to be appropriated by children
as play areas, fear of increased traffic levels
in the West (O’Brien, 2003) and worldwide
(Chawla & Malone, 2003) has restricted
more children to home and away from com-
munity settings. In some countries neigh-
borhoods have redesigned streets to ban or
slow cars to restore children’s play and adult
friendships to the street (Skjaeveland &
Garling, 2002).

Many other designs have been suggested
to connect households to their communi-
ties (Calthorpe, 1993 ; Jacobs, 1961; New-
man, 1972). Jacobs (1961) described intri-
cate “ballets” on city streets in which res-
idents’ regular daily routines would inter-
twine and overlap to create a social setting.
“The individual dancers and ensembles all
have distinctive parts which miraculously
reinforce each other and compose an orderly
whole” (Jacobs, 1961, p. 50). Physical designs
that support such interactions include small
and narrow streets, short blocks that support
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easy pedestrian access to many destinations,
pleasant plazas and parks, houses close to the
street and windows for observing passersby,
and shops and other activities to invite peo-
ple to slow down, look, and acknowledge
one another (Calthorpe, 1993 ; Jacobs, 1961).

Some of these changes include fairly rad-
ical alterations to the suburban model. Sub-
urbs have traditionally been designed to
separate households by income or family
type and to buffer housing from work or
other community necessities. In contrast,
these new neighborhoods provide a range
of housing sizes and costs to attract old
and young, families and singles, poor and
wealthy. Similarly, suburbs have tradition-
ally been designed to separate land uses, so
combining work, shopping, and home sites
in close proximity is a substantial devia-
tion from the suburban norm. Consequently,
these communities are often controversial
and research is needed to see how they might
alter relationships. Some research shows that
residents of such neighborhoods are indeed
receiving the anticipated benefits. They walk
more in the neighborhood, use neighbor-
hood facilities more, endorse diverse housing
forms, and know more neighbors (Brown &
Cropper, 2001).

Summary

In sum, the configuration of openness and
closedness of relationships within house-
holds and between households and commu-
nities has changed over long historical eras.
The transactional perspective demonstrates
how openness and closedness were mani-
fested and supported, as well as discouraged,
by the physical environment and cultural
context. These three eras illustrate the value
of a holistic analysis; only by examining how
the environmental and cultural contexts are
integral to the very definition and meaning
of relationships are the historical shifts com-
prehensible. We now turn to our final issue:
areas of needed research, especially given the
many complex social, cultural, and physi-
cal environmental changes that are emerging
worldwide.

Implications for Relationship Research
in the 2 1st Century

What research is needed with respect to the
dialectic processes of engagement as they
are reflected in cultural and physical envi-
ronmental changes? Indeed, we believe that
the current era contains forces that will push
U.S. society away from the heretofore ideal-
ized suburban model in favor of homes and
communities that are better suited to cur-
rent lifestyles, including emerging or pre-
viously neglected relationship forms. Fur-
thermore, the changing ethnic, cultural, and
national composition of American society is
likely to involve pressures for new home and
community designs that are more compati-
ble with culturally distinct lifestyles, differ-
ent from the idealized nuclear family of the
suburban era.

In addition to changing social patterns,
greater emphasis on sustainable human soci-
eties is suggesting changes in home and
home–community relationships. Myriad fac-
tors including lifestyle preferences, the high
costs of providing and maintaining infras-
tructure for large suburban developments,
costs of commuting such as travel time and
transportation, as well as concerns for envi-
ronmental impacts are increasing interest in
more compact, higher density city forms
that allow people to walk, bike, or use tran-
sit for commuting and shopping, thereby
reducing the need for roads and automo-
biles (see Brown, Werner, & Kim, 2003 ,
for a review). Indeed, designers are experi-
menting with home and community designs
that better support these myriad household
forms, and research is needed to inform these
immediate housing ideas as well as long-
term community development plans. Under
these complex changing circumstances, how
can relationship researchers inform design
decisions inside the home as well as between
the home and community?

Changing Engagements

We center our analysis of future research
needs around the engagement dialectic
and suggest that research is needed on
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preferences for and satisfactions with dif-
ferent forms or amounts of openness and
closedness. Our historical review showed
that both openness and closedness are
important and valued features of home and
community relationships, but that histor-
ical eras offered distinct blends of open-
ness and closedness that emphasized one or
the other side of the dialectic. Trends for
the future suggest a similar situation; both
openness and closedness are important, but
some households may want more openness
or more closedness than current physical
forms provide. Other households may prefer
house forms that allow for greater variabil-
ity in openness and closedness rather than a
preference for one side relative to the other.
We propose future research questions for
relationships within the home and for rela-
tionships between residents and their imme-
diate community.

engagement inside the home

People need home environments that allow
them to regulate engagement (openness and
closedness) with family members and with
visitors. Changes in household composition
and activities suggest that new layouts and
configurations will be needed to support
a variety of engagement goals. Single indi-
viduals, child-free couples, empty-nesters,
home workers, and members of different
ethnic groups may require different kinds
of engagement and disengagement oppor-
tunities, and research is needed to iden-
tify those needs and evaluate various design
innovations for their appropriateness and
effectiveness.

One of environmental psychology’s most
well-researched areas is crowding and how
people cope with greater openness than is
desired, such as can occur in higher than
desired densities. Crowding inside the home
is related to more dysfunctional relation-
ships. One reason for these poor relation-
ships is that crowded individuals sometimes
try to cope by withdrawing from family
interaction. Although withdrawal as a cop-
ing mechanism might be acceptable and
effective in alleviating the stress of crowd-
ing in public areas, the same techniques may

erode important family relationships (Evans,
Rhee, Forbes, Allen, & Lepore, 2000). Neg-
ative crowding effects occur even in coun-
tries expected to have high tolerance for res-
idential density, such as India (see Werner,
Brown, & Altman, 1997, for a review),
suggesting a limit to cultural adaptation
to crowding. Research is needed on the
use of physical environmental and interper-
sonal mechanisms for managing interactions
under high density (Vinsel et al., 1980). For
example, houses that provide layouts with
more physical buffers, such as hallways or
separate rooms, are associated with lower
effects of crowding despite limited space
(Evans, Lepore, & Schroeder, 1996). The key
is to provide opportunities for people to get
together as well as to stay apart when soli-
tude is desired.

The recent popularity of working from
home suggests another area where research
is needed to understand how such work
creates challenges for relationships. For the
first time since the Colonial era, many peo-
ple are trying to work from home. Modern
home workers want to avoid commute time,
achieve more family time, and prevent inter-
ruptions of traditional work environments.
These desires, in conjunction with emerg-
ing technologies and supportive employer
policies, make home-based work options
possible for some. Although motivated to
achieve a good blend of work and home life,
many home-based workers actually spend
longer hours at work because the work
is so accessible. Furthermore, without the
trappings of an off-site job, family, friends,
and neighbors may impose on home work-
ers, increasing the time needed to perform
tasks (Gurstein, 2001; Johnson, 2003). In
contrast, home workers sometimes feel too
isolated from coworkers and find few stim-
ulating relationships or places in the neigh-
borhood. Instead of being an easy alterna-
tive to an office job, working from home
requires that “separation, togetherness, and
privacy all . . . be renegotiated” (Johnson,
2003 , p. 31). Neighborhood work centers
with fully equipped but temporary-use cubi-
cles may provide physical supports for
home–work separation, as well as workplace
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camaraderie and connection to the commu-
nity, but without the time-consuming com-
mute (Johnson, 2003).

A major recent societal shift involves
more one- or two-person households of
singles, empty-nesters, elders, or child-free
couples. Because smaller households might
prefer greater openness in their homes,
some designers have created nontraditional
designs for couples and singles. One design
provides visual connections between the
bedroom and more public areas of the house
(Riley, 1999). As another example, bache-
lor housing has traditionally been spartan or
makeshift, underscoring the idea that single-
hood is a deviant identity that should only be
temporary. In current designs for bachelors,
the interior has sumptuous furnishings, serv-
ing as physical validation of the legitimacy
of singlehood (Riley, 1999). Both cases sug-
gest that child-free households adopt greater
physical openness, but research is needed
to evaluate how these designs serve rela-
tionships for single men, single women, and
small households of various ages.

Research might also evaluate urban and
suburban housing forms with respect to
the openness and closedness goals of chil-
dren and adolescents. Today’s smaller fam-
ily sizes mean fewer siblings with whom
children can interact. In addition, children
are often now provided their own bedrooms
that support solitary uses (Sebba & Church-
man, 1986), which may be desired some-
times but feel isolating at other times. On the
other hand, children in many cultures have
limited ability to regulate access to them-
selves, especially from parents, who may
enter children’s rooms without notice and
to regulate their friendships and activities.
This may be particularly contentious dur-
ing the teen years, when children begin to
assert their rights to keep others out of their
rooms and to choose their own engagement
times, locations, and partners (Altman &
Chemers, 1980). As another example, some
children complain of feeling too open and
exposed in postdivorce homes, particularly
when noncustodial parents live in housing
without separate bedrooms for visiting chil-
dren (Anthony, 1997). Either this creates

unresolvable tensions, or children seek out
places to be on their own, alone or with
friends, in homes, neighborhoods, and town
centers (Clark & Uzzell, 2002). Adult sen-
sitivity, professional interventions and skills
training as well as appropriate environmen-
tal supports may all be needed to help fami-
lies work through these changing situations.

Physical insulation of homes from their
surroundings also creates engagement reg-
ulation dilemmas for those in abusive rela-
tionships. Although crime prevention pro-
grams emphasize using locks and bars to
fortify the house against outside criminal
intrusion, many individuals face their great-
est risk of violence from household members
(Goldsack, 1999). Abused women some-
times endure abuse at home rather than
acknowledge the abuse publicly. One infor-
mant noted her dilemma: “I couldn’t stay
home even though I wanted to hide, and I
couldn’t leave the house . . . I look like shit.
Everyone would know” (Dieckmann, 2000,
p. 280). One environmentally oriented solu-
tion is a temporary restraining order, that
strengthens the physical wall around the
house with a legal one, thereby closing it
off from an alleged abuser (Merry, 2001).
Research is needed on how best to blend the
safety of community oversight with desires
for isolated living quarters.

Research also is needed to evaluate long-
standing cultural assumptions about the
proper degrees of openness inside one’s
home. When multiple families or gener-
ations share homes today, neighbors may
complain because they fear that sharing will
erode neighborhood property values and
reputations and create traffic and popula-
tion pressures. Yet some cultural groups pre-
fer living in large, extended families. Pader
(2002) recounted how two new college
roommates found their sleeping arrange-
ments to be uncomfortable and strange.
The Latina roommate had never slept alone
in a bed and her Caucasian roommate
had never shared a bedroom. Pader traced
restrictions on room sharing to late Victo-
rian housing reformers who claimed that
crowded tenements fostered sexual promis-
cuity and immorality. Pader countered that
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generations of Puritans – as well as many
contemporary immigrant groups – man-
aged shared living quarters without expe-
riencing social collapse. Research is needed
to examine processes by which different
cultural groups manage interactions and
how home layout supports or undermines
desired access.

In summary, some households desire rel-
atively more closedness, some desire rela-
tively more openness, and some experience
difficulties with the blend of openness and
closedness in their present homes. These
issues highlight the need to conduct research
on how to provide environments and educa-
tion to support a more flexible array of rela-
tionship needs.

engagement between home and community

Engagement patterns inside the home are
paralleled by similar issues between the
household and members of the commu-
nity. Demographic shifts have meant that
houses simply have fewer inhabitants or res-
idents who spend less time at home. Smaller
families, child-free couples, elderly people
staying in their large homes, and women
working longer hours outside the home all
can involve fewer hours of togetherness
at home. Research is needed on commu-
nity forms that provide opportunities for
both seclusion and interaction. For exam-
ple, many people have limited mobility,
which restricts their access to social con-
tacts as well as limits their ability to shop,
visit the doctor, and engage in other rou-
tine maintenance activities. Many elderly
individuals live alone in suburban houses
and may eventually face limitations on their
abilities to drive (Burkhardt & McGavock,
1999). Research may examine relocation
choices or a variety of mobility strategies as
ways for addressing their unmet desires for
social contacts.

Increasing recognition of the isolation of
people with disabilities and elders has led
to a growing movement to design what
are called “visitable” houses, with a no-
step entryway, and a ground-floor bathroom
and bedroom so that when residents need

a more supportive environment for them-
selves or visitors, they can have an environ-
ment that supports dignity, interaction, as
well as seclusion (Urban Design Associates,
2000). Although most elderly and people
with disabilities prefer to stay in their own
homes, there are times when community
helpers visit, which creates opportunities for
social contact and support but also problems
of physical vulnerability and psychological
discomfort. Relationships with home health
care workers can invade residents’ typical
expectations that they are in control of socia-
bility and intimacy in the home (Ellefsen,
2002). Elderly residents dislike visiting care-
givers’ distancing strategies – looking at a
watch, keeping a coat on, or referring to a
time schedule. At the same time, elders feel
overly exposed and humiliated when they
need help with private bathroom functions,
especially when high staff turnover brings a
series of strangers into the home. Research is
needed to see how residents cope with new
patterns of time alone and new patterns of
community visits by those who may provide
both intimacy and intrusion.

Research is also needed on problems and
solutions associated with greater proxim-
ity between households in denser commu-
nity designs. “Proximity problems,” such as
barking dogs, noisy children, and contested
parking spaces may erode the desired sep-
aration between homes and communities
(Merry, 1987). Indeed, increases in car traf-
fic and noise constitute a growing annoy-
ance. In both the United States (Apple-
yard & Lintell, 1972) and other countries
(Turgut & Cahantimur, 2003), residents sim-
ply stopped using the front yards or side-
walks in the face of increasing traffic vol-
ume and noise. Merry (1987) believed that
diverse values among proximal residents
facilitate intrusions. Whereas loud music
might be acceptable in college dorms, it
might be resented in more age-integrated
communities. Research is needed on how to
alleviate these problems, such as by strength-
ening physical sound barriers, providing
age-segregated housing, enforcing good
neighbor laws, or creating neighborhood
mediators.
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Low-income multifamily housing has
often been designed in a way that discour-
ages satisfying engagements among neigh-
bors – engagements that can create neigh-
borhood surveillance and safety. Residents
of high-rise apartments suffer from crime
and fear of crime when they cannot control
who has access to the grounds and what the
intruders do. When many neighbors share
a common entryway, it is difficult to get
to know one’s neighbors and understand
who might be engaging in criminal behav-
ior (Newman, 1972). Furthermore, high-
rise buildings make parental regulation
of outdoor play difficult, requiring either
long-distance surveillance from upper-floor
windows or dedication of time to in-person
oversight. In recent innovations in public
housing, safe and user-friendly designs pro-
vide seating, attractive play areas, differenti-
ation of the project from the public street,
and window orientations that encourage
both friendship formation and surveillance
(Newman, 1972). More recent research
shows that when public housing projects
provide pleasant tree cover in outdoor play
areas, children both play more and are more
engaged with parental overseers (Taylor,
Wiley, Kuo, Sullivan, 1998) and adults know
more of their neighbors (Kuo, Sullivan,
Coley, & Brunson, 1998). Research can sug-
gest additional ways of increasing positive
neighboring engagements with holistic inter-
ventions that address individual skills, eco-
nomic opportunities, social relations, and
defensible design.

We close our discussion of home–com-
munity engagements by describing two com-
munity forms designed to provide less and
more engagement opportunities than tra-
ditional suburbs: gated communities and
cohousing communities. Gated communi-
ties cater to a desire for physical separa-
tion from the larger community (McKenzie,
1994). Residents believe that such commu-
nities offer good financial investments, safety
from crime and physical decay, good places
for children, and protection from diverse
people or housing forms (Low, 2001; Wilson-
Doenges, 2000). Their private community
associations assert a degree of control over

housing that has not been evident since the
Colonial era in the United States. For exam-
ple, residents have been cited for violations
ranging from giving a goodnight kiss in a car
in the community driveway, to flying the
U.S. flag, to marrying a 45 -year-old when
the minimum resident age is 48, to walking
out their back door too much and wearing
a pathway in the grass, to owning a dog just
over the 30-pound limit (McKenzie, 1994).
These restrictions are accepted in the face
of fears of kidnappers, burglars, and robbers
that many residents said drove them from
former ungated communities (Low, 2001).
Low questioned whether gates can provide
full security, given that residents talk about
the need to improve gate security or build
higher walls; yet other gated community
residents report a stronger sense of safety
and community despite crime rates compa-
rable to nongated communities in some areas
(Wilson-Doenges, 2000) but lower in others
(Donnelly & Kimble, 1997).

A community form explicitly designed to
encourage engagements among neighbors is
cohousing. Typical cohousing developments
include small neighborhood clusters of 10

or more residences, with fairly small indi-
vidual dwellings grouped around a jointly
owned common house. Cohousing residents
are very engaged, making community deci-
sions together and sharing cooking tasks for
community dinners. The community build-
ing also brings residents together by pro-
viding common laundry facilities, amenities
such as hobby rooms, or perhaps guest rooms
or specialized workspaces. Cohousing com-
munities typically limit parking to an edge
or other restricted area to encourage pedes-
trian use. Residents are motivated to create
cohousing to achieve closer neighborhood
ties, good social opportunities for children,
and more sustainable lifestyles (Fromm,
2000). Consistent with the dialectic view
of relationships, cohousing groups also value
some closedness and seclusion, with many
groups explicitly acknowledging privacy as
a community value. The community house
provides a spacious place for social interac-
tion, so that homes can be fairly secluded, if
desired. Community members can also eat
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alone at home or skip meetings to achieve
desired solitude. Thus, consistent with our
dialectic perspective, even in the most open
form of home–community relationships, res-
idents can still achieve closedness and disen-
gagement from the community.

Summary and Discussion

Research on past, present, and emerging
home and community settings demonstrates
how relationships are integral to their phys-
ical, cultural–historical, and social settings.
A dialectical and transactional perspective
gives us the tools to understand these issues
with new insights. Examination of home and
community relationships in Colonial, Victo-
rian, and suburban eras showed that phys-
ical environments reflected and supported
culturally prescribed blends of openness and
closedness. Colonial homes were relatively
open inside and also open to the community,
although rural location and interpersonal
reserve also provided separation. Victorian
homes became fairly closed and individ-
ualistic, but times of family togetherness
were also valued. Suburban homes empha-
sized openness within the home while main-
taining relative closedness to the commu-
nity. We reviewed research suggesting that
this suburban ideal is not necessarily ideal
for some demographic and cultural groups.
We also suggested that increasing concerns
about sustainability and providing acces-
sible communities are leading to grow-
ing interest in higher density communities.
Given changes in contemporary life, we sug-
gested areas of research needed to under-
stand how physical environments of homes
and communities can enable people to
have control over their openness–closedness
with others.

Relationship members sometimes acti-
vely use the physical environment to achieve
their desired relationships, such as mov-
ing to cohousing communities to achieve
greater openness. At other times, people
adapt to environmental circumstances with-
out realizing potential consequences for
relationships; for example, few suburbanites
anticipated the impact of longer commutes

on family time and community involve-
ment. Perhaps because people tend to take
the environment for granted, members of
society may not realize how many com-
peting visions exist for the best physi-
cal forms of relationships. For example,
many people believed that the 1900s sub-
urban model was ideal for children, despite
research we reviewed that outlines worries
about traffic dangers and isolation poten-
tials within the suburban house. Research
is needed to understand the advantages
and disadvantages of different suburban
forms for different kinds of users and with
respect to multiple psychological processes
and outcomes.

Just as the United States is debating
alternatives to traditional suburban hous-
ing, many societies around the world are
experiencing disruptions in their traditional
housing, and struggling with the imposition
of Western housing forms. Population,
urbanization, and modernization pressures
are disrupting many traditional commu-
nities. New dams, highways, and other
projects have resulted in massive displace-
ments of people. Often, these changes have
unanticipated consequences for home and
community relationships (Werner et al.,
1997). For example, relocation of people
from traditional homes and communities to
government-provided housing can disrupt
traditional extended family relationships
both inside and outside of the home (Gau-
vain, Altman, & Fahim, 1983). Among
Egyptian Nubians, traditional homes were
clustered together so that family members
could visit one another. When relocated
for dam construction, families were not
given adjacent homes, and women became
isolated because they were afraid to travel
to relatives’ homes. Similarly, traditional
homes in enclosed compounds had provided
considerable buffering from visual intru-
sion, but the new-style homes were more
open, creating discomfort inside the home.
Many residents modified or redesigned
their homes in attempts to restore their
traditional cultural practices. Another exam-
ple occurred in Damascus, Syria, where
Western housing violated visual seclusion
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norms for women who were used to the
spatial buffers of internal courtyards,
screened doors, and louvered windows
(Al-Kodmany, 2000). In this case, women
simply avoided traditional outdoor activities
and casual surveillance of the neighborhood
to attain a proper separation from the
community. Similar problems occurred in
Accra, Ghana, where urbanization pressures
and new Western housing forms without
protected courtyard spaces left women
without traditional secluded places for their
ceremonies. Women adjusted by moving
their ceremonies out to the street, and
men cooperated by avoiding being in or
watching the area, sustaining the rituals by
providing “privacy in public” (Pellow, 2001).
Among foreign-student families in the
United States, achieving desired openness
and closedness inside apartments was easier
than achieving satisfactory engagements in
the neighborhood, highlighting how cultural
dissimilarities play out in neighborhood
relationship difficulties (Harris, Werner,
Brown, & Ingebritsen, 1995). Given rapid
development and population pressures
around the globe, we anticipate that many
people will struggle to cope with housing
environments that fail to support traditional
needs for openness and closedness. The use
of transactional and dialectical models will
enable us to address important universal
challenges in relationship engagement,
affect, and regulation under conditions of
societal change.

Our theme has been that interpersonal
relationships are inseparable from their
physical contexts. Given the emerging diver-
sity of relationships and cultural back-
grounds on the contemporary scene, we
predict the development of an increasing
variety of housing and community forms
to meet peoples’ needs for openness and
closedness within the home and between
homes and communities. Scholars can play
a proactive role in meeting these needs.
Instead of simply reacting to personal and
societal upheavals, relationship researchers,
design professionals, and urban planners
should collaborate so that their collective
and integrated expertise can identify holistic

supports among people, relationships, and
places. Healthy relationships require sup-
portive physical settings. Effective environ-
mental and architectural designs of build-
ings and cities require an understanding
of the relationships they are intended to
support. By acknowledging the interdepen-
dence and inseparability of relationships and
settings, scholars can design, research, and
envision new and appropriate ways to serve
the diverse array of interpersonal relation-
ships emerging in the 21st century.
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Relationships, Culture,
and Social Change

Robin Goodwin
Urmila Pillay

The study of personal relationships (PRs) is
an increasingly “mainstream” topic for social
psychologists. Major international journals,
such as the American Psychological Associ-
ation’s Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, regularly include papers on close
relationships, and a growing number of texts
and handbooks (such as the present vol-
ume) attest to the field’s growing popularity
among instructors, students, and researchers.
Yet studies that consider relationships across
culture are rare. In this chapter, we consider
some key reasons why relationships should
be considered in cross-cultural context and
some of central issues around the definition
of culture. We then go on to discuss cultural
variations in the formation and maintenance
of close relationships, family relations, and
the broader social and supportive network
(including that offered by friends and neigh-
bors). We end with a consideration of the
manner in which many long-assumed cul-
tural differences in relationships are chal-
lenged by rapid social transitions in many
parts of the world. Some dimensions of this
change are then discussed in an attempt to

provide a more comprehensive understand-
ing of relationships and culture.

Culture as the “Forgotten” Topic in
Personal Relationships

A casual glance at the papers published in
the two major specialist PR journals show a
notable lack of cross-cultural research into
personal relationships. For this chapter, we
conducted a brief review of the 2001 and
2002 editions of the Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships and Personal Relation-
ships. Of a total of 135 articles published in
these journals during these years, only two
could be said to consider explicitly the role
of culture in relationships and involved more
than one cultural group (Goodwin, Cook, &
Yung, 2002 ; Hetsroni, 2002), and a further
two papers, both on attachment, compared
relationship phenomena in one country
with those found in other cultures (Onishi
& Gjerde, 2002 , in Japan; Alonso-Arbiol,
Shaver, & Yárnoz, 2002 , in the Basque
country). Two further studies examined
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interethnic variations among different eth-
nic groups in the United States (Way,
Cowal, Gingold, Pahl, & Bissessar, 2001)
and Canada (Dayan, Doyle, & Markiewicz,
2001). Other studies that continued well-
established North American research but
were conducted outside of this continent
commented little on the cultural setting of
their studies. Instead, there was an assump-
tion that any differences observed to pre-
vious findings were unrelated to the dif-
ferent cultural settings in which this work
was conducted.

Why does this matter? Recently, sev-
eral authors have outlined the advantages
of taking a cross-cultural approach to the
study of relationships (Goodwin, 1999; Hat-
field & Rapson, 1996; Kagitcibasi, 1996).
There are several theoretical reasons for
studying relationships across cultures. First,
there may be variation in the relative mag-
nitude of different relationship phenomena.
For example, in a cross-cultural comparison
involving students from the United States,
Turkey, and India, Medora, Larson, Hor-
tacsu, and Dave (2002) found U.S. students
to have the highest levels of romanticism.
In an eight-country comparison, Neto et
al. (2000) found Brazilians to be relatively
high on pragmatic love styles, whereas the
Angolans and Mozambicans were compar-
atively high on ludus (game-playing, non-
committal love). Second, culture can have
a moderating impact on the association
between individual-level factors (such as
personality) and various relationship phe-
nomena. Using data from the World Val-
ues Survey from 42 nations and almost
60,000 participants, Diener, Gohm, Suh,
and Oishi (2000) found the relationship
between marital status and subjective well-
being to be moderated by culture, with being
married having a stronger association with
life satisfaction in collectively orientated as
opposed to individually orientated cultures.
The moderating influence of culture on psy-
chological well-being may well be indicative
of the differential role played by personal-
ity and other “internal” factors across cul-
tures. As a result, loneliness might be a better
predictor of life satisfaction in individualist

nations, where ecological factors and eco-
nomic developments have freed up individ-
uals to concentrate on the more emotional,
less material, facets of their existence (Ingle-
hart, 1997; see also de Jong Gierveld, van
Tilburg, & Dykstra, this volume). Indeed,
work in (relatively collectivist) Japan and the
(more individualist) Australia demonstrates
a stronger link between loneliness and life
satisfaction in the latter nation (Schumaker,
Shea, Monfries, & Groth, 1993). Finally, even
when there are strong universal relational
phenomena consistent across cultures, the
ways in which these influence actual behav-
iors may differ. As we note later, individu-
als may feel passionately for each other in
some cultures, but their passion may have
relatively little impact on who they end up
with as partners. Instead, pragmatic consid-
erations (family pressures, but also basic eco-
nomic realities) may have a far more signifi-
cant role in partner choice.

Understanding the role of culture on per-
sonal relationship can also have important
practical advantages. We can learn from cul-
tures where they do it “better”: for exam-
ple, from those societies where relation-
ship violence or child abuse are relatively
unknown (Levinson, 1989). We can often
disentangle the intertwined nature of vari-
ables in a cross-cultural context, unpack-
ing, for example, how age and length of
schooling separately influence human devel-
opment in non-Western cultures where the
two are not so related (Kagitcibasi, 1996).
Increasing intercultural contact has a wide
variety of impacts on interpersonal net-
works that could form several chapters in
their own (see Berry, 1997, for an overview
of the outcomes of acculturation strategies
amongst migrant populations). An under-
standing of the dynamics of such contact
means that we need not only to compre-
hend the niceties of intercultural contact
(often described in rather stereotypical form
in management training books) but must
understand how such interactional expecta-
tions vary in accordance with the nature of
the interactants (level of education, status,
international experience, and expectations)
and are themselves subject to regular change.
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Finally, cross-cultural work also often draws
our attention to the impact of sociohis-
torical forces on relationship behavior in a
manner largely ignored by mainstream PR
researchers, allowing us to understand rela-
tionships beyond the usual confines of the
psychological laboratory. For example, in
our own work in Eastern Europe (Good-
win, Nizharadze, Luu, Kosa, & Emelyanova,
2001), we found the association between
stressful working conditions and social net-
works was complex in different cultures
and that particular cultural traditions acted
to ameliorate the effects of a stressful and
busy lifestyle by allowing those working the
longest hours to also be the most able to par-
ticipate in important (and often expensive)
exchanges of gifts and favors. Indeed, macro
and ecological factors such as differences in
financial resources and educational opportu-
nities are likely to be important factors in
support provision, with such factors influ-
encing both the ability to provide support
and the location, size, and homogeneity of
the social network.

Defining and Distinguishing Cultures

Defining and categorizing culture is not
a simple task. Culture is not something
we can reach out and touch, but some-
thing that must inferred from the behav-
ior of others (Rohner, 1984). As a result,
most PR researchers – even those conduct-
ing explicitly cross-cultural investigations–
have avoided the question of defining “cul-
ture,” choosing instead to use country names
as a proxy. Such a solution does, however,
pose clear problems when there is consid-
erable diversity within any one country (or
indeed, sample).

Most formal definitions of culture suggest
that shared and learned meanings are impor-
tant when identifying a culture or cultural
group (Rohner, 1984), although cultural
products (such as buildings and other arti-
facts) may also be significant (Cole, 1990).
Key from a PR perspective is the notion that
culture is transmittable over time but modi-
fied from generation to generation (Rohner,

1984). Such transmission is most likely to
occur within the framework of differing par-
enting and family patterns. In this chapter,
we use the definition of culture provided
by Fiske (2002 , p. 85): culture is “a socially
transmitted or socially constructed constel-
lation consisting of such things as practices,
competencies, ideas, schemas, symbols, val-
ues, norms, institution, goals, constitutive
rules, artifacts and modification of the phys-
ical environment.” Such a definition sub-
sumes the values, norms and artifacts that
influence an individual as well as his or
her interaction pattern. This is particularly
salient when one deals with personal rela-
tionships, as interaction with one another
forms the basis of building any relation-
ship, but these interactions take place within
often highly significant physical settings (see
Brown, Altman, & Werner, this volume).

Understanding the cultural makeup of
any society also involves recognizing ethnic
variations within that society and the pos-
sible importance of such diversity for rela-
tionship processes (Saroja, 1999). Most defi-
nitions of ethnicity recognize the close rela-
tionship between culture and ethnicity. For
example, Wilkinson (1987) described an eth-
nic group as “a group of people who are of
the same nationality or ancestry and who
enact a shared culture and lifestyles” (p. 185).
Although individuals may identify them-
selves to varying extents with their ethnic
groups, others will often react to an individ-
ual in terms of his or her perceived group
membership, even if that individual does not
personally feel that they “belong” to a partic-
ular ethnic group (Berry, 1997).

In the last 2 decades a number of major
international studies have sought to differ-
entiate cultures empirically on the basis of
their scores on key values. The most influ-
ential of these has been the dimensions
that arose from Hofstede’s (1980) semi-
nal study of IBM employees of 50 nations
and more than one hundred thousand
respondents. In this study, Hofstede (1980)
concluded that cultures vary along four
dimensions: power distance (deference to
authority), masculinity–femininity (relative
emphasis on achievement or interpersonal
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harmony), uncertainty avoidance (stability
and “planning ahead”) and individualism–
collectivism (which concerns the relation-
ship between the individual and the group).
Individualism–collectivism has been the
most widely researched of these dimensions
and is the focus of much of the review in
the remainder of this chapter. Individualist
cultures are those in which “individuals are
loosely connected, and everyone looks after
their own interests or those of their immedi-
ate family” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 2). Individu-
alist cultures emphasize personal goals that
might or might not overlap with those of
their in-groups, but in which there is a con-
flict, they put their personal goals first (Sin-
gelis, Triandis, Bhawuk, & Gelfand, 1995).
Collectivist cultures are ones in which “peo-
ple from birth onwards are integrated into
strong, cohesive in-groups, which through-
out people’s lifetime continue to protect
them in exchange for unquestioning loy-
alty” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 2). In collectivist
societies, the group is all important, and
there is a need for group solidarity and
shared activity. Western European nations,
the United States, and Canada are high on
individualism, whereas Asian, Latin Amer-
ican and African nations – and many U.S.
minority groups from such regions – are
more collectivist (Singelis et al., 1995).
Although Hofstede (1980) provided dimen-
sion scores for each of these four dimensions,
the dimensions are frequently (if controver-
sially) treated as categories by cross-cultural
researchers, who tend to classify culture “X”
as an “individualist” or “collectivist” society.

Forming and Maintaining Close
Relationships across Cultures

Most research into PR assumes that close
relationships partners are chosen rather in
the manner of an individual shopping in a
supermarket, with individuals free to choose
from a wide variety of products, in a mul-
tiplicity of shapes and sizes, from a range
of different origins. Thus, although certain
material constraints may operate to restrict
the availability of those top-of-the-range

partners (available only to the richest or
most glamorous) and while other ecological
restraints may serve to limit the availability
of an ideal product (size of supermarket,
range of goods, competition for particular
items), the image is still of a large and free
“open” field of partners from which a poten-
tial individual can choose.

In reality, this image is unlikely to be
accurate even in the most individualistic
of societies. Personal reputation, availabil-
ity of social networks, and even opportuni-
ties to travel and shop around are basic lim-
iters of choice in most cultures. However,
in some cultures there is little opportunity
to form any kind of romantic relationship
outside of the most tightly restricted range.
Indeed, we can plot a continuum ranging
from those cultures in which partner choice
is rarely restricted (usually those cultures
where mate selection studies are conducted)
to those cultures where partner choice might
be prescribed as early as birth (Rosenblatt &
Anderson, 1981).

Across the world, the majority of mar-
riages are by arrangement, usually with the
aid of matchmakers or relatives (Ingoldsby,
1995). Marriage in such cultures is not
regarded as a union of two individuals but
of two families, with the families likely to
be similar in terms of values, customs, and
norms. Saroja (1999), in her study on urban
youth in India, showed arranged marriage
to be preferred even in the most urbanized
of areas, relieving young people from the
personal responsibility of finding their own
partner. Arranged relationships can be seen
as invaluable in cementing family liaisons,
helping build new economic ties, and main-
taining the influence of the extended net-
work on the new couple. Because such
arrangements are of such significance to
the wider family, opportunities for Western-
style dating and partner choice outside
of those approved as eligible is likely to
be highly restricted (Hanassab & Tidwell,
1989). Different models of partner choice
can be seen among different ethnic groups
within one culture; in Britain, for exam-
ple, partner choice among the White com-
munity is usually left to the individuals,
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although there may be some restrictions evi-
dent among those who belong to more reli-
gious communities. Among British Asians,
however, marriages are frequently arranged
by parents and go-betweens, with partner
selection based primarily on caste, religious
and social class lines. Arranged marriage is
particularly prevalent among Britain’s Mus-
lim populations (primarily from Pakistan
and Bangladesh; Beishon, Modood, &
Virdee, 1998).

Where a relatively wide mate choice is
available, preferences for a partner may fol-
low broader cultural values. In more indi-
vidualistic societies, for example, prefer-
ence may be for partners possessing the
more “individual” attributes such as kindness
and understanding (Goodwin & Tang, 1991;
Hatfield & Sprecher, 1995). In more sex-
role orientated, “masculine” cultures such
as Japan, health, wealth, and understand-
ing are likely to be sought in husbands but
less in boyfriends, whereas personality and
affection are sought more in boyfriends than
in husbands. In more “feminine” countries,
these latter traits may be seen as equally
desirable (Hofstede, 1996). It is, however,
important not to overexaggerate such differ-
ences; as an individual ages in any culture
the influence of pragmatic rather than hedo-
nistic factors in partner choice is likely to
increase, particularly if children are desired
(or indeed are already present and a part-
ner is required who is suitably caring and
has appropriate resources). Similarly, per-
sonal ads in many cultures tend to include
characteristics also present in a more tradi-
tional arranged marriage (such as social sta-
tus, age, and the education of both the indi-
vidual advertising and the partner sought).

In the last 2 decades, there has been some-
thing of a tension between the work of
evolutionary psychologists (e.g., Buss, 1989),
who have tended to stress universality in
partner preferences, and social role theo-
rists and cultural psychologists, who have
emphasized the cultural variability in such
preferences (e.g., Goodwin & Tang, 1991).
Recent work on dynamical evolutionary psy-
chology allows for some integration of these
approaches by taking greater account of

mate proximity and sex ratios in the wider
social environment (Kenrick, Li, & Butner,
2003). Key decisions about mating are then
viewed in the context of the social networks
that lead to short-term changes in behav-
ior, with the theory allowing for fairly rapid
updating of behaviors and a greater cultural
flexibility in evolutionary models.

Because partner choice is restricted
among some cultures and cultural groups,
the role of love in the choice of mari-
tal partner is also likely to vary across the
world. There is strong evidence that West-
ern beliefs in the significance of love for
marriage may not be universal (e.g., Levine,
Sato, Hashimoto, & Verma, 1995). In cul-
tures where marriages are arranged, love
is often assumed to grow out of marriage,
rather than to be a motivator for the forma-
tion of a particular relationship. In an oft-
cited summary, Hsu (1981) observed: “An
American asks. ‘How does my heart feel?’
A Chinese asks ‘What will other people
say?’” (p. 50). This does not mean that love
does not exist in Chinese societies – in fact,
anthropological studies have found love to
exist in most societies, with most cultures
possessing painful love songs and stories
that illustrate the strong emotions love can
evoke (Jankowiak & Fischer, 1992). How-
ever, because of the importance to family
honor and economic success of an “appropri-
ate” relationship match, in societies where
marriage is arranged love is most likely to
be sanctioned between only certain partners.
For example, relationships in urban China
are likely to be at least partly negotiated,
with the choice of partner a joint effort
between family and the individuals involved
(Pimentel, 2000). Such sanctioned love can
then act as important social glue, provid-
ing a strong binding force that brings (suit-
able) individuals and families together. As a
consequence, idealistic views about spend-
ing time together as a couple outside the
family, seen as central in many Western mar-
riages, may have a far lesser role in pre-
dicting relationship quality in urban China
(Pimentel, 2000).

Just as relationship formation may be at
least partly dependent on the influence of
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significant external barriers so the pressures
to maintain a relationship may be externally
driven. In those societies in which arranged
marriages dominate, divorce or even separa-
tion are often difficult or impossible (Hat-
field & Rapson, 1996). Although marital dis-
satisfaction undoubtedly exists here as else-
where, it is important not to exaggerate the
unhappiness felt in many more traditional
cultures. Instead, in such societies, different
expectations about marriage may lead to dif-
ferent kinds of expectations as to what is –
and is not – to be obtained from a marital
relationship. For example, in our study of a
large Hindu community in Britain, where
marriages were mostly arranged by family
members of community elders, the extended
family provided considerable emotional and
tangible support to the couple, significantly
helping them in maintaining relationship
harmony (Goodwin & Cramer, 2000).

One enduring debate has been the extent
to which free-choice matches are happier
than arranged marriages. This is difficult to
assess because expectations for marriage dif-
fer, and in those societies in which arranged
marriages predominate divorce is often diffi-
cult. To address this issue Xiaohe and Whyte
(1990) tested a representative probability
sample of 586 ever-married women in the
Sichuan Province of mainland China. Their
data suggested that women in arranged mar-
riages were consistently less satisfied than
those that had chosen their own partners.
Controlling for a large number of mea-
sures (including age at marriage and family
income), their study did suggest that free-
dom of mate choice was the strongest pre-
dictor of marital quality.

Work on social cognitions in close rela-
tionships has suggested that certain beliefs
about relationships may be functional or
dysfunctional (Epstein & Eidelson, 1981).
“Functional” relationship beliefs – such as
the belief that partners can change – may
encourage relationship maintenance behav-
iors and help promote relationship qual-
ity (Karney, McNulty, & Bradbury, 2001).
In contrast, “dysfunctional” relationship
beliefs – such as disagreement is destruc-
tive – may restrict a partner’s ability to

deal with relational challenges (Karney &
Bradbury, 1995). Dysfunctional beliefs are
have been related to poor relationship qual-
ity and negative problem-solving behav-
iors (e.g., Emmelkamp, Krol, Sanderman, &
Rüphan, 1987).

Goodwin and Gaines (2004) examined
the association between relationship beliefs
and marital quality among married par-
ticipants from three former Communist
nations: Hungary, Russia, and Georgia. As
predicted, they found a significant over-
all correlation between dysfunctional beliefs
and relationships quality. However, this
association was moderated by country, with
more than 4 times as much of the variance
in relationship quality explained by relation-
ship beliefs in Hungary than in the other
two nations investigated. Hungary is the
most individualistic country of these three
nations, and one possibility is that individ-
ual cognitions play a greater role in rela-
tionship quality than other family and com-
munity factors in more individualistic soci-
eties. Indeed, Mastekaasa (1994) suggested
that as environment becomes more rational
and impersonal (characteristics often associ-
ated with individualism), the emotional inti-
macy of marriage becomes more important.

Family Relations and the Broader
Social Network

Families are central in most societies but vary
greatly in structure across cultures. As such,
the family is often viewed as an ideal institu-
tion for cross-cultural study. Different living
arrangements can also be found among dif-
ferent ethnic groups (Glick & Hook, 2002).
Family structure can also be subject to rel-
atively rapid social change, a change with
potentially profound societal implications.

In some societies, family means the
immediate family consisting of parents and
children, whereas in other, largely collec-
tivistic communities, it also includes other
kin such as cousins, uncles, aunts, grand-
parents, and others (Ting & Chiu, 2002).
In the traditional Chinese family, parents
expect to live with their married sons, and
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taking care of elderly parents is an important
family obligation (Ting & Chiu, 2002). In
India, the family consists of a large, extended
group of relatives (D’Souza, 2003). Assets
are managed by the head of the family, usu-
ally the eldest male member. Sometimes,
married sons choose to live separately, but
rural sons are still likely to work on their
share of the ancestral land. Daughters, once
married, usually move to their husband’s
house to live. Such traditional families con-
trast markedly with the image of the con-
ventional family often portrayed as prevalent
in Britain and other industrialized nations.
Such a family consists of a small nuclear unit
of two parents, legally married with depen-
dent children and residing in one distinct
domestic unit. In reality, of course, it has
long been recognized that family structure in
most industrialized countries is diverse: As
Oakley (1982) noted, the conventional fam-
ily is just “one particular cultural interpreta-
tion of the ‘facts’ of sexuality and reproduc-
tion” (p. 123).

The role of culture is increasingly recog-
nized by researchers in understanding par-
enting behaviour. Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster,
and Jones (2001) suggested that there are
two ways in which culture influences par-
enting, first by promoting unique, culture-
specific styles of parenting and second by
mediating the influence of parenting style
on behavioral outcomes. Thus, for example,
physical discipline has been associated with
externalizing behavior among Whites, but
not among Blacks (Deater-Deckard, Dodge,
Bates, & Petti, 1996). Steinberg, Mounts,
Lamborn, and Dornbush (1991) illustrated
the differential impact that authoritative
parenting can have on school performance
of children belonging to different groups;
authoritative parenting enhanced the per-
formance of Whites and Latino adolescents
but not that of Asians or African Amer-
icans. Differences also emerge when one
considers the area of conflict that occurs
between parents and adolescents. Compared
with Hispanic and Black parents, White par-
ents often disagree with their children over
chores, and White families frequently report
higher levels of conflict. This could be due

to the stress of independence and autonomy
among White families, as well as their more
authoritative parenting style (Barber, 1994).

Social Networks and Support

Social support is one of the most widely
investigated areas of PR, and an increasing
number of studies have considered the role
of culture in defining different aspects of
support. For the collectivist, the basic unit
of survival is the group (Hui, 1988); hence,
support from others is important in these
societies and provides a strong buffer against
life stresses (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal,
Asai, & Lucca, 1988). In contrast, individu-
alists exhibit fewer skills for interacting inti-
mately with others and are more emotion-
ally detached from their in-groups (Triandis
et al., 1988).

Social support is likely to emerge as a
stronger predictor of well-being among col-
lectivistic cultures than individualistic soci-
eties (Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995). The
source of support also plays an important
role in influencing the well-being of the indi-
vidual, although again cultural may moder-
ate the appropriateness and impact of the
support (Maton et al., 1996). In collectivists’
cultures, families are more likely to be the
prime providers of material and emotional
support and informational guidance (Good-
win & Cramer, 2000). In a comparative
study of the network systems of English-
speaking and Spanish-speaking women, the
more collectivist Spanish-speaking network
was mainly composed of family members
(Levitt, Weber, & Guacci, 1993). This may
reflect the strong family obligations often
observed in Spanish communities, which
in turn limit contacts with individuals out-
side the home. However, Kagiticibasi (1996)
argued that with an improvement in the eco-
nomic situation in many collectivists’ coun-
tries instrumental interdependence on fam-
ilies may weaken.

There are significant culture differences
not only in network size and sources of
support but also in network utilization. In
the West, individuals are expected to solicit
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help from others actively (Kaniasty & Nor-
ris, 2000), whereas in Eastern cultures a
greater sensitivity to others’ needs and feel-
ings may make help seeking less necessary
(Pillay & Rao, 2002). In collectivists cultures
where social connectedness is high, help is
expected to be voluntarily provided, and
asking for help may be regarded as socially
demeaning (Pillay & Rao, 2002). In contrast,
social support seeking is likely to be seen
as self-threatening in individualist cultures,
where even minimal dependence can have a
damaging influence on the individual’s self-
esteem (Green & Rodgers, 2001). Neverthe-
less, this should not be taken to mean that
some interdependence is not desired in indi-
vidualist culture. Irrespective of culture, all
individuals have a need to belong and to
attach to others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

Apart from the family, friends and neigh-
bors also form an important part of one’s
social support. Emphasizing the significance
of friends and neighbors, Crow and Allan
(1994) claimed that our “interlocking social
network” consists of a combination of neigh-
borhoods, kinship, and friendships. In indi-
vidualists’ cultures, friendship may be more
plentiful and less enduring. Goodwin (1999)
argued that Western friendship could be
seen as “non-institutionalized institution” in
which there are relatively few ritualistic ties
and relationships are built on “voluntary
interdependence.” Among Korean and Cau-
casian students, You and Malley-Morrison
(2000), found that Korean students reported
less intimate relationships with, and less
positive expectations of, close friends than
Caucasian American college students. In
their study of friendship in North America
and West Africa, Adams and Plaut (2003)
found that Ghanaians had a more cautious
approach to friendship and did not regard
companionship or emotional support as the
core feature of friendship. Goodwin (1999)
maintained that many of the most obvious
differences between friendships across cul-
tures can be traced to the significance of
hierarchy within a society. In Chinese soci-
ety, friendship is the only equal relationship
within the Confucian system and as a result
is highly valued.

Although few studies have focused on
comparison of neighbor relations across
cultures, there are some data on neigh-
bor relations in ethnically diverse neighbor-
hood. Homogeneity of neighborhood is an
important factor determining attachment to
one’s area. This homogeneity facilitates both
greater interaction and more involvement
with the organization of neighborhood. Per-
sistent stereotypes also, of course, influence
the nature of interethnic relations within
neighborhoods. Emerson, Chai, and Yancey
(2001) showed that Whites preferred the
presence of Asians and Hispanics neighbors
to those of Blacks due to negative stereo-
typic associations linking Blacks with crime
and low educational achievement.

Relationships, Culture,
and Social Change

Just as PR researchers have largely ignored
culture as an independent or moderating
variable in their research, they have also
largely neglected the role of social change
and its implications for the way in which
people interrelate with others. Yet even a
cursory glance at the world news demon-
strates clear ways in which we might expect
significant economic and political transi-
tions to influence our personal relation-
ships. What, for example, happens to peo-
ple’s support networks when individuals
feel they can no longer trust their friends
or even family members, such as during
a period of oppressive dictatorship? What
happens when long-established rules about
generational respect are reversed, such as
during the Cultural Revolution in China?
Who decides who can date whom when
a society becomes more religious, as hap-
pened after the fall of the shah in Iran?
Such societal changes can seriously chal-
lenge the established “cross-cultural differ-
ences” observed by those who study per-
sonal relationships, making many such prior
observations redundant.

Just as we can study the influence of
culture on relationships on several dimen-
sions, we can also identify different ways in
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which cultural change might influence per-
sonal relationships. First, we might differen-
tiate between those aspects of relationships
that are most likely to vary following social
changes and those likely to remain stable
(Goodwin & Neto, 2003). Stable aspects of
relationships are likely to include ones based
on universally expressed emotions or rela-
tionship ideals, such as erotic and manic love
styles, and ideal preferences for a partner.
Less stable aspects include the more envi-
ronmentally determined actual love choices
and “realistic” or pragmatic partner prefer-
ences. Buss, Shackleford, Kirkpatrick, and
Larsen (2001) reviewed partner preferences
over a more than 50-year period using the
same instrument (1939, 1956, 1967, 1977,
1984 , and 1996). Over this time period, they
found important generational shifts in mate
preferences. Both men and women increas-
ingly valued mutual attraction and love, edu-
cation and intelligence, sociability and good
looks, and decreased their stress on refine-
ment, neatness, and chastity. Men increas-
ingly valued similar educational background
and good financial prospects and decreas-
ingly valued a woman being a good cook
and housekeeper, whereas women placed
less value on ambition and industriousness.
Partner preferences across genders became
generally similar over this time period, with
men’s preferences moving toward those
of women.

Second, we can differentiate between rel-
ative surface changes in relationships activi-
ties (peripheral, largely behavioral changes
that may have little impact on more deeply
held values or norms) and deeper relation-
ship changes (more substantial changes that
may influence both the values of the indi-
vidual and his or her relationships with
their extended community). For example,
the introduction of new technology is often
seen as revolutionary in the way we inter-
relate with others and may certainly offer
new ways of communicating with others.
However, such communication changes may
remain relatively superficial, not greatly
influencing the content of the communi-
cation. We can contrast this with deeper
changes in relationship longevity and com-

mitment. Here, often one major transform-
ing influence is changes in the economic sit-
uation. In India, there has been an increase
in family breakdown over the past decade
at both the familial level, where the joint
family system is moving toward nucleariza-
tion, and at the marital level, where there is
increased rate of divorce. The Indian agrar-
ian economy is dominated by the joint fam-
ily system but with urbanization and indus-
trialization, the family has ceased to be the
unit of production (D’Souza, 2003). In con-
trast, more and more young people have left
traditional jobs and moved to the cities in
search of a job as well as better living condi-
tions. This has laid the foundation for the
break up of the joint family system, and
has also contributed to the growth of sup-
plemented and other varieties of nuclear
families (Singh, 2001). Such changes have
resulted in changes in relationships among
the members of the family, particularly with
respect to family obligations and childrear-
ing (Singh, 2001). As a result modern Indian
families are small and nuclear, with parents
working outside the home. Economic pres-
sures can also have direct effect on relations
within the marriage: In a longitudinal study
of family stress during the Czech transfor-
mation from Communism, economic pres-
sures were shown to make both husbands
and wives irritable, undermining marital sta-
bility (Hraba, Lorenz, & Pechacova, 2000).

Although such changes are undoubtedly
significant, they are best viewed in terms
of adjustments to environmental conditions.
Indeed, many of the warnings of the “end of
intimacy,” which imply that modern, “ratio-
nal” societies undermine relationships (e.g.,
Putnam, 2000; Ritzer, 2002), are likely to
be exaggerated. For example, there has been
a steady decline in the number of mar-
riages per 1,000 persons in Britain (Good-
win, Christakopoulou, & Panagiotidou, in
press). Fewer couples now marry in church,
and the number of marriages where both
partners were marrying for the first time
in 2000 accounted for just 58% of mar-
riages. There is also a tendency for people
to marry for the first time somewhat later in
life in recent years. The average family size
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is decreasing and is projected to fall below
two children per woman for women born
around 1960 (Office of National Statistics,
2002). At the same time, the majority of the
adult population can be classified as being
very “family-centered” and a “belief” in con-
ventional marriage remains strong (Lewis,
2000). Family members are still connected
by a network of mutual aid that takes many
different forms, ranging from child care and
caring for the elderly to the provision of sub-
stantial intergenerational financial and moral
support. Kagitcibasi (1996) described three
forms of family pattern: the interdependent,
collectivist family; the independent, indi-
vidualist family; and a new synthetic fam-
ily form she termed emotional dependency.
This final type combines social structural and
economic change alongside cultural continu-
ity, with the resulting synthesis providing a
new adjustment to environmental demands.
In this family type material dependencies
may decrease with socioeconomic develop-
ment, but emotional dependencies may even
increase, with individuals adjusting their
communications to meet the opportunities
and realities of their new living arrange-
ments (Kagitcibasi, 1996). Similarly, Good-
win et al. (2002), in a cross-cultural study of
loneliness among Italian, Anglo-Canadian,
and Chinese Canadian, provided data that
challenges the postmodern hypothesis that
young people today are more lonely because
their self-centered, individualistic nature.
Instead, such individuals have formed a
range of alternative emotional relationships,
often outside the family, which serve to
maintain emotional connectedness and psy-
chological well-being.

One, largely neglected aspect of personal
relationships and social change has been the
impact of large-scale political change and
conflict. Cha (1994) provided an histori-
cal interpretation of the changes in family
alliances in South Korea. In the 1950s, the
hardships of the Korean War led to a great
emphasis on materialistic values, such as
money, power, and social status. The indus-
trialization of the 1960s promoted values
of self-reliance, with diligence as a value
actively promoted by the military govern-

ment. In the 1970s, the traditional values of
loyalty and filial piety declined. Instead, the
influence of the extended family and clan
was replaced by the school as a focus for col-
lective identity.

Changes in divorce laws can have a signif-
icant impact on relationship stability and the
way in which individuals decide to dissolve
a particular relationship (Fine & Fine, 1994).
Fine and Fine argued that these changes have
been bidirectional in influence: Although
they have followed existing cultural values,
they have at the same time been important
in helping change societal perspectives on
marriage and divorce. It is important here
to remember that there can be consider-
able diversity in divorce rates even within
a single religious or cultural group. Divorce,
for example, is relatively rare among many
Muslims populations across the world (e.g.,
Goodwin et al., in press), but divorce rates
are relatively high among Muslims in South-
east Asia. This is indicative of the limited
restrictions imposed on Muslim men who
want to divorce in this region (Heaton,
Cammack, & Young, 2001). In general, in
societies where women are less economi-
cally dependent on men and where fewer
stigmas are attached to divorce, there has
been a recent increase in the divorce rate
(Heaton et al., 2001).

Conclusion

This review provides only a small flavor
of some of the complexities of cultural
variation in personal relationships and the
complex ways in which cultural and social
changes may influence such relationships.
At present, large questions remain about
why cultural differences exist, and the role
of the ecological setting in helping frame
different kinds of relationships in different
cultures. Such work needs to be conducted
with a sensitivity to the pitfalls of measur-
ing responses across cultures (such as acqui-
escence biases and response sets; see Van
de Vijver & Leung, 1997). In addition, it
is clear that simple classifications of rela-
tionship differences between cultures need
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to consider a whole range of other factors,
and should strive to combine analysis of the
macrocontext (the dominant cultural norms
and resources) along with mesocontextual fac-
tors and microcontextual factors and the indi-
vidual personalities and values of the cou-
ple concerned. The challenge now is for
relationship researchers to develop explic-
itly more complete and embracing analyses
of relationships that include these additional
levels of analysis, to help us better under-
stand relationships across cultures.
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Personal Relationships: On
and Off the Internet

Jeffrey Boase
Barry Wellman

From Computer-Mediated Small
Groups to the Internet

That the internet is a communication
medium for personal relationships is obvi-
ous. That the nature of the internet affects
the nature of personal relationships has
often been proclaimed – recall Marshall
McLuhan’s “the medium is the message”
but less often proven – especially in field
studies. How might the internet have an
impact?

Early debates about computer-mediated
relationships began before the Internet.
Research was dominated by social psychol-
ogistic lab experiments focusing on (a) how
different types of computer-mediated com-
munication among dyads fit specific tasks
and (b) how group norms determine the
appropriateness of using different media
in particular situations (see the review
in Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 1998).
Researchers examined whether the limited
“social presence” of computer media (com-
pared with face-to-face contact) affected

the media people choose to use, their per-
ception of the messages they received, and
their perception of the people who sent
messages to them (see Kling, 1996; Sproull
& Kiesler, 1991). For example, Daft and
Lengel (1986) argued that people should
choose rich media (e.g., face-to-face con-
tact) over less rich media (e.g., impersonal
written documents) when communicating
equivocal or difficult messages. Researchers
also found that users considered the lower
social presence of email to be less appropri-
ate for intellectually difficult or socially sen-
sitive communications (Fish, Kraut, Root, &
Rice, 1993), and that the type of information
exchanged affected the types of media used
(Markus, Bikson, El-Shinnawy, & Soe, 1992).
This laboratory-based research often treated
people as if they did not have positions in
social systems and often assumed that they
had free choice about which media to use.
Reading this literature is to enter a world
that pays scant attention to matters such as
power, gender, socioeconomic status, norms,
differential resources, or complex bundles of

709
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interactions and alliances (see also the cri-
tique in Walther, 1997)

Although the internet has captured pop-
ular attention as a communication and
information medium, a substantial body of
research has developed only recently that
places understanding of computer-mediated
communication in broader social contexts.
Unlike the earlier lab experiments on dyads
and small groups, internet research of per-
sonal relations has been principally based on
surveys, interviews, and observations of how
people use computer-mediated communica-
tion in the context of their everyday lives. In
the past decade, research has moved from
social accounting – asking how many people
use the internet to communicate – to delving
more into how the internet intersects with
their social practices.

This chapter discusses the role of the
internet in personal relationships. It starts
with a brief description of the socially rel-
evant characteristics of internet technol-
ogy and a summary of the debate between
utopian and dystopian accounts of internet
use on personal relationships. Both of these
accounts are inadequate because they take a
technologically deterministic approach that
ignores the causal role of the individual’s
need to maintain offline social relationships.
Research that examines the internet’s role
in facilitating communication between fam-
ily and friends, and in forming new social
ties and neighboring relations shows that
the internet is neither destroying nor radi-
cally altering society for the better. Rather,
research results point to the need for a more
holistic account of internet use that places
internet use in the broader context of all
personal relationships. They suggest that the
interpersonal patterns associated with inter-
net use are the continuation of a shift in the
nature of personal networks that began well
before the advent of the internet. This shift
toward “networked individualism” involves
the transition from spatially proximate and
densely knit communities to which peo-
ple belong to more spatially dispersed and
sparsely knit personal networks in which
people maneuver.

The Social Affordances of the Internet

What are the social affordances of the inter-
net, to use Bradner, Kellogg, and Erickson’s
(1999) term for how its technical character-
istics affect possibilities, opportunities, and
constraints for personal relationships?

1. Because internet communication is
largely distance-independent in use and
cost, it may support more interactions
with a greater number of spatially
dispersed network members.

2 . The asynchronous nature of the internet,
in which senders and receivers of mes-
sages do not have to be online simultane-
ously, also supports interactions at great
distances and among people with differ-
ent temporal rhythms.

3 . The rapidity of internet interactions
compared with intermittent face-to-face
meetings and phone calls may foster a
high velocity of interpersonal exchange,
sometimes ill considered.

4 . The reduced social presence of the inter-
net may limit its ability to support emo-
tional, nuanced, and complex interac-
tions.

5 . The text-only nature of almost all inter-
net messages can reduce perceived hierar-
chies as gender, social class, ethnicity, age,
lifestyle, and so on are less visible.

6. The absence of direct visual or audio feed-
back in internet exchanges may encour-
age more extreme forms of communi-
cation, sometimes called flaming. People
may input messages to screen that they
would never say to another person palpa-
bly present in person or on the telephone.

7. The ability of email to be forwarded to
others supports transitive, indirect con-
tact, as when messages get sent to friends
of friends. This aids the exchange of infor-
mation that cuts across group bound-
aries. Such crosscutting ties link and inte-
grate social groups, increasing societal
connectivity.

8. The ability of internet messages to be sent
to many people simultaneously allows
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people to remain in contact with multiple
social circles.

9. The internet’s velocity, transitivity, and
multiple message characteristics indi-
rectly connect the wired world in six
steps or less. Yet there is significant decou-
pling in social networks. Hence, informa-
tion diffuses rapidly through computer-
supported social networks, but neither
universally nor uniformly.

Utopianism and Dystopianism

Early accounts of the internet’s role in per-
sonal relationships tended to be assertions
and anecdotes. Utopian writers argued that
the internet contained an enormous poten-
tial that would revolutionize society for the
better. They praised the internet’s ability to
bring together disparate people from around
the world into what Marshall McLuhan
called the “global village”: The internet
would allow relationships to flourish in an
environment of equality and respect. This
world would be so immersive that people
would be able to escape the mundane rou-
tine of everyday life, becoming at one with
collective intelligence (i.e., de Kerckhove,
1997). As John Perry Barlow, a leader of the
Electric Frontier Foundation (and songwriter
for the Grateful Dead), wrote in 1995 :

With the development of the Internet, and
with the increasing pervasiveness of com-
munication between networked computers,
we are in the middle of the most trans-
forming technological event since the cap-
ture of fire. I used to think that it was
just the biggest thing since Gutenberg, but
now I think you have to go back far-
ther (p. 36). . . . In order to feel the great-
est sense of communication, to realize the
most experience, . . . I want to be able to
completely interact with the consciousness
that’s trying to communicate with mine.
Rapidly . . . We are now creating a space
in which the people of the planet can
have that kind of communication relation-
ship. (Barlow, Birkets, Kelly, & Slouka,
1995 , p. 40)

At the same time as these utopian writ-
ers were praising the internet, another group
of dystopian writers were taking the oppo-
site position. Dystopian writers found life
online to be problematic, arguing that online
relationships would never measure up to
face-to-face relationships of real life. Online
life would only take time away from the
more emotionally satisfying relationships
that could be found offline. In doing so,
it would erode the fabric of community
life, leaving individuals isolated and alien-
ated (i.e., Kroker & Weinstein, 1994 ; Stoll,
1995). They worried that ephemeral online
identities would trump their offline counter-
parts. Along these same lines of reasoning,
Sherry Turkle (1995) argued that the ability
to create multiple personalities in this online
world would be so emotionally engaging that
it would fracture identity, leading to multi-
ple personality disorders. Anecdotes of gen-
der deception were told and retold (Dery,
1997; Van Gelder, 1985 ; selections from Bell
& Kennedy, 2000).

Many of these utopian and dystopian
accounts were written by a small number of
academics and hi-tech corporate folks who
were early users when the pre-’90s internet
was only open to them. By focusing only
on internet use common to their lifestyles
and personal interests, they failed to con-
sider how most of the population actually
does use the internet. In doing so, they lost
perspective of the internet’s true potential
for society at large, relying on hyped conjec-
ture rather than informed theorizing. This
failure to place internet use into a broader
pattern of common social tendencies means
that utopian and dystopian writers share
an overly simplistic view of internet use.
Both assume that the internet actually does
have the power to pull people away from
their everyday lives and immerse them in
a world that is radically different from the
one in which they previously lived. This
assumption – often referred to as technolog-
ical determinism – attributes a large amount
of causal power to the technology itself,
ignoring the complex array of social factors
that determine how the internet is actually
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used by the general population. Although
the internet does have social affordances –
technologically produced social opportuni-
ties and constraints – we show that its
technology does not determine its inter-
personal use.

This lack of context is most evident in
arguments made by utopian writers. By
arguing that the internet has caused the
breakdown of physical constraints, allow-
ing people to connect all over the world,
utopian writers fail to acknowledge that this
has already been happening for decades. By
way of mass transportation and the tele-
phone, people have been maintaining a sig-
nificant number of their relationships with
people who are not located within the neigh-
borhood locale (Wellman, 1979; Wellman &
Gulia, 1999). While it is true that the inter-
net enables people to communicate around
the world at a relatively low cost, the point
being made here is that these geographic
networks already existed before the inter-
net was invented. For this reason, it was not
internet technology that caused the break-
down of physical barriers, but rather the
widespread desire for long-distance com-
munication that helped lead to widespread
adoption of the internet. Contrary to tech-
nologically deterministic assumptions, inter-
net use has been the effect and not the cause
of distant communication with spatially dis-
persed relations.

Both utopian and dystopian writers also
fail to consider social context when they
assume that the internet offers an experi-
ence that is so immersive, it is divorced from
the kinds of interactions that routinely occur
in everyday life. They rarely acknowledged
that many relationships did not rely exclu-
sively on “real,” in-person contact before
the advent of the internet. Instead, a large
portion of people’s personal relationships
were geographically dispersed, relying on a
mixture of telephone and only intermittent
face-to-face contact (Fischer, 1992 ; Wellman
& Tindall, 1993). Moreover, there is evidence
that a large majority of the social interac-
tions that occur online are between people
who also know each other offline (Quan-
Haase & Wellman, 2002). By ignoring the

reality of present-day relationships, they
falsely assume that the internet is actually
responsible for this shift and that it would
continue to amplify these social tendencies
to the point where individuals no longer
socialized in person at all. Although it may
be true that some of these writers were never
intending to give an account of how the
internet is really used, much of the hype
they created has spilled over into the media
stories and common perceptions about the
internet’s impact on society.

Fortunately, a body of research about
internet use has been accumulating.
Although these studies do much to shed
light on the ways that the internet is actually
being used by the general population, they
share common assumptions with both
utopian and dystopian thinkers. Many of
these studies frame their research questions
as addressing the effects of internet use. By
way of example, one of the most compre-
hensive and informative summaries of this
kind of research is titled Social Consequences
of Internet Use (Katz & Rice, 2002). These
“consequences” are often conceptualized in
terms of interaction with friends and family,
or formation of new online friendships and
neighboring relations. By making internet
use appear causally prior to these outcomes,
this research often does not include social
factors that play a fundamental role in
shaping internet use.

Although the theoretical justification for
these studies may attribute more causal
power to the internet than necessary, these
empirical studies do much to enrich our
understanding of internet use. These proj-
ects often drew on large samples of people,
asking questions about internet habits, men-
tal health, and social interaction with friends
and family. Findings from these studies will
be used to examine the following issues:

1. Does internet use detract from time spent
with friends and family?

2 . To what extent are people engaged in
online relationships?

3 . Does the internet affect neighborhood
community?
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These three issues will help address
utopian and dystopian arguments, by provid-
ing some evidence about the extent to which
people engage in online relationships and if
this new connectivity is associated with a
change in their lives offline.

After using the current body of research
to address these three questions, we then
interpret these empirical observations in a
way that contextualizes their existence in
the somewhat new and emerging theoreti-
cal position of networked individualism.

Contact With Friends and
Family – Online and Off

In 1998, the dystopian perspective gained
some empirical support when a group
of researchers at Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity published a paper, “Internet Paradox:
A Social Technology That Reduces Social
Involvement and Psychological Well-Being?”
(Kraut et al., 1998). Using systematic evi-
dence, Kraut and colleagues argued that
despite the internet’s function as a social
tool, new internet users experienced lower
levels of face-to-face communication with
close friends and family. They also found
that their internet newbies displayed symp-
toms of depression, stress, and loneliness
after going online. The results of this study
captured widespread media coverage, con-
firming in the minds of many that the inter-
net is detrimental to social relationships and
mental well-being.

These same respondents were asked a
similar set of questions on three follow-ups
after the initial observation, results of which
were reported in the paper, “Internet Para-
dox Revisited” (Kraut et al., 2002). These
results showed that the negative effects
of internet use had dissipated three years
later. There were generally positive effects
of internet use on social relationships and
psychological well-being, especially among
people who were highly extroverted. Ear-
lier findings of negative social and psycho-
logical outcomes were explained as an effect
of inexperience when people first go online.
These findings also suggest that internet use

itself does not necessarily cause strictly pos-
itive or negative outcomes, but rather that
internet use is very much tied to preexisting
dispositions, such as extroversion.

Research that records daily activities by
use of time diaries finds little evidence of
the internet harming social relationships or
detracting from time spent socializing in
person. Robinson, Kestnbaum, Neustadtl,
and Alvarez (2002) used time diary results
drawn from a sample of 948 Americans,
finding few differences in offline commu-
nication patterns (in person and by tele-
phone) between internet and non-internet
users. Anderson and Tracey (2001) also used
longitudinal time-use diary data drawn from
2 ,600 individuals living in 1,000 U.K. house-
holds, along with qualitative interviews, to
examine internet use in daily life. They
found little change in time use once respon-
dents gained internet connections. However,
they did find that major lifestyle changes,
such as changing jobs, very often trig-
gered both the adoption of the internet and
changes in daily activities. This implies that
relationships between internet adoption and
changes in lifestyle are caused by more fun-
damental events over the life course. Con-
trary to the musings of both utopian and
dystopian pundits, the internet does not have
the power to alter people’s daily activities
significantly.

One exception to these findings is a study
by Nie and Hillygus (2002) that used time
diaries to track everyday activities at regu-
lar 6 hour intervals. The sample used 6,000

American respondents, who were represen-
tative of the American population, except
that they surfed the Web using the Microsoft
Web-TV set-top box. Although the demo-
graphic composition of Nie’s sample is sim-
ilar to the demographic composition of
the general U.S. population, his respon-
dents were atypical because they were early
adopters of a new technology and were using
a device that was more media oriented than
a typical internet terminal. Nie argued that
time spent online is largely asocial because it
detracts from time spent with others in per-
son. Nevertheless, Nie’s findings fly in the
face of other time diary studies that also
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draw on large representative samples. More-
over, the shift in leisure use from TV watch-
ing to internet communication is undoubt-
edly a shift toward more social behavior.

With the exception of Nie, these time
diary results are generally consistent with
other large-scale surveys that measure social
activity that occurs both online and offline.
These surveys also find little connection
between internet activity and regular social
engagements. Findings from a representative
sample of 1,800 Americans in 2000 found no
difference in levels of telephone use between
users and nonusers of the internet (Katz &
Rice, 2002). Another survey by the same
researchers compared the levels of involve-
ment in religious organizations, leisure orga-
nizations, and community organizations, of
internet and non-internet users. They found
no association between levels of involve-
ment in these activities and internet use
(Katz & Aspden, 1997). Another large-scale
sample of 3 ,533 Americans collected by the
Pew Internet and American Life Project indi-
cated that internet users were significantly
more likely to visit with friends and family,
even when controlling for demographic fac-
tors (Katz & Rice, 2002). Quan-Haase and
Wellman (2002) also examined this issue
using the results of a survey that was posted
on the National Geographic Web site dur-
ing the fall of 1998. Their analysis showed
that the amount of reported contact through
email was not related to decreased amounts
of in-person contact or telephone contact.
Findings from these studies all indicated that
internet use does not detract from amounts
of contact with people offline. Given the
consistency of these findings, we conclude
that people have not radically altered their
lives because of the internet.

Because time spent online does not
detract from time spent with friends and
family, presumably the time spent online is
taking away from time that could be spent
on other activities. A number of studies
have examined this issue, often comparing
measures of time spent online with mea-
sures of time spent using tradition media,
for example, TV watching. A special issue
of the journal IT and Society includes arti-

cles on 11 such studies (see the introduc-
tion by Robinson, 2002 , for a summary of
the results). As with many studies in social
science, differing sources of data, methodol-
ogy, and measurements often lead to discrep-
ancies in results. In general, these articles
showed moderate evidence that internet use
was associated with a decrease in the amount
of time spent watching TV (Nie & Hillygus,
2002 ; Pronovost, 2002 ; Robinson et al.,
2002) and sleeping (Fu, Wang, & Qiu, 2002 ;
Nie & Hillygus, 2002 ; Robinson et al., 2002).

A few longitudinal studies have exam-
ined which activities are displaced once peo-
ple go online. Longitudinal studies are espe-
cially apt to answer this question, because
they allow researchers to see how fluctu-
ations in internet use are associated with
changes in time spent on other daily activi-
ties. Findings from a large Swedish study of
approximately 1,000 respondents between
1997 and 2001 found that going online leads
to a decrease in hours spent watching TV
(Franzen, 2000, 2003). Similar but qualified
results were found in a random-sample U.S.
panel survey of 1,222 persons in 2001 and 963

of those same people in 2002 (Kraut, Kiesler,
Boneva, & Shklovski, in press). Rather than
lumping all kinds of internet activity into
a single measure of internet use, this sur-
vey distinguished among a number of kinds
of online activities, such as “communicating
with friends,” “getting news online,” or “play-
ing games.” Using the internet to meet new
people was associated with lower levels of
watching TV, whereas using the internet for
entertainment or commerce was not. This
more refined measure shows that particular
kinds of online activities are associated with
particular kinds of offline activities. Those
who use the internet for social purposes
will be less likely to watch TV, and those
using the internet for entertainment pur-
poses will continue to seek entertainment
through TV watching. This indicates that
the needs of people must be understood
to make sense of how the internet is used
in everyday life. Again, this is in contrast
to utopian or dystopian perspectives that
assume the internet itself has the power to
alter lifestyles.
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Although the evidence has generally
shown that internet use is not associated
with less time spent on social activities,
knowing that internet use does not detract
from time spent offline with close friends
and family says little about the effects of
internet use on time spent with these social
ties. A recent report by the Pew Internet and
American Life Project reports that 93% of
those with internet access send email (Fal-
lows, 2004). As much of this email could
be sent to close friends and family, it is
quite possible that this added contact may
strengthen relationships and lead to more
contact offline. Then again, this contact may
simply add on to offline contact but not
increase the frequency or amount of time
spent with close friends and family offline.

Longitudinal studies show a positive asso-
ciation between internet use and offline
interaction with close friends, but not with
family. This finding comes from a recent
meta-analysis of 16 data sets that con-
tain measures of internet use and offline
social interaction with friends and fam-
ily (Shklovski, Kiesler, & Kraut, in press).
These studies were all conducted between
1995 and 2003 , some of them using cross-
sectional sampling design and others using
longitudinal design. Although measures dif-
fered somewhat between studies, they all
shared common conceptions of internet use
and offline interaction, making comparisons
possible. Rather than comparing each mea-
sure directly, the total effects of associations
between internet use and offline interaction
with friends and family for each study were
standardized by using a Fisher’s Z transfor-
mation. Results varied significantly, depend-
ing on the survey design. Cross-sectional sur-
veys generally showed a negative associa-
tion between internet use and interaction
with friends. In contrast, longitudinal sur-
veys found a positive association between
internet use and interaction with friends.
Longitudinal studies found little associa-
tion between internet use and interaction
with family.

To explain these findings, Shklovski et al.
(in press) theorized that email is used both
to strengthen friendships and schedule more

in-person meetings. It strengthens friend-
ships because email may act as an extra
source of stimulus, serving as a reminder of
the sender and thereby reaffirming the exis-
tence of the relationship. Email may also
be used more instrumentally as a way of
scheduling meetings. Its nonintrusive and
asynchronous nature affords the possibility
of communicating in a way that is sensi-
tive to the schedules of both parties. The
sender can send an email at any time, and the
receiver can read and respond to the email
at a time that is convenient. This is in con-
trast to meetings that are arranged by tele-
phone, when the caller very often interrupts
the activity of the person on the other end
of the line.

Although friendships are more fluid and
often require active tie maintenance, fam-
ily relationships more often involve rou-
tine interactions. This would be especially
true for household members by virtue of
their shared living space. These relation-
ships would tend to benefit less from email
exchange, because much interaction could
occur during everyday routine. Family rela-
tionships are often more stable, requiring less
active maintenance. Because email may be
suited for affirming the existence of a rela-
tionship, increasing its strength, and arrang-
ing offline events, it would be less useful in
family relationships, which are mostly invol-
untary and reliant on routine interaction.

Forming Relationships Online

Although research shows that the internet is
often used to contact existing relationships,
there has been interest in the potential of the
internet to create new relationships. Much of
the hype surrounding the internet has been
about the possibility of people becoming
immersed in relationships with people who
they have never seen or touched in “real”
life. Some scholars writing about the inter-
net portray users so taken with online rela-
tionships that their ties with offline friends
and family recede into the background (e.g.,
Chayko, 2002 ; Kendall, 2002 ; Rheingold,
2000; Turkle, 1995). Although the evidence
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suggests that internet use is not associated
with declines in contact with friends or fam-
ily, scholars have yet to explore systemati-
cally the issue of the internet’s role in the
formation of new relationships.

The current body of internet research
indicates that the internet has not caused
a widespread flourishing of new relation-
ships that are disembodied, existing only in
the realm of an immersive online world. In
reality, only a relatively small proportion of
internet users have ever met someone new
online. Two large-scale national surveys done
in 1995 and 2000 indicate that only about
10% of internet users have ever met some-
one new online (Katz & Aspden, 1997; Katz
& Rice, 2002). It is probably safe to assume
that at least some of these relationships were
short lived, fizzling over time. Many of the
relationships that do continue to exist for a
longer duration tend to migrate offline. Evi-
dence for this has been found in two stud-
ies of relationships formed through online
newsgroups showing that the desire to meet
internet friends in person is common among
those who make new friends online (Parks &
Floyd, 1996; McKenna, Green, & Gleason,
2002). This is not to deny that an online
forum might be important to making new
friends, especially when physical or psycho-
logical barriers make in-person meetings dif-
ficult (McKenna et al., 2002). For exam-
ple, this research indicated that people who
felt physically isolated or dissatisfied with
their own self-image were more prone to use
an online forum for making friends. Never-
theless, once the friendship was established,
there was a common desire to meet in per-
son, implying that people wanted a broader
range of interactions than online communi-
cation can easily supply.

These findings can be summarized as fol-
lows. First, a relatively small minority of
internet users actually use the internet to
communicate with people that they do not
already know from their everyday lives. Sec-
ond, of the small minority who do form rela-
tionships online, those relationships often
become incorporated into offline life. In
other words, it is not the case that the inter-
net has immersed people into a new world
of social relationships with others who they

never see in the flesh. Although the internet
does create a new venue through which peo-
ple may form new relationships, at present,
this venue represents only one small aspect
of the internet’s role in personal relation-
ships for a majority of its users.

Neighboring and the Internet

Typically, neighboring relationships tend to
comprise only a small proportion of personal
relationships. Early studies in the Toronto
area of East York show that most social
interaction occurs with people who live out-
side of their neighborhoods but within their
metropolitan area (Wellman, 1979; Well-
man, Carrington, & Hall, 1988). However, a
recent study in a Toronto suburb has shown
that internet use can be associated with an
increase in contact between neighbors. This
suburb was dubbed “Netville” by Hampton
and Wellman (2002 , 2003) because of its
high-speed internet service. However, 35%
of the 109 homes did not receive the service,
creating a convenient comparison group.
This internet service differed from dial-up
internet connections because it could be on
24/7, without tying up the household tele-
phone line and at no additional cost. It was
also 10 times faster than most of the present-
day broadband connections.

Of all the internet-based services offered
to those living in Netville, the neighbor-
hood discussion list was used most heav-
ily. On this discussion list, neighborhood
members could broadcast email messages
to their neighbors, about a variety of top-
ics, often soliciting services such as child
care or lawn maintenance. These email mes-
sages increased overall levels of neighbor-
hood contact, increasing the number of
neighborhood ties, the amount of regular
contact between neighbors, and the number
of household visits to neighboring homes.
“Wired” residents knew the names of 25

neighbors, whereas the “nonwired” residents
only knew the names of 8. This increase
in online contact resulted in more informal
offline, in-person contact, where wired resi-
dences talked to an average of 6 neighbors on
a regular basis, while the nonwired residents
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talked to an average of only three. Moreover,
the wired residents made 50% more visits to
their neighbors’ homes, in comparison with
the nonwired residents (for more detail, see
Hampton & Wellman, 2003).

Although the high-speed internet con-
nection and community-oriented message
board helped residents increase their con-
tact with local neighborhoods, it also helped
them maintain relationships with friends
and family who were more geographically
distant. By virtue of being in a new neighbor-
hood, Netville residents had left friends and
family behind when they moved. Only the
wired residents used the internet to main-
tain levels of contact with these friends and
family that were similar to levels of contact
before the move. Maintaining personal rela-
tionships that are both local and nonlocal is a
social phenomenon that Hampton and Well-
man (2002) referred to as “glocalization.”

A study of two Israeli suburbs by found
similar results, although not to the same
extent. Although membership in neighbor-
based mailing lists did not increase the total
amount of neighborhood interaction, it did
increase the number of people known in the
community. As with the studies of online
relationship formation, many people who
first met on these mailing lists were likely
to move their relationships offline and meet
in person (Mesch & Levanon, 2003).

These findings indicate that internet-
based email systems do have the potential to
enhance neighborhood relationships. There
may be two reasons why this is the case.
First, of all the internet software offered to
those in Netville, it was the email-based sys-
tem that was used most often. Similarly, it
was use of an email-based system in the
Israeli study that led to an increased aware-
ness of other neighbors. It is likely the famil-
iarity of email software that helped lead to
its widespread adoption in these communi-
ties. Second, these emailing lists were used
because they offered the potential to fulfill
instrumental purposes that would exist in
any neighborhood. It was not the intrinsic
appeal of an online world that lured these
people to talk to their neighbors. It was the
fact that these email lists supplement needs
that were lacking in offline life. Again it is

apparent that online activity is best under-
stood when considering needs that exist
offline in the realm of everyday life.

Up to this point, we have drawn on a
number of empirical studies to argue that
the internet is not detracting from social rela-
tionships or radically altering the way people
live their lives. The findings from these stud-
ies can be summarized as follows:

1. Internet use is not associated with
decreases in time spent on social activi-
ties. Internet use is associated with rela-
tively high levels of offline contact with
friends, but not family.

2 . Only a small percentage of internet users
meet new people online. Relationships
formed online rarely stay there.

3 . Internet use has the potential to enhance
neighborhood relationships.

The remainder of this chapter will use
a theoretical position that explains these
empirical findings by pointing to changes
in the patterns of social relationships that
have been occurring since the industrial rev-
olution. This discussion uses Barry Well-
man’s theory of networked individualism,
or what might also be named “individual-
ized networking,” in conjunction with the
writings of Robert K. Merton (1957) and
Rose Laub Coser (1975). Although more
research is needed to verify the connection
between networked individualism and the
current body of empirical findings, the fol-
lowing discussion serves two purposes. First,
it shows how accounting for social tenden-
cies within modern life can help make sense
of the current body of empirical findings.
Second, it gives a theoretical direction to
future projects that seek to explain how
internet use fits within broader patterns of
everyday life.

Toward a Theory of Networked
Individualism

Wellman argues that since the industrial rev-
olution, the rise of mass transit and telecom-
munication systems have allowed a shift in
the nature of social relationships, especially
in metropolitan centers where these kinds
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of systems tend to be more readily accessi-
ble. He argues that this shift, which he calls
“networked individualism,” has at least three
important characteristics:

1. Relationships are both local and long dis-
tance.

2 . Personal networks are sparsely knit but
include densely knit groups.

3 . Relationships are more easily formed and
abandoned.

These three attributes are discussed in turn.
First, unlike the geographically limited

small-town communities of preindustrial
society, relationships in modern societies
can be maintained over greater distance.
Wellman first argued this point in his 1979

article “The Community Question,” where
he found evidence that a majority of the
relationships maintained in an urban area
of Toronto were with people who lived
just outside of the neighborhood bound-
ary. Contrary to common notions of com-
munity as being fixed to a particular locale,
these urbanites maintained their own per-
sonal communities by traveling to make in-
person visits and phoning to maintain con-
tact between these visits. While it is true
that neighborhood contact still exists, it only
comprises a relatively small portion of a per-
son’s total social network.

Second, this and other studies indicated
that relationships in contemporary societies
are not with one particular group of densely
knit individuals. Instead, many relationships
are with multiple small groups or individu-
als. Many of these people will not know each
other, or will only know of each other to a
small extent. In this sense, every individual
has her own personal community, because
it is rare for two people to have exactly the
same set of relationships. Even among mar-
ried couples, husbands and wives will tend to
know different sets of people at their work-
places and elsewhere.

Third, many relationships are transitory.
The high divorce rate in industrialized coun-
tries indicates that even relationships people
have vowed to maintain over the course of
their lives often fall by the wayside. The tran-
sitory nature of relationships is even more

evident among relationships that are not so
strong. People will often form many sets of
relationships throughout their lives, espe-
cially with career changes that have become
common place in the current service-based
economic system of First World countries.
This issue is elaborated in greater detail later,
when discussing Georg Simmel’s (1903) the-
ory of modern life.

We would like to further develop this the-
ory of networked individualism by adding
two more attributes:

4 . Although homophily still exists, many
relationships are with people from differ-
ent social backgrounds.

5 . Some social ties are strong, but many
more are weak.

Georg Simmel (1903), Rose Laub Coser
(1975), and Mark Granovetter (1973) all
discussed these two important attributes of
modern life. Simmel and Coser argued that
interacting with people from different social
backgrounds has become fundamental
to life in contemporary societies. This is
especially true for those who live in urban
areas and those of high socioeconomic
status. Having smooth interactions with
people from these different backgrounds
has become so important that people
have developed an elaborate set of roles.
Networked individuals use this knowledge
when interacting with people from different
social backgrounds. Because many of their
contacts do not know each other, they are
in fact switching between different social
networks, accessing new ideas or infor-
mation that are common to those groups.
Second, many of these relationships tend to
be weak, in the sense that they tend to lack
high amounts of emotional intimacy and
tend to be more temporary in nature. This
has the advantage of allowing networked
individuals to maintain relatively large social
networks that allow them access to new
ideas and information (Granovetter, 1973).

Having discussed the nature of net-
worked individualism and developed it
further, we revisit each of its five attributes
and connect them to a general discussion
about internet use. In doing so, we use this
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theory to interpret the empirical research
that was summarized earlier and use the-
oretical conjecture when the research fails
to address particular points of interest.
Throughout this discussion, we focus on
email use, because it is the most common
of internet activities among American users
(Pew, 2004) and the focus of many of the
studies discussed in this chapter.

maintaining local and long

distance relationships

The connection between the widespread
adoption of the internet and the rise of geo-
graphically dispersed relationships is fairly
straightforward. As many scholars made
clear, internet communication need not be
limited by physical constraint. It is possi-
ble to communicate to anyone who has
access to a computer and internet connec-
tion, anywhere in the world. Yet people do
not always use the internet to communi-
cate with others on the other side of the
world. As the empirical research we have
reviewed indicates, much of the communi-
cation that takes place on the internet is with
people who are known offline. This is not
surprising when considering that a major-
ity of social relationships are with people
who are close enough to have in-person con-
tact, but just distant enough that they are
not seen unless special trips are made. The
ability to send messages quickly to people
who are at least somewhat distant is likely
why people use CMC (computer mediated
communication) with their friends and fam-
ily. This supports Shklovski et al.’s (in press)
argument that internet users may experience
increased amounts of offline contact because
they are using email to arrange in-person
meetings and strengthen relationships with
people known offline. Moreover, the impor-
tance of the internet in maintaining rela-
tionships that are physically distant was also
found in the Netville project described ear-
lier. In this project it was found that the
internet was used to maintain both local and
nonlocal relationships.

sparsely and densely knit networks

The sorts of communication afforded by
CMC can be useful in maintaining a net-

work that is sparsely knit. As CMC is often
carried out as one-on-one exchange, it is par-
ticularly conducive to maintaining relation-
ships with people who do not know each
other. Unlike in-person communication that
sometimes leads to contact between differ-
ent network members by virtue of inhabiting
a common space, the direct and autonomous
nature of CMC allows for the maintenance
of multiple relationships with people who
need not even be aware of each other’s exis-
tence. At the same time, email affords the
ability to broadcast single messages to large
groups of people. This often makes the coor-
dination of group events and interactions
much easier.

Although many relationships are often
formed with people who have mutual
friends, the internet also affords the for-
mation of relationships between those who
do not share common social relationships.
Although people in societies that are tradi-
tionally composed of tightly bounded groups
might disapprove of forming relationships
with others who share no common social
connection, this behavior might be more
acceptable in societies composed of loosely
knit networks. Even if people do disapprove
of forming relationships online, it is more
difficult for them to enforce these sanctions
because it is in tightly bounded groups where
social disapproval often leads to complete
withdrawal of all social relationships. Not
surprisingly, the formation of online rela-
tionships and the ability to communicate
individually makes internet use particularly
conducive to the loosely bounded networks
of networked individuals.

making and breaking relationships

The transitory nature of many relationships
implies that social relationships are not only
being lost, they are also being formed. High
turnover creates a demand for the internet as
a means both to form new relationships and
to build on existing relationships. For exam-
ple, Hampton and Wellman (2002) found
that people moving to a suburb used the
internet to maintain ties with former neigh-
bors. As the research discussed earlier indi-
cates, the internet is being used for both



72 0 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

purposes, although more often for the latter.
Although online forums are not particularly
common ways to meet new people, they
nevertheless aid those who might have trou-
ble forming relationships by typical means
offline. For the rest of the population, inter-
net use provides a way to maintain new rela-
tionships by “keeping in touch” and arrang-
ing times to meet in person. The Netville
project also indicates that the internet can
be used to form new relationships among
neighbors. Moreover, we theorize that CMC
might also be particularly useful in ending
relationships because it may be emotion-
ally easier to ignore email messages than to
ignore people in face-to-face situations.

switching between relationships

Email is a “lean” medium in that it does not
allow for visual or auditory cues that con-
vey emotion. For example, unlike in-person
conversations, email does not allow for the
communication of emotion through facial
expression or tone of voice. This is not to say
that email does not allow for the exchange
of any emotion, but rather that there are few
cues available for self-expression. Because
email is a lean medium, it provides an
easy avenue for communication with peo-
ple from diverse social backgrounds. As
argued earlier, communicating with people
from different backgrounds often requires
the ability to orient one’s behavior toward
an appropriate role. Although email may
require orientation, such as appropriate lan-
guage use, it does not include the many
social cues that are communicated through
body language and appearance. This is not
to say that people who are heavy inter-
net communicators do not have the abil-
ity to take on appropriate roles, but rather
that communication by email minimizes the
effort required to take on such roles. This
makes it less time-consuming and cogni-
tively less draining to maintain social ties by
way of short text-based online interactions.
Of course, as the research herein suggests,
networked individuals also would like to see
their network members in person from time
to time, but email helps minimize the effort
needed to maintain these diverse social ties.

strong and weak ties

There are at least two ways that CMC
affords the maintenance of strong and weak
tie relationships. First, CMC allows people
to arrange in-person meetings, sometimes
more conveniently than by telephone. The
most prevalent form of CMC, email, is asyn-
chronous, meaning that both parties do not
need to be engaged in the communication
process at the same time. An email can be
sent off at a time that is convenient and
without fear of disrupting the activity of
the receiver. This is useful in strong tie rela-
tionships because it allows for asynchronous
coordination of everyday activities, such as
shopping. For example, instead of interrupt-
ing a spouse at work, a short email can be
sent asking him or her to pick up some milk
on the way home from work. The asyn-
chronous nature of email also affords the
opportunity to contact weak ties in a way
that is not intrusive or disruptive. Moreover,
it allows them to send detailed messages
asynchronously in a way that could not be
done simply by leaving telephone messages.

CMC’s second advantage to maintaining
weak tie relationships is the way that it
allows people to keep in touch. Both email
and instant messaging allow individuals the
opportunity to send short messages quickly
to those whom they do not see on a regu-
lar basis. This makes CMC especially use-
ful, because weak ties are not often seen fre-
quently in person. These messages may not
contain immediately useful information, but
they do serve to promote the feeling that
the relationship still exists. This increases the
likelihood that people will meet with each
other in person at future dates. The very act
of sending a short message is a reminder that
they are still part of someone’s social world.

Conclusions

Early writings about the internet’s role in
society often made assertions that were
either extremely optimistic or extremely
pessimistic. Both these groups of utopian
and dystopian writers share a common
assumption that the internet has the power
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to consume people, totally leading them to
form completely new kinds of relationships.
In doing so, these writers took a techno-
logically deterministic approach that failed
to consider the importance of relationships
as they already existed. A growing body of
scholarly research has begun to address this
issue by providing evidence about the rela-
tionship between internet use and contact
with friends and family, the extent to which
the internet is used to form new relation-
ships, and the internet’s role in neighbor-
ing relations. Findings from these studies
indicate that internet use is not associated
with low levels of time spent with friends
and family. Instead, internet use is associ-
ated with high levels of contact with friends.
These studies also indicate that only a small
minority of internet users actually meet new
people online. When this does happen, these
online relationships tend to migrate offline.
Finally, the internet may be used to increase
contact among neighbors, although this will
often happen when there is a specific need
to connect. All in all, these studies indi-
cate that the internet is neither destroy-
ing nor radically enhancing society. Rather,
the internet is adding to the overall vol-
ume of communication, helping to maintain
the kinds of relationships that have existed
for decades.

To help explain the workings of “everyday
life,” we have discussed and developed Well-
man’s theory of networked individualism.
This theoretical position takes into consid-
eration broad changes in social relationships
that have occurred since the widespread
adoption of mass transit and communica-
tion. It accounts for some of these empirical
findings by making explicit five attributes of
modern relationships, arguing that they tend
to be physically distant, sparsely knit, tran-
sitory, socially diverse, and weak in strength.
The internet use allows people to maintain
networks that are physically distant, because
it allows quick and cheap distant com-
munication. The ability to communicate
one-on-one makes it particularly useful for
those who wish to maintain relationships in
sparsely knit networks. The high turnover of
transitory networks makes email particularly

convenient when maintaining new relation-
ships and for dropping relationships when
they go sour. Email’s lack of social cues
minimizes the effort required to adopt suit-
able roles, which is important to maintaining
socially diverse relationships. Finally, email
affords the ability to maintain larger net-
works of weak-tie relations, acting as a means
to arrange in-person meetings and renew the
existence of these relationships.

Although the existing body of scholarly
research fits with the ideal type of the net-
worked individual, much research is needed
to verify this connection and address some
outstanding issues. Similarly, although the
findings of Kraut et al. (2002) indicate that
internet use is not associated with depression
among experienced users, more research is
needed to address the psychological effects
of networked individualism. Does the con-
stant access to new and diverse people that
the internet helps to facilitate really lead
to overstimulation and disaffection, as sug-
gested by Simmel (1903)? Or, is this inter-
netaided lifestyle associated with cognitive
flexibility, openness to new cultures, and per-
haps social tolerance? Does the maintenance
of weak ties through the use of email net-
works allow people to maintain larger net-
works, which in turn grant them access to
new ideas, information, and other resources?
Research questions come as abundantly to us
as spam on email.
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Maintaining Relationships

Daniel J. Canary
Marianne Dainton

Simple Question, Complex Answer

The question is simple: Why do some rela-
tionships succeed and others do not? How-
ever, the question defies a simple answer.
One reason for this defiance concerns how
relational maintenance as a rallying point for
relationship scholars represents a relatively
new enterprise; according to Perlman (2001),
a focus on relationship maintenance did
not emerge until the late 1980s. Although
previous researchers included variables that
referenced maintenance, the construct as a
major domain of inquiry was not system-
atically examined until recently (Perlman,
2001). Since the 1980s, researchers who
directly examined maintenance processes
have discussed fundamental issues with
regard to defining maintenance, explaining
maintenance processes, and testing mainte-
nance behaviors as both independent and
dependent factors (see Dindia, 2000, for
a review). In brief, the first generation of
research on maintenance has established the
nature, function, and scope of maintenance
activities.

In this chapter, we describe the first gener-
ation of research that focuses on various pro-
cesses directly related to the question of why
some relationships succeed and others do
not with an eye toward what should be done
now as we embark on the second generation.
Of course, many of the other chapters in this
volume provide evidence, however implic-
itly, about relational maintenance. The chap-
ters on satisfaction (Fincham & Beach,
this volume) and commitment (Rusbult,
Coolsen, Kirchner, & Clarke, this volume),
for example, directly implicate maintenance
processes. Other chapters, such as the chap-
ters on social support (Sarason & Sarason,
this volume) and temptation and jealousy
(Buunk & Dijkstra, this volume), also sug-
gest why some relationships might succeed
and others fail.

Our chapter, however, focuses on the
means by which people maintain their close,
personal relationships. Specifically, in this
chapter we address variations in the mean-
ing of the term maintenance, as well as vari-
ations in the techniques used to maintain
relationships (e.g., cognitively, systemically,
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through a larger social network, and through
cultural prescription). We introduce two
overarching perspectives associated with
maintenance, the centrifugal perspective
and the centripetal perspective, along with
research and theory that illustrate these
approaches. We then summarize what we
know about factors that moderate rela-
tional maintenance, including factors inter-
nal and external to the relationship. Finally,
we address implications of this first genera-
tion of research.

Defining Maintenance

Our first order of business is to identify
what we mean by maintenance. Duck (1988)
offered the first dedicated treatment of the
various forms of maintenance. He argued
that maintenance involves efforts to sus-
tain the existence of a relationship, to keep
a relationship from becoming more inti-
mate, and to stabilize a relationship that
has gone through tough times. Later, Din-
dia and Canary (1993) presented four defi-
nitions of relational maintenance. First, these
authors suggested that maintenance can be
conceived as the process of keeping a relation-
ship in existence. This definition is most con-
sistent with the notion of stability in the fam-
ily sciences (e.g., Lewis & Spanier, 1979).

Second, Dindia and Canary argued that
maintenance refers to the process of keeping
a relationship in a specified state or condition.
Accordingly, such a definition suggests that
maintenance functions to sustain desired
relational characteristics, such as intimacy,
commitment, love, and so on. According to
this definition, a relationship that is stable
but lacks such important features represents
a hollow shell.

Third, Dindia and Canary (1993) pro-
posed that maintenance can be defined as
the process of keeping a relationship in satis-
factory condition. The usefulness of this defi-
nition is in its ability to differentiate between
stability and quality. This sort of distinction
is helpful when seeking to explain seeming
anomalies such as stable, unhappy marriages
(Heaton & Albrecht, 1991). The emphasis

of this definition is on global experience
of satisfaction rather than with any specific
qualitative characteristics.

Finally, Dindia and Canary (1993) pro-
posed that maintenance references a pro-
cess of keeping a relationship in repair. This
definition includes two elements: preventa-
tive maintenance and fixing a relationship in
disrepair. At first glance, these two efforts
appear conceptually distinct, although Din-
dia and Baxter (1987) and later Dindia
(1994) found that the strategies for mainte-
nance and repair largely overlap.

A fifth definition of maintenance has
emerged, and this concerns keeping a rela-
tionship sustained. Montgomery (1993) ini-
tially offered this term to reflect how couples
manage dialectical tensions, for example,
how partners respond to simultaneous needs
for autonomy and connection. Her rationale
was that the term maintenance implies an
emphasis on the status quo as a fixed entity,
a rationale that Rawlins (1994) shared.

Most authors appear to latch on to one of
these definitions, suggesting a lack of consen-
sus on the term. As Perlman (2001) observed,
“There is disagreement over whether rela-
tional maintenance is designed to main-
tain the current level of intimacy or to
either maintain or enhance that level”
(p. 360). Still other scholars consider main-
tenance as a temporal stage – the period
between relational development and disso-
lution (Stafford, 1994).

We do not view the term maintenance as
reflecting stasis without change. Rather, we
view maintenance as actions and activities
in which partners engage to sustain desired
relational properties, for example, how com-
mitment or love might be promoted (e.g.,
Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 1999). In our view,
a focus on the means whereby partners
maintain a relationship provides sufficient
breadth because it allows scholars using
different theoretical perspectives to focus
on the same phenomenon. Moreover, the
definition implies a focus on the interplay
between people’s goals for their close rela-
tionships and how they attempt to achieve
those goals. For example, maintaining liking
might be primary for some people, whereas
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maintaining commitment might be primary
for other individuals. Given this definitional
background, we turn our attention to the
varying ways that scholars have examined
maintenance processes in various contexts.

Maintenance in Context

Much of the research into relational main-
tenance has focused on specific techniques
that relational partners can use to maintain
their relationship. These techniques occur
across various levels of hierarchy. Dainton
(2003) argued that maintenance activity
occurs in four contexts: the self (which ref-
erences psychological or individual influ-
ences on the process), the system (which
refers to behaviors enacted within the rela-
tional system), the network (which involves
the influences of the larger community in
which the system is embedded), and the
culture (which references the historical pat-
terns of ideas, beliefs, rules, and roles for
that relational type). Because the terms self
might imply the self concept literature for
some readers, the self context has been rela-
beled here as the cognitive context. We briefly
review each of these contexts.

The Cognitive Context

As indicated earlier, the cognitive context
refers to the noninteractive processes that
individuals enact for relational purposes.
These processes most often take the form
of cognitions. Acitelli (2001) argued that
relationships can be maintained simply by
thinking about them, or attending to them.
For example, Rusbult, Drigotas, and Verette
(1994) proposed that relationships can be
maintained by partners engaging in vari-
ous mental activities that accrue from being
committed to one’s partner (e.g., deroga-
tion of alternatives). We review these cog-
nitions later. In a related vein, Murray,
Holmes, and Griffin (1996) argued that ide-
alizing one’s partner works in a self-fulfulling
way. Murray et al. found that highly ideal-
ized people remained in their relationships
through times of trouble more than did peo-
ple who were less idealized, and idealized

partners reported more increased satisfac-
tion and decreased ambivalence with regard
their partner over a year’s time.

Other scholars talk about the importance
of particular cognitions during critical peri-
ods. Wilmot (1994), for example, argued
that two ways to rejuvenate relationships
are to accept and forgive and to reassess
the importance of the relationship. Similarly,
Roloff and Cloven (1994) suggested that
cognitions can play a vital role when indi-
viduals are faced with a partner’s relational
transgression. They posited that individuals
might use reformulation, wherein the indi-
vidual changes the nature of his or her under-
standing of the relationship so that the act
is no longer viewed as a transgression, mini-
mization, which recasts the transgression so
that it is no longer perceived as a threat,
or justification, which involves a focus on
the reasons for staying in the relationship.
Using an empathic accuracy model, Simp-
son, Ickes, and Orina (2001) suggested that
when the relationship is threatened, part-
ners can use tactics to increase ambiguity
and thereby minimize the perceived threat.
Specifically, Simpson et al. suggested that
partners can not attend to, selectively attend
to, or distort their interpretation of what their
partner is saying or doing. They also suggest
that partners can shift their attention to irrel-
evant issues or refuse to think at all about the
threat.

In sum, several scholars have identified
specific thoughts that function to sustain a
relationship. We turn our attention next to
the behavioral level of maintenance.

The Relational System Context

The most frequent focus of maintenance
research has been the identification of
behaviors or interactions that relational part-
ners can enact to sustain their relation-
ship (Dindia, 2003). Numerous typolo-
gies of such behaviors exist (for a review,
see Dindia, 1994). For instance, Stafford
and Canary’s (1991) initial research on the
topic generated five positive and proactive
maintenance strategies, which have become
widely used (Dindia, 2000). Positivity refers
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to attempts to make interactions pleasant.
These include acting nice and cheerful when
one does not feel that way, performing favors
for the partner, and withholding complaints.
Openness involves direct discussion about
the relationship, including talk about the his-
tory of the involvement, rules made, and per-
sonal disclosure. Assurances involve support
of the partner, comforting the partner, and
making one’s commitment clear. Social net-
works refers to relying on friends and fam-
ily to support the relationship (e.g., having
dinner every Sunday at the in-laws). Finally,
sharing tasks refers to doing one’s fair share
of household chores. Based on an inductive
analysis, Canary, Stafford, Hause, and Wal-
lace (1993) added five other strategies: joint
activities (e.g., spend time together), cards,
letters, calls (e.g., write emails, notes), avoid-
ance (e.g., plan separate activities), antisocial
acts (e.g., act moody), and humor (e.g., teas-
ing each other).

An alternative typology is provided by
Baxter and colleagues, who have used a
dialectical approach to understand relational
maintenance. To manage contradictory ten-
sions, a dialectical approach suggests that
relational partners might invoke one or more
of eight strategies (Sahlstein & Baxter, 2001).
These include denial (reject the existence
of a tension), disorientation (partners ignore
their abilities to manage tensions actively),
spiraling inversion (partners respond to first
one, then the other pole), segmentation (par-
titioning the relationship by topic or activ-
ity), balance (compromise is achieved by par-
tially fulfilling the demands of each pole),
integration (both poles are responded to
simultaneously, as through rituals), recali-
bration (a temporary synthesis of the con-
tradiction such that opposing forces are no
longer viewed as opposite), and reaffirmation
(a celebration of the stimulation that contra-
dictory tensions provide).

Early on, Duck (1988) questioned the
extent to which maintenance behaviors are
intentionally enacted. This issue is central
because it addresses whether maintenance
as a process requires effort and planning or
occurs as a by-product of relating. Dindia
(2000) argued that three possible relation-

ships link strategic and routine maintenance.
First, some behaviors might start as strate-
gies but over time become routine. Sec-
ond, some behaviors might be performed
primarily strategically by some people and
primarily routinely by others. Finally, the
same behavior might on some occasions be
used strategically and on other occasions
be used routinely by the same relational
partner. Early evidence supports all three of
the proposed links.

Moreover, Dainton and Aylor (2002)
found that the same behaviors are used
intentionally and unintentionally, with those
routine behaviors (i.e., unintentionally) pre-
dicting slightly more of the variation in
relational satisfaction and commitment than
do the strategic enactment of maintenance.
Dainton and Aylor (2002) speculated that
maintenance might be performed routinely
until something happens to disrupt the rou-
tine. At that point, relational partners might
turn to strategic maintenance enactment. As
such, routine maintenance might be used
during times when preferred levels of sat-
isfaction and commitment are experienced,
and strategic maintenance might be enacted
during times of perceived uncertainty.1

The research described thus far adopts
an individualistic bent, focused on the cog-
nitions of individuals and on how individ-
uals might manage their relationships by
enacting particular behaviors. The last two
contexts, the network context and the cul-
tural context, broaden our scope consid-
erably. However, relatively little mainte-
nance research has focused on these two
contexts.

The Network Context

The network context recognizes that rela-
tionships are always embedded in larger net-
works of social relationships. Few studies
have directly assessed how social networks
inhibit or facilitate relational maintenance
(but see Allan, this volume).

Scholars have recognized that social net-
works play an important role in the stability
of romantic relationships (Attridge, 1994).
Klein and Milardo (2000), for example,
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studied how third parties influence couple
conflict. Among other findings, Klein and
Milardo found that women’s contentious-
ness and men’s lack of accommodation were
positively linked to whether the women
and men had support from their different
social networks. Also, Felmlee, Sprecher, and
Bassin (1990) found that a lack of support
from social networks accelerates the time
taken to separate from one’s partner.

Felmlee (2001) noted that social networks
can facilitate or inhibit the stability of dat-
ing relationships. She found that the percep-
tions of the partner’s parental support and
friendship support promoted relational sta-
bility but that one’s own parental support
did not add to relational stability. Rather,
a combination of friendship support and
disapproval from one’s own parents facili-
tated relational stability. Felmlee offered two
alternative explanations for the Romeo and
Juliet effect that she found (as have others):
(a) individuals engage in psychological reac-
tance when a parent disapproves of the rela-
tionship (i.e., Brehm, 1966), and (b) parental
disapproval “encourages couples to confront
and resolve potential relationship problems
raised by family members, and that this inter-
active process strengthens the relationship”
(Felmlee, 2001, p. 1280). In addition, the per-
ception of support from friends appears to be
more critical than is the friends’ actual sup-
port (Felmlee, 2001).

A handful of studies have examined how
people use their social networks as resources
to sustain their close relationships. This issue
is different from noting how social net-
works affect the stability of relationships. For
instance, Stafford and Canary (1991) found
that purposefully relying on one’s friends
and family for relational support is positively
associated with liking the partner, with com-
mitment, and with satisfaction. This finding
has been replicated (e.g., Canary & Stafford,
1992 , 2001). Their measure of support is
rather global and includes items such as
“[My partner] showed s/he was willing to do
things with my friends or family” and “[My
partner] included our friends or family in our
activities.” More research is needed to spec-
ify the range of behaviors in which people

engage to enlist their friends and families to
support their romantic relationships.

In addition, relationships vary in their
need for network support. For example,
Haas (2003) and Gaines and Agnew (2003)
argued that a lack of societal support for
gay and lesbian relationships and for inter-
cultural relationships makes network sup-
port even more important for people in
these relationships. Likewise, Felmlee et al.
(1990) found that ethnic differences accel-
erate the rate of dissolution for romantic
partners. One question that arises from this
research concerns the strategies that peo-
ple in nonnormative relationships can use to
secure support from their social network.

The Cultural Context

Cultures include values and beliefs about
relationships, as well as rules for enact-
ing them (Smith, 1966). Accordingly, cul-
tures have a profound impact on how
and why relationships might be maintained
(Goodwin & Pillay, this volume). Despite
the importance of culture in understanding
relationships, few scholars have studied the
impact of culture on relational maintenance
behaviors. Indeed, much of the research has
focused on White, middle-class romantic
relationships in the United States, so much
so that Stafford (2003) questioned whether
what we have learned thus far about main-
tenance might in fact be merely uncover-
ing a cultural ideology about relationship
enactment.

There are exceptions. As indicated above,
Yum and Canary (2003) studied relational
maintenance in Korea compared with that
in the United States. They found that for
Korean participants, cultural rules for main-
tenance were more important than main-
tenance behaviors. For example, one cul-
tural rule is eui-ri, which refers to the extent
one is expected to be attached and loyal
to one’s husband and wife. For instance,
practicing eui-ri requires one not to have
sexual intercourse before marriage. Consis-
tent with these observations, Yum (2003 ;
Yum & Canary, 1997) found that U.S. par-
ticipants engaged in a higher frequency of
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maintenance behaviors and that mainte-
nance behaviors were stronger predictors of
important relational characteristics for the
U.S. versus Korean samples. Also, Ballard-
Reisch, Weigel, and Zaguidoulline (2003)
found that beliefs about marriage in Russia
influence maintenance efforts because these
cultural beliefs imply that systemic relation-
ship maintenance is not necessary. Again,
these findings are understood within the
culture’s own historical development with
regard to marriage.

Using an understanding of culture that
is based in ethnicity, Gaines and colleagues
studied relationships in which the partners
represent different ethnic cultures (Gaines &
Agnew, 2003). Using Rusbult’s investment
model as a theoretic frame (discussed later),
these authors suggested that the lower rela-
tional stability among intercultural couples
can be traced to a larger number of perceived
alternatives than those in intracultural rela-
tionships, and a decreased amount of social
support.

Perspectives on Maintenance

One of the more compelling questions
regarding maintenance concerns whether
relationships remain stable unless some
event disrupts them or whether relation-
ships are inherently unstable and people
must expend energies to keep them intact.
The view that relationships are inherently
stable reflects a centripetal analogue, whereas
the view that people must work to stay
together represents a centrifugal analogue
(Duck, 1988). Of course, the answer to the
question regarding which approach appears
more accurate defies an absolute answer.
Indeed, the universe of relationships are
composed of many forces, some of which
are centripetal and some of which are
centrifugal.

Centripetal Analogues

One popular axiom is that relationships are
easy to get into and hard to get out of,
and evidence exists to support this axiom.

Attridge (1994) reviewed various “barriers”
to dissolving romantic relationships, includ-
ing reviews of the following: Levinger’s
(1965) use of the term; Michael Johnson’s
model of personal, structural, and moral
commitment; Rusbult’s investment model;
and Lund’s barrier model. Attridge noted
that both internal and external barriers pre-
vent people from treating marriages like
blind dates and that smart relational part-
ners would make use of barriers to keep their
relationships intact (e.g., remind the partner
of religious premises of marriage).

In terms of internal barriers that Attridge
(1994) reviewed, the first is commitment.
His sense of commitment reflects a moral
obligation to keeping one’s vows. Next, one’s
religious beliefs regarding the sanctity of
marriage compel people to remain. Also,
one’s self-identity – that is, viewing oneself
in terms of the relationship – acts as a bar-
rier to dissolution. Next, irretrievable per-
sonal investments (such as spending time
with the partner) work against dissolution.
Finally, Attridge argued that the presence of
children acted as an internal barrier, espe-
cially for women; women who have children
are more likely to remain in a marriage than
are women without children.

In terms of external barriers, Attridge
(1994) cited several. Not surprisingly, these
include legal barriers, financial obligations,
and social networks that promote the bond.
In addition to these, we would add a per-
ception of a lack of alternatives. Both Rus-
bult and Johnson’s models indicate that hav-
ing no perceived alternatives increases one’s
commitment to the partner. Both John-
son (2001) and Rusbult and Martz (1995)
have shown that abused women remain
in these marriages because they perceive
that they have no alternative associations
or resources that they can leverage to leave
their unhappy state. Conversely, Heaton and
Albrecht (1991) found that “social contact –
whether having potential sources of help,
receiving help, or spending social and recre-
ational time away from home – is positively
associated with instability” (p. 755 ; that is,
the likelihood that an unsatisfying relation-
ship will terminate).
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Referring to more garden-variety expe-
riences, Duck (1994) argued that partners
remain together because they establish a
rhetorical vision of their relationship that
carries them into the future. This vision
is created and re-created through mundane
interaction. Duck (1994) summarized his
view accordingly:

Thus, in the seemingly trivial talk that
bombards us daily, people are signify-
ing the essence of their relationships with
each other and doing so because they
share enough understanding of one another
to make this mutual interpretation possi-
ble. Everyday talk continues relationships
because it continues to embody partners’
understanding or shared meaning, and it
continues to represent their relationship to
one another in ways that each accepts and
is comfortable with, or which “ratify” the
relationship. (p. 54)2

In Duck’s view, then, people do not calculate
the rewards and costs in the creation of their
interdependence. Relationships are built
through and by interaction. In this manner,
they obtain momentum for continuing, and
some event must occur to tear them apart.

Centrifugal Analogues

Clearly, we have adopted the position that
people must expend efforts in order to
maintain their relationships. For example,
Canary and Stafford (1993) stated, “It is
naı̈ve to assume that people continue in
their relationships until they happen to fall
apart; it appears that something more than
momentum keeps dyads bonded” (p. 240).
As indicated, we emphasize the sustenance
of fundamental relational qualities, such as
commitment, liking, love, and control mutu-
ality (i.e., the extent to which the partners
agree on who has rightful influence power).
Relationships that lack these and similar fea-
tures are nominal relationships.

Consistent with research that examines
marital stability more generally, we view
communication behaviors as initial forces
that affect relationships, and marriage in par-
ticular (e.g., Gottman & Levenson, 2000;
Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George,

2001). In this vein, relational characteris-
tics represent outcomes of maintenance activ-
ities. The effect sizes of the five mainte-
nance strategies initially reported by Stafford
and Canary (1991) on fundamental char-
acteristics have been rather large, ranging
from 10% to 80% (e.g., Canary & Stafford,
1992 ; Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 1999). Also,
research shows that maintenance strate-
gies provide the bases for increases in inti-
macy (Guerrero, Eloy, & Wabnik, 1993).
That is, the use of maintenance behaviors
helps dating partners develop their involve-
ments. Moreover, people who do not engage
in maintenance behaviors are more likely
to de-escalate or terminate their relation-
ships (Guerrero et al., 1993). Furthermore,
the research shows that these maintenance
strategies have different functional utility.
For example, commitment to one’s partner
is most strongly predicted by use of assur-
ances, whereas liking the partner is most
strongly predicted by positivity (Canary &
Stafford, 1994).

Yet the functional utility of maintenance
behaviors does not endure for long. In other
words, the half-life of maintenance behav-
iors is brief. Canary, Stafford, and Semic
(2002) conducted a panel study examining
married partners’ maintenance activity and
relational characteristics (liking, commit-
ment, and control mutuality) at three points
in time, each a month apart. They found that
maintenance behaviors are strongly associ-
ated with relational characteristics concur-
rently, but that the effects completely fade
within a month’s time (when controlling
for the previous months’ reports). Thus, it
appears that maintenance strategies must
be used continuously if they are to sustain
desired relational characteristics. Being pos-
itive, assuring the partner of one’s love and
commitment, sharing tasks, and so forth rep-
resent proactive relational behaviors to be
sure, but they must be enacted on a regular
basis to matter.

Theoretic Examples

To illustrate how theories might reflect
the centripetal and centrifugal views, we
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highlight two theoretical approaches to
maintenance. Both fall within the social
exchange camp: Rusbult’s investment model
and our own application of equity theory.
In our view, Rusbult’s model elaborates on
processes that represent centripetal forces
because it highlights features of the relation-
ship that promote continued commitment
and maintenance activities are seen as prod-
ucts of that commitment.3

This model begins with interdependence
theory (Kelley, 1979; Kelley & Thibaut,
1978). More specifically, Rusbult adopted
Kelley and Thibaut’s ideas that stable and
satisfying relationships occur when the part-
ner compares favorably to one’s ideal and to
alternatives. Rusbult adds a third component
that represents the investments one has in the
relationship (e.g., time, effort expended).
These three factors predict commitment,
which reflects a personal desire to remain in
the relationship indefinitely. Rusbult et al.
(1994) argued that commitment is macro-
motive. That is, commitment filters the link
between the three initial factors and mainte-
nance activities, and the extent of commit-
ment dictates whether someone engages in
relational maintenance.

Rusbult et al. (1994) described several
kinds of cognitions that serve to maintain a
relationship. The first is deciding to remain
in the relationship, which obviously reflects
the extent to which a person is committed.
Next, perceived relational superiority refers
to the idealistic belief that one’s relation-
ship is better than other relationships. Next,
Rusbult et al. (1994) noted that derogation
of alternatives serves maintenance functions
by devaluating potential alternatives. Rus-
bult et al. also noted that committed indi-
viduals would have a willingness to sacrifice
self-interests for the good of the relation-
ship (see Rusbult et al., this volume). Simi-
larly, Rusbult and Buunk (1993) suggested
that managing jealousy and extrarelational
involvements serve maintenance functions
(see also Buunk & Dijkstra, this volume).

Finally, Rusbult (1987) identified vari-
ations in the way that people respond
to their partners during troubled times.
These tendencies to accommodate reflect

two dimensions: passive versus active and
constructive versus destructive. Exit is an
active and destructive behavior that includes
threats to leave the partner; voice is
an active and constructive strategy that
involves discussing the problem without
hostility; Loyalty is a passive and construc-
tive approach that involves giving in to
the partner; and Neglect is a passive and
destructive approach that includes passive–
aggressive reactions. Several studies have
shown that committed individuals are more
likely to engage in the more civil forms of
accommodation – voice and loyalty – and
that these behaviors have a more positive
associations than do neglect or exit with
relational quality.

Moreover, tendencies to accommodate
the partner are affected by features that
constitute commitment (Rusbult, 1987). For
instance, the use of voice most likely occurs
when satisfaction, investment, and alter-
natives are high, whereas loyalty is the
preferred response in relationships marked
by high satisfaction and investment but
low alternatives. Moreover, individual differ-
ences are theoretically mediated by the rela-
tional factors of satisfaction, investment, and
availability of alternatives (Rusbult, Verette,
Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991, p. 57).
For instance, perspective-taking (i.e., under-
standing one’s partner from his or her per-
spective) is said to increase positive accom-
modation behaviors to the extent that it also
links positively to satisfaction and invest-
ments (or negatively associates with viable
alternatives; Rusbult et al., 1991). Tests of
Rusbult’s model have largely endorsed its
basic tenets, as reported elsewhere (Canary
& Zelley, 2000). Whereas Rusbult’s invest-
ment model indicates that maintenance
activities are the products of commitment,
the following model holds that commitment
and other relational features are the products
of maintenance activities.

equity theory

We have been part of a program of research
that has applied equity theory propositions
to understand why people use maintenance
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behaviors. In brief, equitable treatment leads
to the use of maintenance strategies, and
maintenance behaviors then bring about
relational characteristics. In this sense, we
have adopted a centrifugal perspective.

Equity is based on the principle of distribu-
tive justice, which holds that rewards should
be distributed according to who provides
the most inputs into the dyadic or group
system (Deutsch, 1985). Equitable relation-
ships exist when the ratios of outcomes
to inputs are the same for both partners.
However, when one person has a greater
outcome–input ratio than his or her part-
ner, that person is overbenefited; when one
experiences a lower outcome–input ratio
when compared with the partner, then one
is underbenefited.

Consistent with other social exchange
approaches, equity theory holds that peo-
ple attempt to maximize their rewards
and reduce their costs. Equity theory holds
that people seek rewards in a fair man-
ner and they attempt to restore equity
when the balance of rewards and costs
has become inequitable (for reviews, see
Hatfield, Traupmann, Sprecher, Utne, &
Hay, 1985 ; Van Yperen & Buunk, 1990). For
example, a person can withhold inputs (e.g.,
not do household chores, not be positive or
assuring) or they can persuade their partner
to do more (e.g., cook more, be more posi-
tive). Or the partner can engage in more rad-
ical forms of equity restoration (e.g., punish
the partner, leave the field).

Equity theory suggests that people who
feel equitably treated engage in and perceive
their partner’s maintenance strategies more
than do people who perceive that they are
overbenefited or underbenefited. Research
applying equity theory to the realm of main-
tenance has largely supported these pre-
dictions (Canary & Stafford 1992 , 1993 ,
2001; Messman, Canary, & Hause, 2000;
Vogl-Bauer, Kalbfleisch, & Beatty, 1999). For
example, in Canary and Stafford (1992),
wife assessments of equity predicted both
wife and husband reports of partners’ positiv-
ity, openness, assurances, and social networks;
husband asssessments of equity affected
perceptions of the partner sharing tasks,

positivity, and assurances.4 In a word, peo-
ple decide to engage in maintenance behav-
iors because of their levels of satisfaction and
equity. In turn, maintenance behaviors act as
forces to sustain desired relational character-
istics, such as commitment.

Moderating Factors

More than a decade ago, Duck (1994) used
the analogy of car ownership for understand-
ing the process of relational maintenance. To
keep an automobile running, he said, one has
to service the vehicle appropriately, doing
both preventative maintenance as well as
prompt repairs. The point was to differenti-
ate between the everyday, routine activities
that can sustain a relationship and the con-
scious and strategic efforts that are less fre-
quent yet more memorable to the relational
partners.

To build on Duck’s analogy a bit further,
if we really want to use the metaphor of
relational maintenance as car ownership, we
also have to consider a number of other fac-
tors. For example, one should consider differ-
ences in maintaining various types of vehicles
(maintaining a classic ’57 Chevy is different
from maintaining a 2004 BMW), how per-
sonal preferences influence maintenance (are
you the type of person who thinks about
oil changes before or after the warning light
comes on?), what happens when you are deal-
ing with other people on the road (you stopped
for the light but the person behind you
didn’t – crunch!), what happens over time
(will you still love your car after it loses the
“new car smell?”), and finally, how culture
affects maintenance (a taxi ride in London is
quite different from a taxi ride in St. Martin,
thanks in part to variations in vehicle main-
tenance). The next section discusses each of
the aforementioned issues: maintenance in
different relational types, individual factors
that moderate maintenance processes, and
external factors that influence maintenance.

Relational Type

Fitzpatrick identified three pure relational
types (where both husband and wife agree
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on their relational schemata): traditional,
which involves conventional beliefs about
relationships, high interdependence of rela-
tional partners, and moderate amounts of
conflict over important issues; indepen-
dent, which involves nonconventional beliefs
about relationships, moderate interdepen-
dence, and much conflict; and separate,
which involves conventional beliefs but little
interdependence and conflict (Fitzpatrick,
1988a; see also VanLear, Koerner, and Allen,
this volume).

Gottman (1994) reported similar cou-
ple types based on observational analy-
ses (pp. 158–211). Gottman discovered two
types of conflict engagers. The first includes
the validating couple, which tends ini-
tially to minimize conflict through validating
each other, increase disagreement, but then
appear to resolve differences. He equated
validating couples to Fitzpatrick’s traditional
type. The second is the volatile couple,
which maintains a high level of disagree-
ment and criticism throughout the con-
versation. Gottman equated volatile cou-
ples to Fitpatrick’s independent type. One
type of nonengaged couple was found –
the avoiders. As implied in the term, the
avoiders do not want to discuss conflict
directly and they minimize disagreement.
Avoiders were seen as similar to Fitzpatrick’s
separate type. Other research generally sup-
ports these equations; that is, couple types
vary in their conflict tactics in ways that are
consistent with Gottman’s speculation (e.g.,
Burggraf & Sillars, 1987; Fitzpatrick, 1988b).

Some evidence shows that when the hus-
band and the wife do not agree on their rela-
tional schemata (i.e., the couple is classified
as “mixed”), relational disruption ensues.
For example, the most common mixed type
involves a separate male and a traditional
female. Research has shown that men and
women in this relationship respond to each
other stereotypically (e.g., men do not dis-
close and women seek disclosure), and they
disagree on how interdependent they should
be (Fitzpatrick & Best, 1979; Fitzpatrick,
Vance, & Witteman, 1984). The implication
is that regardless of their reported satisfac-
tion, neither person will enact the behaviors

that maintain the relationship as the partner
wants it to be, because both people adopt
different schemata for what the relation-
ship should entail. Gottman (1994) specu-
lated that one reason people adopt a partic-
ular type is to match their own preferred
modes of emotional expression. An impor-
tant relational maintenance strategy, then,
would occur at the beginning of any involve-
ment – assess the other person’s view of what
a long-term relationship should entail.

In a study that directly examined main-
tenance behaviors across relational types,
Weigel and Ballard-Reisch (1999) found that
four maintenance activities were differen-
tially enacted based on couple type: Tra-
ditional and Independent couples reported
greater use of openness and assurances than
did separate couples; traditional couples
reported greater use of sharing tasks than
did either independent or separate couples;
and traditional couples also reported greater
use of shared network than did separate cou-
ples. Dainton and Stafford (2000) also found
that couple type contributed to the predic-
tion of maintenance enactment, although in
this study, couple type did not account for as
much variability in maintenance enactment
as did reciprocity.

Besides different types of marriages, peo-
ple maintain other kinds of relationships –
parent, friend, lover, colleague, and so on.
(for a review of maintenance in various
kinds of relationships, see Canary & Dainton,
2003). It makes sense that the processes
associated with the maintenance of these dif-
ferent relational forms would vary because
each of these relational types serve different
functions (Burleson & Samter, 1994). How-
ever, few studies have compared directly
how maintenance is achieved in different
types of relationships. One exception is
Canary et al. (1993), who compared the
frequency of maintenance behaviors identi-
fied for the romantic, friendship, family, and
coworker contexts. They found that several
behaviors (positivity, openness, and assur-
ances) were nominated more frequently in
romantic relationships than in friendships,
and that others (assurances, sharing tasks,
and cards, letters, calls) were described more
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frequently in family relationships than in
friendships.

The study of the maintenance of close
relationships other than romantic involve-
ments remains in its infancy. A focus on
the maintenance of friendship is relatively
new, for example, with focus being placed on
the identification of friendship maintenance
behaviors (e.g., Dainton, Zelley, & Langan,
2003), motives associated with maintain-
ing cross-sex relationships as platonic (e.g.,
Messman et al., 2000), and dialectical ten-
sions associated with managing friendships
(e.g., Rawlins, 1994). Current interest has
also focused on the maintenance of family
relationships (e.g., Vogl-Bauer et al., 1999)
and, intriguingly, on the maintenance of
undesired relationships (e.g., Hess, 2003).

Individual Factors: Attachment and Sex

Not only does the type of relationship affect
relational maintenance, but the type of peo-
ple involved in the relationship also affects
maintenance. This section focuses on three
individual factors that have garnered atten-
tion in the maintenance field. Note that
the treatment of these topics is intentionally
brief; additional information about attach-
ment and sex is available in other chapters
in this volume. Other factors, such as per-
sonality (the Big Five; locus of control, etc.),
are probably linked to maintenance activities
as well.

Turning to attachment, and despite the
boom of research using attachment the-
ory explanations, little published research
has clearly connected attachment to main-
tenance (Shaver & Mikulincer, this volume).
To our knowledge, only two studies have
empirically made this link. Simon and Baxter
(1993) found that securely attached individ-
uals (vs. people in other attachment groups)
in romantic relationships used more proso-
cial maintenance behaviors but no differ-
ence occurred among attachment groups in
the use of antisocial behaviors. Bippus and
Rollin (2003) replicated their findings using
a sample of people reporting on friendships.
Despite the dearth of empirical investiga-
tion, we believe that attachment theory pro-

vides a powerful theoretical lens for the
study of maintenance processes.

Finally, sex (as well as gender) has been
studied by scholars interested in relational
maintenance (see also Impett & Peplau, this
volume). Most of the research has reported
that women (vs. men) use more relational
maintenance behavior, specifically openness
and sharing tasks (e.g., Canary & Stafford,
1992 , 1994 ; Dainton & Stafford, 1993 ; Rags-
dale, 1996). However, other research shows
that men use more maintenance behaviors
(Stafford & Canary, 1991), and one study
found a disordinal interaction between sex
and strategy type (i.e., although women rely
more on openness and sharing tasks, men
rely somewhat more on positivity and assur-
ances, Canary et al., 2002). Also, the effect
sizes of such research are typically small
(Dindia, 1998).

To determine whether differences are
really due to biological sex, or whether gen-
der might play an important role, Stafford,
Dainton, and Haas (2000) ran a series of
regressions using sex and gender (femininity
and masculinity) as the predictor variables,
and the use of maintenance behaviors as the
independent variables. They found that gen-
der was a superior predictor than sex. Specif-
ically, femininity was the primary predic-
tor of every maintenance behavior, with sex
appearing in only two of the seven equa-
tions. Similar results for sex versus gender
were reported by Rusbult et al. (1991).

External Factors: Networks, Culture,
and Time

Earlier in this chapter, we discussed how
social networks and the larger culture might
influence relational maintenance. We do not
repeat that information here, other than to
acknowledge again the importance of rec-
ognizing that relationships are embedded
within a network of relationships and are
influenced by larger cultural prescriptions
for relationships.

We look at the impact of time devel-
opmentally. For example, a longstanding
assumption is that in established rela-
tionships much communication involves
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taken-for-granted presumptions and expec-
tations, and “habits of adjustment to the
other person become perfected and require
less participation of the consciousness”
(Waller, 1951, p. 311). This would imply that
over time maintenance would be achieved
routinely rather than strategically. Indeed,
Sillars and Wilmot (1989) discussed the like-
lihood that the longer a couple is together
their interactions become more routine and
their communication becomes less explicit.
Research supports these presuppositions.
For example, Dindia and Baxter (1987)
found that the longer a couple was mar-
ried the fewer strategies they used iden-
tified as part of their maintenance reper-
toire. Using different methods, Dainton and
Aylor (2002) found that the use of strate-
gic maintenance was negatively associated
with relational length and that the use of
routine maintenance was positively associ-
ated with relational length. However, other
research reports more subtle differences. In
a cross-sectional study, Stafford and Canary
(1991) found that married, engaged, and seri-
ously dating partners more likely engaged in
assurances and sharing tasks than did people
who were casually dating. Also, engaged cou-
ples and seriously dating couples reported
more openness and positivity than did mar-
ried people. Clearly, the image presented by
these findings requires clarification in future
studies.

Conclusions

Although the systematic study of relational
maintenance constitutes a relatively new
area of inquiry for personal relationship
scholars, the amount of energy expended on
the topic over the past 15 years has yielded
important insights into the question regard-
ing why some couples succeed and oth-
ers fail. Debate over definitional issues and
whether momentum works for or against
relational health has prompted scholars to
clarify their assumptions regarding mainte-
nance processes. In addition, researchers are
now turning their attention to maintenance
processes in contexts other than U.S. het-
erosexual romantic involvements (Canary &

Dainton, 2003). In these senses, the first gen-
eration of maintenance research is giving way
to the second generation, and some conclu-
sions might be drawn regarding our under-
standing of maintenance processes.

First, maintenance as an activity probably
involves all four uses of the term that Dindia
and Canary (1993) reviewed. In the world of
real people, to maintain a relationship surely
involves keeping it stable, achieving partic-
ular characteristics (e.g., liking and commit-
ment), achieving satisfaction, and repairing
it when problems occur (and they certainly
will). Naturally, scholarly definitions have
relevance-determining aspects that help to
guide research. Yet we need to realize that
over the course of a long-term relation-
ship, different forms of maintenance must
be used. Such adaptation likely helps cou-
ple success. In addition, these definitions are
not mutually exclusive.

For instance,and inthe face of our owndefi-
nition, we assume that stability constitutes a
necessary feature of relational maintenance
(Dindia, 2001). The idea of maintaining a
relationship that no longer exists might be
defensible and the notion that terminating a
relationship to salvage it might be thinkable,
but in our view such concepts stretch the
boundaries of the maintenance construct.
That is, one might engage in individual main-
tenance activities (e.g., derogation of alter-
natives), but if one’s partner is not there then
the exercise reflects an unreal world.

Our observation that different forms of
maintenance are required in the same rela-
tionship is not new (Duck, 1988). It is pos-
sible that a developmental purpose under-
lies the use of various forms of maintenance.
That is, once a sense of stability (in terms of
interdependence) is established, then part-
ners hone their relational definitions (to
make their relationships as they want them)
and become sensitive to how satisfied they
are. When problems arise, they repair their
close relationships. If no repair occurs, then
satisfaction diminishes, and partners assess
what must be done to define their rela-
tionships again. Failing that, stability might
be in jeopardy. This general developmental
pattern of maintenance is highly specula-
tive and monolithic. Of course, we believe
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that variations on the general theme exists
(e.g., maintenance forms and related behav-
iors overlap) and that more critical thinking
on the topic is needed.

Second, the examination of various con-
texts shows that maintenance occurs at multi-
ple levels – the self, the dyadic system, the net-
work, and the culture. Researchers have pre-
sented fascinating material regarding how
people change their thinking to maintain
their personal relationships (e.g., idealizing
their partner) and how people use various
maintenance behaviors to sustain desired
relational characteristics. We know much
less about how people use social networks
and how cultures function to promote or
demote maintenance of relationships. In par-
ticular, theoretical models that show why
social networks are critically important to
relational stability would help researchers
target specific relationally promoting and
demoting behaviors.

Unearthing the assumptions that cultures
contain about relationships is a more diffi-
cult enterprise. The existing research sug-
gests that some norms are quite powerful,
whereas other cultural norms are less so
(Yum, 2003 ; Yum & Canary, 2003). Not only
do cultural norms differ in their normative
force, they also vary qualitatively in reflect-
ing various historical, political, and religious
bases. More effort is needed to unearth the
manner in which cultures act as a canvas for
people’s relational constructions.

Third, it appears clear that relationships
are maintained through both types of forces –
centripetal and centrifugal. Adopting one
approach over the other appears to us as
both necessary and naı̈ve. Again, one must
adopt a perspective to do good research. At
the same time, in the world of real people,
both types of forces function to maintain
relationships. We proffer an initial attempt
to synthesize these approaches.

The centripetal factors and behaviors
appear to work more directly on relational
stability, whereas the centrifugal forces and
behaviors appear to work more directly on
defining and sustaining the feature charac-
teristics of the relationship (e.g., commit-
ment, liking, control mutuality). Another
way of saying this is that some products of

relating include the creation of a rhetori-
cal vision for the future, economic depen-
dence and interdependence, one’s personal
identity, and other important elements (e.g.,
children). These products also act as con-
straints or barriers to dissolution (Attridge,
1994), and they require little strategic effort
to make them salient.

Relationships with barriers are probably
stable, but they do not necessarily contain
characteristics that demarcate a high-quality
relationship. To ensure the continuation of
such qualities, one needs to engage in indi-
vidual and relational strategies that help cre-
ate and sustain liking, love, commitment,
and so forth. That is, one must engage in
proactive and positive behaviors to counter-
mand centrifugal forces pulling down per-
ceptions of one’s likeability, lovingness, com-
mitment, and so forth. Telling your partner
that you love him or her once a month does
little to assure your partner of your com-
mitment. Likewise, acting positive only on
the weekends probably does little to sustain
impressions that one is likeable.

As the reader can ascertain, the answer
to the question posed at the beginning
of this chapter requires scholars to look
within and between definitions, contexts,
and approaches. The answer to what makes
some relationships successful and others not
resides in the ability to understand that
the differences among approaches do not
disqualify what each brings to the discus-
sion. Indeed, it appears that the first gener-
ation of maintenance research has provided
various answers to the question. We hope
that the issues discussed here will provide
some incentive to the next generation of
researchers interested in relational mainte-
nance processes.

Footnotes

1. We also recognize research suggests people
learn language pragmatically; that is, people
learn and use messages because they function
to help achieve goals. Because they are implic-
itly learned, messages are inherently strategic
(Kellermann, 1992). Future research is war-
ranted to parse when the same maintenance
behaviors might be used as effortful attempts
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to sustain desired relational characteristics ver-
sus routinized patterns that fly beneath the
radar of intentional action.

2 . In his chapter, Duck (1994) provided several
memorable quotes, several more pithy than
this one. However, this one appears to sum-
marize his views. We do want to share one
other: “Relationships, like conferences, keep
going because they are filled with juicy mean-
ing for the partners. Period” (p. 51).

3 . We have no idea whether Caryl Rusbult would
agree with our placement of her theory in this
general camp.

4 . Ragsdale (1996) argued that Canary and
Stafford’s (1992) findings were ambiguous
because a few of the univariate tests did not
reveal significant findings that supported the
multivariate tests, apparently under the false
assumption that each univariate test must
reflect the multivariate test. Ragsdale held that
interdependence theory, versus equity theory,
could predict the five maintenance strategies
of positivity, openness, assurances, tasks, and
networks. Ragsdale (1996) found no mutivari-
ate or univariate support for his argument,
nor did he test for the curvilinear effects that
equity theory would call for.
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For most individuals in Western countries,
adulthood is associated with a married
lifestyle, with more than 90% of the popula-
tion becoming married by age 50 (McDon-
ald, 1995). Unfortunately, the benefits that
individuals expect to derive from marriage
often do not translate into gratifying rela-
tionships, or satisfaction erodes over time.
As a result, divorce rates are high in Western
countries. The divorce rate for first marriages
is approximately 40% to 45% in the United
States, Australia, and the United Kingdom,
and approximately 35% in Germany (Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics, 2001; United
States Bureau of Census, 2002).

Given the alarming rate of both marital
distress and dissolution, it is fortunate that
clinicians and researchers have devoted con-
siderable effort to developing and evaluat-
ing interventions for treating marital prob-
lems. In the current chapter, we provide
an overview of the major models of cou-
ple therapy1 that have empirical support
for their efficacy. This decision to include
only approaches with current empirical sup-
port is not intended to imply that other
approaches are not useful for couples; we

hope that investigators interested in other
couple therapy approaches such as Bowen’s
family systems therapy (Kerr & Bowen,
1988), structural family therapy (Minuchin
& Nichols, 1998), narrative therapy (Freed-
man & Combs, 2002), solution-focused
therapy (Hoyt, 2001), and brief strate-
gic therapy (Shoham & Rohrbaugh, 2001)
will conduct well-controlled treatment out-
come investigations to evaluate their effi-
cacies. In addition, the field awaits evalu-
ation of the efficacy of interventions for
individuals in committed relationships who
are not married.

The field of marital and couple ther-
apy has existed for many decades, with
its roots in the 1930s practice of marriage
counseling and the establishment of cen-
ters such as Emily Mudd’s pioneering Mar-
riage Council of Philadelphia (Bischof &
Helmeke, 2003). The American Association
of Marriage Counselors (AAMC), estab-
lished in 1945 , included practitioners from
a variety of fields, such as social workers,
physicians, clergy, and family guidance spe-
cialists, who used a variety of interventions
in the absence of any theoretical base. As the
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field of family therapy developed around sys-
tems theory concepts, the name of AAMC
was changed in 1970 to the American Asso-
ciation of Marriage and Family Counselors,
and its current name of the American Asso-
ciation for Marriage and Family Therapy
(AAMFT) was adopted in 1978. Given the
overarching systems theory view that dom-
inated AAMFT, couple therapy tended to
be viewed as a subtype of family therapy
rather than a specialty in its own right, and
charismatic leaders who developed a vari-
ety of theoretical approaches to family and
couple therapy dominated the field. Over-
all, schools of family therapy gained many
adherents despite little empirical research on
their efficacy.

Only in the 1970s did well-controlled
investigations evaluating the efficacy of spe-
cific approaches begin to appear, particularly
as research-oriented psychologists increas-
ingly became involved in the field (Jacob-
son, 1978). In the 1990s, a major empha-
sis on empirically supported interventions
or evidence-based practice emerged more
broadly within clinical psychology. Given
that couple researchers had been evaluat-
ing their treatments for 2 decades when this
emphasis within clinical psychology gained
momentum, a large number of investigations
had already been completed. In discussing
the efficacy of various approaches to cou-
ple therapy, we have adopted the criteria set
forth by Chambless and Hollon (1998) for
empirically supported interventions. Briefly,
for a treatment to be evaluated as efficacious,
these authors propose that it be superior to a
wait-list condition or equivalent to another
efficacious treatment; moreover, there must
be sufficient statistical power to detect treat-
ment effects. Successful implementation of
treatments by therapists other than the orig-
inators of the treatment is another prereq-
uisite for defining an intervention as effica-
cious. Thus, Chambless and Hollon require
that the efficacy of a treatment must be
corroborated by at least two independent
teams of investigators and that the prepon-
derance of the evidence must support its
efficacy. If the intervention has been suc-
cessful in only one study or in multiple

studies by the same investigator, then the
intervention is described as “possibly effica-
cious” (see Chambless & Hollon, 1998), and
the special issue of the Journal of Consulting
and Clinical Psychology [Kendall & Chamb-
less, 1998] for an in-depth discussion of the
strengths and weaknesses of this approach to
evaluating psychotherapy research). Based
on these criteria, we discuss three broad
approaches to couple therapy with empirical
support: (a) behavioral couple therapy and
its variants, including cognitive–behavioral
and integrative behavioral couple therapy;
(b) emotionally focused couple therapy; and
(c) insight-oriented couple therapy.

The different approaches to couple ther-
apy vary greatly with regard to their posi-
tions on three dimensions. First, theoreti-
cal approaches vary in the degree to which
they focus on overt behavioral patterns ver-
sus on internal experiences such as cogni-
tions and emotions. Second, approaches vary
in whether they focus on the roles that
the individual members play in the devel-
opment and functioning of the marriage or
on the couple’s dyadic interaction patterns
and other relationship characteristics. Third,
approaches differ in the extent to which
they focus on the present or more prox-
imal factors versus more historical or dis-
tal factors in addressing relationship distress.
Therefore, we describe how each approach
addresses each of these three dimensions. No
approach focuses exclusively on one pole of
these dimensions, but there are notable dif-
ferences in their relative emphases.

Models Based on Behavioral
Perspectives

Behavioral Couple Therapy

As suggested by the title of the model,
behavioral couple therapy (BCT) takes a
systematic approach to the assessment and
modification of couples’ behaviors (e.g.,
Jacobson & Margolin, 1979; Stuart, 1980).
Behavioral couple therapy was developed in
the 1960s and 1970s from the theoretical
models of social exchange theory (Thibaut
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& Kelley, 1959) and social learning the-
ory (Bandura, 1977). Social exchange the-
ory proposes that a person’s level of relation-
ship satisfaction depends on his or her ratio
of positive to negative experiences in that
relationship. Social learning theory suggests
that members of a couple shape each other’s
behavior by providing positive or negative
consequences for each other’s actions.

basic concepts

Behavior. Empirical investigations have sup-
ported the social exchange conceptualiza-
tion of intimate relationships, such that self-
reported relationship satisfaction is corre-
lated (a) positively with the frequencies of
partners’ positive actions and (b) negatively,
to an even stronger degree, with the fre-
quencies of the partners’ negative actions
(Weiss & Heyman, 1990). Thus, distressed
couples are more likely to demonstrate a
high rate of negative behaviors and a low rate
of positive behaviors; conversely, nondis-
tressed spouses are more likely to engage in
more positive behaviors toward their part-
ners than negative ones (Gottman, 1994).
In accordance with social learning theory,
other findings indicate that distressed mar-
ried couples are more prone than nondis-
tressed couples to aversive, destructive pat-
terns of communication, such as a demand–
withdrawal pattern in which one partner
pursues an issue while the other withdraws
(Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Christensen &
Shenk, 1991). Furthermore, distressed cou-
ples are more likely to engage in exchanges
in which one person’s hurtful comment is
reciprocated with greater intensity by the
receiving partner.

Cognition. As discussed subsequently, be-
havioral couple therapy has evolved into
cognitive–behavioral couple therapy, a ther-
apeutic modality that places significant
emphasis on partners’ cognitions about each
other and their relationship. Even from a
more behavioral perspective, however, cog-
nitions are important because of their rela-
tionship to behavior. First, the impact of a
partner’s behaviors as positive or negative

depends, in part, on the recipient’s sub-
jective experience and evaluation of these
behaviors (Baucom & Epstein, 1990). For
example, a wife may buy her husband a
trendy outfit as a gift for no particular occa-
sion. The husband may either interpret this
behavior as a loving and thoughtful act,
based on his inference that she was think-
ing of him and thought the outfit would look
good on him, or he may interpret her gesture
as an indication of her dissatisfaction with
his wardrobe and an attempt to improve his
appearance. These different interpretations
of the same behavior likely would have dif-
fering impacts on the husband’s feelings and
subsequent behavior toward his wife. Behav-
ioral couple therapists also assume that peo-
ple choose to engage in a particular behav-
ior because of their expectancies about the
consequences, or rewards and punishments,
they will receive from their partners.

Affect. In addition to cognition, behavioral
couple therapists have noted that affect has
a great influence on couples’ behaviors and
relationship satisfaction. Studies of couples’
conversations have shown that distressed
partners are more likely to respond nega-
tively to each other’s expressions of negative
affect than are members of nondistressed
couples (negative reciprocity); furthermore,
these expressions of negative affect are not
as likely to be offset by high levels of positive
affect as they are in nondistressed relation-
ships (Gottman, 1994).

contribution of the couple versus the

individual in couple distress

With a major focus on interactive pro-
cesses as a primary source of couple dis-
tress, behavioral couple therapists place a
strong emphasis on the contribution of the
couple as a dyad rather than the individ-
ual’s unique characteristics. Although part-
ners bring learned behaviors from the past
into their current relationships, social learn-
ing theory emphasizes that a spouse’s behav-
ior is both learned and influenced by the
other partner’s behavior. Over time, spouses’
influence on each other becomes a stronger
predictor of current behavior than the



748 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

influences of previous close relationships.
The behavioral approach also is based on
social exchange theory principles that link
the couple’s satisfaction to higher ratios of
pleasing versus displeasing behaviors that are
exchanged. Thus, the behavioral model sug-
gests that a couple’s ability to maintain a sat-
isfying relationship is based on the partners’
skills for providing each other with rein-
forcing and effective behavioral exchanges.
As a result, the therapeutic interventions
are focused primarily on altering behav-
ioral exchanges between the partners and
developing more effective communication
skills. In early behavioral models, little atten-
tion was given to understanding the unique
characteristics of each partner, and how
individual factors, including both strengths
and vulnerabilities, contribute to marital
adjustment.

Proximal Versus Distal Factors in
Understanding Relationship Discord

Behavioral couple therapy has a strong
emphasis on the present, exploring how cou-
ples interact with each other and communi-
cate with each other. Historical perspectives
are addressed primarily in terms of under-
standing how well entrenched a behavioral
interaction pattern might be and the various
contexts in which it has occurred over time.

approaches to treatment

Behavior. Because a central tenet of the
behavioral model is that distress is caused
by a low ratio of positive to negative
exchanges, behavioral couple therapists have
used behavior-exchange procedures such as
“love days” (Weiss, Hops, & Patterson, 1973)
or “caring days” (Stuart, 1980). These pro-
cedures involve each partner agreeing to
enact certain positive behaviors requested by
his or her partner to increase the percent-
age of positive exchanges. Similarly, cou-
ples have been taught to develop behav-
ioral contracts in which each person agrees
to behave in specific ways desired by the
partner and then receives reinforcement for
these actions. Although behavioral contract-
ing appears to be less emphasized in current

behavioral approaches to assisting distressed
couples, it served as a major intervention
strategy in many of the treatment outcome
investigations that have been conducted. In
addition, to increase the likelihood that cou-
ples will experience more reinforcing inter-
actions, behavior therapists teach couples
specific communication skills and guidelines
for (a) expressing thoughts and feelings, (b)
engaging in empathic listening, and (c) prob-
lem solving. It is assumed that by develop-
ing these skills, couples will enhance their
abilities to negotiate more satisfying solu-
tions to conflicts, as well as their abilities
to experience more intimacy through skill-
ful expression of feelings. As a result, cou-
ples will decrease negative reciprocity and
increase positive reciprocity in their commu-
nication and overall relationship.

Cognition. In the early texts on behav-
ioral couple therapy, Jacobson and Mar-
golin (1979) recommended that therapists
instruct couples to monitor and record their
cognitions at home, and Stuart (1980) pro-
moted the concept of relabeling, which
involves challenging the partners to alter
their negative interpretations of ambigu-
ous actions on each other’s part. Unfortu-
nately, descriptions of cognitive restructur-
ing in early behavioral texts are brief, and
they typically do not give therapists a great
deal of guidance in how to accomplish this
goal. It also should be noted that cogni-
tive interventions were not systematically
employed in the treatment outcome stud-
ies that were conducted, which we discuss
subsequently. Thus, despite the theoretical
recognition of the role of cognitions in influ-
encing the behaviors of spouses, the origi-
nal BCT interventions did not address cog-
nitions directly.

Affect. Behavioral approaches to couple rela-
tionships have viewed emotions (e.g., joy,
anger, sadness) as reactions to specific behav-
ioral interactions. Distress is viewed as
resulting from particular behavioral patterns
that are repetitive, ingrained, and recipro-
cal. Consequently, behaviorists’ approaches
to modifying affect typically have depended
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on the behavioral interventions described
previously. However, this approach of alter-
ing affect through changing behavior may
be problematic for some distressed cou-
ples (Epstein & Baucom, 2002). Specific
behavior changes may not be powerful
enough to overcome existing negative feel-
ings toward the partner due to “sentiment
override,” with research findings indicating
limited associations between partner behav-
iors and overall relationship satisfaction (e.g.,
Halford, Sanders, & Behrens, 1993 ; Iverson &
Baucom, 1990).

Theoretical models of relationship dis-
tress and related interventions continue to
evolve over time, and this has been the case
with behavioral perspectives on relation-
ship functioning. As a result, two notewor-
thy behaviorally oriented approaches have
evolved in the past 15 years: cognitive–
behavioral couple therapy and integrative
behavioral couple therapy.

Cognitive–Behavioral Couple Therapy

Cognitive–behavioral couple therapy
(CBCT) evolved from behavioral couple
therapy and is consistent with trends during
the 1980s and 1990s in the overall field of
behavior therapy to incorporate cognitive
factors into behavioral conceptualizations
of maladaptive responses. Consequently,
most of the BCT theoretical perspectives
and interventions described previously have
been incorporated into CBCT. The much
greater emphasis on cognition in the original
formulation of cognitive–behavioral couple
therapy is its primary difference from
BCT. Whereas BCT practitioners noted the
importance of cognitions to behavior change
without explicitly targeting cognitions in
treatment, the CBCT model also proposes
that cognitive change is important in its
own right. That is, in many instances, the
members of a couple might not need to
change their behavior to increase their rela-
tionship satisfaction; instead, if they come
to interpret or understand each other’s
behavior differently, then positive relation-
ship adjustment might occur. For exam-
ple, a husband with an extreme standard

for his wife’s behavior (e.g., that if she is
committed to the family, she should stay
home with the children and give up her
career) might be dissatisfied if she does not
meet this standard, perhaps interpreting
her pursuit of a career as indicating a lack
of family commitment. Helping him to
reevaluate and reduce the stringency of
his standard might be the intervention of
choice, rather than a behavior change on
either person’s part. Thus, CBCT builds
on the behavioral model by suggesting that
increasing relationship satisfaction involves
a balance of behavioral and cognitive
changes, both of which hold the potential
for important emotional change.

basic concepts

Overall, CBCT incorporates basic behav-
ioral perspectives on the role of behavior and
affect in relationship functioning. Its major
contribution involves the development and
elaboration of the role of cognitions in rela-
tionship distress. Thus, a brief description of
the cognitive perspective is provided.

Cognition. CBCT researchers have identi-
fied five major types of cognitions involved
in couple relationship functioning (Baucom,
Epstein, Sayers, & Sher, 1989). Empirical
studies suggest that these cognitions are
associated with, or even lead to, partners’
negative affective and behavioral responses
to each other (Epstein & Baucom, 1993 ,
2002 ; Fincham, Bradbury, & Scott, 1990;
Noller, Beach, & Osgarby, 1997). The first
three cognitions involve evaluations of spe-
cific events. Selective attention involves how
each member of a couple idiosyncratically
notices, or fails to notice, particular aspects
of relationship events. Selective attention
contributes to distressed couples’ low rates
of agreement about the occurrence and qual-
ity of specific events, as well as negative
biases in perceptions of each other’s mes-
sages (Noller et al., 1997). Attributions are
inferences made about the determinants
of partners’ positive and negative behav-
iors. The tendency of distressed partners to
attribute each other’s negative actions to
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global, stable traits has been referred to as
“distress-maintaining attributions” because
they leave little room for future opti-
mism that one’s partner will behave in a
more pleasing manner in other situations
(Holtzworth-Munroe & Jacobson, 1985).
Bradbury and Fincham (1990) have thor-
oughly reviewed and noted the empirical
support for the importance of partners’
attributions in relationship functioning.
Expectancies, or predictions that each mem-
ber of the couple makes about particular
relationship events in the immediate or more
distant future, are the last type of cog-
nitions involving specific events. Negative
relationship expectancies have been associ-
ated with lower satisfaction, stemming from
pessimism about improving the relation-
ship (Fincham & Bradbury, 1989; Pretzer,
Epstein, & Fleming, 1991).

The fourth and fifth categories of cogni-
tion are forms of what cognitive therapists
have referred to as basic or core beliefs shap-
ing one’s experience of the world. These
include (a) assumptions, or beliefs that each
individual holds about the characteristics of
individuals and intimate relationships, and
(b) standards, or each individual’s personal
beliefs about the characteristics that an inti-
mate relationship and its members “should”
have (Baucom & Epstein, 1990; Baucom
et al., 1989). Couples’ assumptions and stan-
dards are associated with current relation-
ship distress, either when these beliefs are
unrealistic or when the partners are not sat-
isfied with how their personal standards are
being met in their relationship (Baucom,
Epstein, Rankin, & Burnett, 1996; Halford,
Kelly, & Markman, 1997).

contributions of the couple versus the

individual in couple distress

Cognitive–behavioral couple therapists see
relationship problems as developing not only
from behavioral excesses and deficits within
the couple, but also from each individ-
ual’s cognitions that either elicit distress or
impede the resolution of conflicts (Epstein,
Baucom, & Rankin, 1993). Thus, some of
the problematic cognitions that the ther-
apist identifies may have developed from

each individual’s history, including previ-
ous romantic relationships, a person’s fam-
ily of origin, and society at large, as well as
from their current relationship. For example,
depending on how a husband experienced
his mother’s domination and control over his
father’s daily activities, he might overgener-
alize and predict that his wife will eventu-
ally try to control his every move, even if she
presently exhibits no overt signs of making
such attempts. Thus, many of the problem-
atic behavioral interactions between spouses
may evolve from the partners’ relatively sta-
ble cognitions about the relationship. Unless
these cognitions are taken into account, suc-
cessful intervention is likely to be compro-
mised. Therefore, cognitive–behavioral cou-
ple therapists attend to how each person
thinks about and experiences the relation-
ship. In this way, the unique characteristics,
learning histories, and current thoughts and
cognitions of each partner are integrated into
the couple’s ongoing interactions.

proximal versus distal factors in

understanding relationship discord

Given that CBCT derived from BCT, it
also emphasizes the present relative to the
past. However, to the degree that an individ-
ual’s distorted cognitions are rooted in the
past, such historical precedents are noted so
that an individual can learn to differentiate
between what he or she learned in the past
versus what is occurring in the present.

approaches to treatment

The various interventions described in BCT
apply to CBCT as well, again with the major
contribution of CBCT being an increased
focus on interventions to directly alter cog-
nitions.

Cognition. The cognitive–behavioral ap-
proach (Baucom & Epstein, 1990; Epstein
& Baucom, 2002) has integrated assessment
and intervention procedures from cognitive
therapies (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery,
1979; Meichenbaum, 1985) with tradi-
tional skills-oriented behavioral strategies.
CBCT teaches partners to monitor and
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test the appropriateness of their cognitions.
It incorporates some standard cognitive
restructuring strategies, such as (a) consid-
ering alternative attributions for a partner’s
negative behavior; (b) asking for behavioral
data to test a negative perception concern-
ing a partner (e.g., that the partner never
complies with requests); and (c) evalua-
ting extreme standards by generating lists
of the advantages and disadvantages of
expectations to live up to this standard.

Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy

Christensen and Jacobson developed inte-
grative behavioral couple therapy (IBCT;
Christensen, Jacobson, & Babcock, 1995 ;
Jacobson & Christensen, 1996) to build
on behavioral couple therapy by empha-
sizing emotional acceptance. IBCT includes
a core assumption that there are genuine
incompatibilities in all couples that are not
amenable to change and that partners’ emo-
tional reactions to each other’s behavior are
as problematic, or more so, than the behav-
ior itself. Attempting to cajole or force one’s
partner to change often can lead to a resis-
tance to change. Therefore, interventions
focus on a balance between active change
in partners’ behavior and the achievement
of acceptance between partners regarding
behavior that is unlikely to change.

basic concepts

IBCT incorporates many of the concepts
from BCT and CBCT but places an increas-
ing focus on emotional reactions that part-
ners have in response to the difficulties
they encounter in their relationships. The
importance of constructive–behavioral inter-
actions and cognitively viewing each other’s
behaviors in realistic ways remain central to
IBCT. The major differentiation of IBCT
from BCT is IBCT’s emphasis on accep-
tance between partners for incompatibilities
that are unlikely to be responsive to behav-
ioral change. Although Christensen and
Jacobson described acceptance as a largely
emotional process, it is difficult to differ-
entiate between the cognitive and affective
changes that are necessary in the acceptance

process. Unless such differentiations can be
demonstrated empirically, it might be best to
refer to an emphasis on an internal, subjec-
tive affective–cognitive shift that is critical
for accepting one’s partner.

contributions of the couple versus the

individual in couple distress

IBCT continues to incorporate the BCT
emphasis on couples’ maladaptive interac-
tion patterns and thus places a significant
focus on the couple as a unit. Although
these couple-level interaction patterns are
the major grist for the acceptance mill,
acceptance itself is an internal, subjective
experience that exists on an individual level.
Thus, IBCT attempts to promote acceptance
in each partner and the couple as a unit and
regards the partners’ individual differences
as a means for reducing maladaptive inter-
action patterns that have been due to a lack
of acceptance.

proximal versus distal factors in

understanding relationship discord

Given its derivation from CBT, IBCT also
emphasizes the present. However, accep-
tance can involve being aware of the vul-
nerabilities that an individual has developed
in the past, perhaps before the current rela-
tionship.

approaches to treatment

Affect. In addition to the use of typi-
cal behavioral interventions just described
to promote behavior change, IBCT em-
ploys three major strategies to promote
acceptance: empathic joining around the
problem, unified detachment from the prob-
lem, and tolerance building (Christensen
et al., 1995 ; Jacobson & Christensen, 1996).
During empathic joining, the IBCT thera-
pist elicits vulnerable feelings (such as sad-
ness) that may underlie partners’ observed
negative emotional reactions (such as anger)
about an area of concern, encourages expres-
sion and elaboration of these vulnerable
feelings, and communicates empathy for
these understandable reactions. As a result,
the therapist attempts to build empathy
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between the partners for each other. During
unified detachment from the problem, the
therapist helps the couple step back from
the problem and assume a more descrip-
tive and less evaluative stance toward the
problem. The therapist may engage the cou-
ple in an effort to describe (without evalu-
ating) the common sequence that they go
through, to specify the triggers that acti-
vate each other and escalate negative emo-
tions, to create a name for their problematic
pattern, and to consider variations in their
interaction pattern and factors that might
account for these variations. The therapist
then might encourage both members of the
couple to engage deliberately in the prob-
lematic sequence in the session or at home
so that they can become more aware of their
pattern and take it less personally. In toler-
ance building, the therapist helps the couple
remember the positive aspects and benefits
of their individual differences, as well as the
negative implications of their differences.

empirical support for behaviorally oriented

interventions

BCT. Behavioral couple therapy is the most
widely evaluated couple treatment, having
been a focus of approximately two dozen
well-controlled treatment outcome stud-
ies, suggesting adequate power for meta-
analyses to detect effects. Behavioral cou-
ple therapy has been reviewed in detail
in several previous publications, including
findings from specific investigations (e.g.,
Alexander, Holtzworth-Munroe, & Jame-
son, 1994 ; Baucom & Epstein, 1990; Bau-
com, Shoham, Mueser, Daiuto, & Stickle,
1998; Bray & Jouriles, 1995) as well as meta-
analyses (Baucom, Hahlweg, & Kuschel,
2003 ; Dunn & Schwebel, 1995 ; Hahlweg &
Markman, 1988; Shadish & Baldwin, 1993 ;
Shadish et al., 2002). All of these reviews
reach the same conclusion: Behavioral cou-
ple therapy is an efficacious intervention for
maritally distressed couples.

A large number of investigations have
satisfied efficacy criteria by comparing
behavioral couple therapy with wait-list
control conditions, consistently finding that
behavioral couple therapy is more effica-

cious than the absence of systematic treat-
ment. Several early investigations of behav-
ioral couple therapy also have compared
it with nonspecific or placebo treatment
conditions, with behavioral couple therapy
generally being more efficacious than non-
specific treatment conditions (Azrin et al.,
1980; Crowe, 1978; Jacobson, 1978). Also,
meta-analyses have confirmed these find-
ings (Dunn & Schwebel, 1995 ; Hahlweg &
Markman, 1988; Shadish & Baldwin 1993 ;
Shadish et al., 2002). Baucom et al. (2003)
concluded that compared with waiting list
control groups, BCT has an average effect
size2 of 0.72 , which is consistent among
studies conducted in several countries.

Regarding clinically significant change
(Jacobson, Follette, & Revenstorf, 1984),
between one third and two thirds of cou-
ples will be in the nondistressed range of
marital satisfaction after receiving behav-
ioral couple therapy. Most couples appear
to maintain these gains for short time peri-
ods (6 to 12 months); however, long-range
follow-up results are not as encouraging.
In a 2-year follow-up of BCT, for exam-
ple, Jacobson, Schmaling, and Holtzworth-
Munroe (1987) found that approximately
30% of couples who had recovered dur-
ing therapy had relapsed subsequently. In
addition, Snyder, Wills, and Grady-Fletcher
(1991) reported that 38% of couples receiv-
ing BCT had divorced during a 4-year
follow-up period. Thus, brief behavioral
couple therapy improvements are not main-
tained for many couples over a number of
years, although some couples maintain and
even improve on their gains.

CBCT. The efficacy of cognitive interven-
tions has been explored in two ways –
as the sole intervention or as part of a
broader set of therapeutic strategies to
assist distressed couples. Huber and Milstein
(1985) compared cognitive couple ther-
apy with a waiting-list control condition.
Their cognitive couple therapy focused pri-
marily on irrational relationship standards
and assumptions that were highlighted by
Epstein and Eidelson (1981), along with
specific irrational marital beliefs noted by
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Ellis (1978). Six weeks of cognitive couple
therapy was more effective than the waiting-
list condition. Applying the Chambless and
Hollon criteria (1998), conjoint cognitive
therapy would be classified as a possibly effi-
cacious treatment for marital distress.

In current practice, cognitive interven-
tions are typically used with a variety of
behavioral interventions, as well as interven-
tions focusing on couples’ emotions. Based
on the description of cognitive–behavioral
couple therapy provided earlier, Baucom
and colleagues (Baucom & Lester, 1986;
Baucom, Sayers, & Sher, 1990) supple-
mented traditional behavioral couple ther-
apy with cognitive restructuring interven-
tions targeted at couples’ marital attribu-
tions and their marital standards. In these
two studies, both traditional behavioral cou-
ple therapy and cognitive–behavioral cou-
ple therapy were more effective than a
waiting-list condition in improving the cou-
ples’ marital adjustment and communi-
cation. However, there were no signifi-
cant differences between the two treat-
ment conditions. These results were repli-
cated in a similar investigation by Halford
et al. (1993). Furthermore, the magnitude
of change produced for various dependent
measures appears to be consistent with what
has been found in a number of behavioral
couple therapy investigations. Compared
with a waiting-list control group, Baucom
et al. (1990) found in their larger study that
CBCT has an effect size of 0.52 . They also
found that approximately 43% of the cou-
ples had moved into the nondistressed range
following treatment. Thus, the findings to
date suggest that CBCT is as efficacious as
BCT alone and shows more improvement
than wait-list conditions, but it does not
produce enhanced treatment outcomes. In
interpreting these findings, it is important to
note that couples were randomly assigned to
treatment conditions. Some couples might
benefit more from a central focus on cog-
nitive change, whereas others may need
extensive alterations in how they behave
toward each other. At present, no reported
investigations have addressed this match
ing issue.

IBCT. Christensen et al. (2004) recently
completed the first large-scale randomized,
controlled trial of IBCT, comparing it with
BCT as described by Jacobson and Margolin
(1979). This study, including 134 couples, is
the largest trial of therapy to date for dis-
tressed couples and has adequate power to
detect treatment differences, compared with
the small sample sizes included in most other
treatment studies. The findings indicated
that in terms of improving marital adjust-
ment, both treatments resulted in gains from
pretest to posttest, and there were no over-
all differences between the two conditions
at posttest. However, couples in the two
treatments demonstrated different patterns
of change over the course of treatment. Cou-
ples in BCT improved more quickly than
couples in IBCT, but their level of improve-
ment flattened out near the end of treat-
ment. Meanwhile, IBCT couples showed
slow but steady improvement during treat-
ment, with no flattening out over time. The
proportion of couples showing clinically sig-
nificant improvement into the nondistressed
range was not different for the two treat-
ments (52% and 44% for IBCT and BCT,
respectively) and was similar to what has
been demonstrated for BCT in other inves-
tigations. Likewise, the within group effect
size of IBCT was d = 0.86, almost identi-
cal to the average within group effect size
of BCT (d = 0.82), seen across 17 investiga-
tions of BCT (Baucom et al., 2003). Thus,
similar to CBCT, IBCT appears to be of
benefit to couples, and the magnitude of its
effects is similar to those of BCT (the follow-
up results have not yet been published, and
thus, differential long-term effects are yet to
be known).

Emotionally Focused Couples Therapy

Emotionally focused couple therapy
(EFCT), developed by Johnson and Green-
berg (1985 ; Greenberg & Johnson, 1988),
has its roots in experiential therapies and
emphasizes understanding individuals’ sub-
jective experiences, in particular their
emotional responses, in their intimate



754 the cambridge handbook of personal relationships

relationships. Johnson and Denton (2002)
noted that EFCT represented an important
shift away from the prevailing emphasis on
behavior and cognition in the marital field.
EFCT draws substantially from attachment
theory (Bowlby, 1989), which describes how
humans have an innate need for emotional
attachment to nurturant others, beginning
in infancy and continuing throughout life.
Based on the degree to which an individ-
ual’s early caretakers are physically and
psychologically available, a child develops
either a secure or an insecure attachment
style. Empirical evidence has lent support
to the concept that the attachment style
or pattern that an individual develops
during childhood tends to be stable into
adulthood, although significant experi-
ences in adult relationships are capable of
altering an individual’s attachment pat-
tern (Berman, Marcus, & Berman, 1994 ;
Davila, Burge, & Hammen, 1997; Rothbard
& Shaver, 1994 ; Waters, Hamilton, &
Weinfield, 2000). Theory and research have
identified up to three types of insecure adult
attachment: dismissing–avoidant, preoc-
cupied (anxious–ambivalent), and fearful–
avoidant (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, &
Wall, 1978; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987), but all of them
involve a cognitive component or “working
model” in which the individual is sensitive
to the likelihood that significant others will
not meet his or her needs for emotional
attachment. According to attachment
theory, when an individual perceives that
a significant other such as a spouse is not
available, this elicits vulnerable “primary”
emotions such as anxiety internally but also
may elicit “secondary” emotions such as
anger expressed toward the spouse. Johnson
and Greenberg (1985) developed EFCT as a
means of helping partners understand their
own and each other’s emotional responses
due to attachment concerns and to find more
constructive forms of behavior to increase
intimacy and fulfill attachment needs.

basic concepts

Behavior. The EFCT model draws on fam-
ily systems theory in positing that a cou-

ple’s dysfunctional responses to the partners’
attachment needs typically form a negative
interaction pattern (Johnson, 1996; Johnson
& Denton, 2002). On one hand, each per-
son attempts to elicit caring responses from
the other in ways that backfire (e.g., nagging,
clinging, criticism) or withdraws from the
other in a self-protective manner. On the
other hand, the recipient of these negative
actions responds negatively (counterattack-
ing, withdrawing) rather than providing nur-
turance. EFCT focuses on negative interac-
tion cycles between partners as well as the
two individuals’ emotional experiences asso-
ciated with attachment needs.

Cognition. Attachment theory that forms a
key part of the foundation of EFCT describes
“working models” or cognitive schemas that
individuals hold about themselves (as lov-
able or not) and about significant others (as
available for nurturance or not). However,
the proponents of EFCT (Johnson, 1996;
Johnson & Denton, 2002 ; Johnson & Green-
berg, 1985) emphasize that emotions orga-
nize partners’ perceptions and attachment
behaviors toward each other. Johnson and
Denton (2002) state that change does not
occur through insight but rather through
new emotional experiences involving attach-
ment interactions between partners. Thus,
an individual comes to view a partner more
as a secure source of nurturance based on
interactions with the partner that elicit more
positive emotions.

Affect. In couples’ relationships, insecure
partners use a variety of strategies to cope
with their primary emotions such as fear
or sadness concerning being neglected or
abandoned. Some coping strategies involve
expression of anger or other secondary emo-
tions and attempts to coerce the partner
to provide intimacy, whereas others involve
emotional states such as apathy or con-
tempt and behavior such as distancing. It
also is assumed that as long as individ-
uals are experiencing strong attachment
fear, they will be unable to communicate
constructively with each other. However,
EFCT proposes that when partners have
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opportunities to feel emotionally soothed in
interactions with each other, they will be less
likely to respond with negative emotions and
behavior toward each other. When an indi-
vidual expresses primary attachment emo-
tions such as sadness and anxiety, this com-
municates the individual’s needs to the part-
ner who is the potential caregiver, which in
turn should elicit comforting responses from
the caregiver.

contributions of the couple versus the

individual in couple distress

The central role of attachment needs in
the theoretical base of EFCT clearly iden-
tifies characteristics of the individual part-
ners that contribute to marital distress.
Kobak, Ruckdeschel, and Hazan (1994)
noted that when individuals’ working mod-
els are secure, they expect that caregivers
will attend to their attachment needs. Con-
sequently, secure individuals are more likely
to express their emotions so as to facili-
tate attachment (e.g., expressing anger as
a reflection of concern about distance in
the relationship rather than as a personal
attack on the caregiver). In contrast, indi-
viduals with insecure attachment working
models commonly expect that direct expres-
sions of attachment needs and emotions will
lead to negative responses from a signifi-
cant other, which results in a high level of
anxiety about their ability to maintain the
attachment. As described earlier, strategies
for coping with attachment fears, such as
detachment or hypervigilance and exagger-
ated expressions of emotion, are unlikely to
elicit the desired nurturing responses, and
the partner is unlikely to decipher the vul-
nerable attachment needs underlying such
behavior. The individual’s insecure working
model is reconfirmed when the caregiver
does not respond in a comforting, nurtur-
ing manner.

Thus, the characteristics of the two indi-
viduals shape the couple’s interactions, but
the dyadic pattern that arises between part-
ners also plays a crucial role in maintain-
ing marital distress. Research studies have
found that adults with insecure attach-
ment patterns tend to use less construc-

tive conflict-resolution tactics in intimate
relationships, as well as more negative
conflict-management behavior, including
psychological and physical abuse (Bookwala,
2002 ; Bookwala & Zdaniuk, 1998; Creasey,
2002 ; Dutton, Saunders, Starzomski, &
Bartholomew, 1994 ; Roberts & Noller, 1998).
Furthermore, the EFCT focus on dyadic cou-
ple interaction patterns is supported by stud-
ies indicating the combinations of two part-
ners’ attachment styles that are associated
with levels of marital distress. For example,
Fisher and Crandell (2000) found that clini-
cal couples in which one partner had a preoc-
cupied attachment style (anxious about los-
ing the other’s nurturance) and the other had
a dismissing–avoidant style (more comfort-
able when autonomous) were characterized
by conflict and a demand–withdrawal inter-
action pattern.

proximal versus distal factors in

understanding relationship discord

EFCT acknowledges that attachment con-
cerns in the current relationship might be
greatly influenced by historical factors and
experiences that an individual had in earlier
relationships, including family of origin and
earlier romantic relationships. However, the
focus within treatment is on the current rela-
tionship and attachment issues that are oper-
ating in the present.

approaches to treatment

Behavior. EFCT proponents suggest that
adults’ perception of threats to their attach-
ment relationships elicits natural negative
behavioral responses. To change such prob-
lematic responses, the therapist creates a safe
setting in sessions for each person to explore,
understand, and reveal his or her primary
(insecure) emotions and gain empathy for
the partner’s attachment needs. The ther-
apist assists individuals in developing more
constructive interactions with their partners,
such as direct, nonhostile communication,
that increase the probability of receiving
reassuring responses and greater intimacy
(Johnson & Denton, 2002 ; Johnson & Green-
berg, 1995). Although the therapist and
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couple may set general goals of improving
communication and relationship function-
ing, they typically do not identify and focus
on specific behavioral targets or skills train-
ing. The therapist “reframes” negative behav-
ior in terms of vulnerabilities and attach-
ment needs and encourages further expres-
sions of vulnerability. Presumably, under-
standing oneself and one’s partner more
clearly provides the context for adaptive
behavior change.

Cognition. Emotionally focused therapists
believe that relationship distress is caused by
insecure attachment styles that include cog-
nitive schemas in the form of “working mod-
els” of self in relation to a significant other
and that these schemas typically are formed
in the individuals’ earlier attachment rela-
tionships. However, in EFCT, little atten-
tion is paid to fostering insight about ear-
lier origins of attachment responses; rather,
the focus is on the partners understanding
each other’s adaptive needs for closeness
and nurturance within the current relation-
ship, so that they can seek and provide for
these needs in more positive ways. Each per-
son’s expressions of vulnerability should fos-
ter empathy from the other partner. The
empathic shift toward viewing the partner’s
negative behavior as arising from attempts
to cope with vulnerable feelings rather than
from malicious motives results in a signif-
icant cognitive change in the individual’s
attributions about the partner.

Affect. A central goal of EFCT is to access the
partners’ insecure attachment styles through
identifying the secondary emotions typically
expressed to each other and the under-
lying vulnerable primary emotions associ-
ated with attachment insecurity. The ther-
apist not only reflects back an individual’s
expressions of emotion regarding the part-
ner and relationship, but also probes for vul-
nerable feelings (Johnson & Denton, 2002).
By increasing partners’ mutual empathy for
each other’s attachment fears and under-
standing of the more benign reasons for
each other’s misguided negative behavioral
security-seeking strategies, therapists help

sooth the individuals and create opportuni-
ties for them to meet each other’s attach-
ment needs better (Johnson, 1996; Johnson
& Denton, 2002 ; Kobak et al., 1994). Thus,
affect is the therapist’s window into the part-
ners’ attachment styles and the means for
increasing more mutually satisfying interac-
tions between partners.

empirical support for emotionally focused

couple therapy

Several investigations of EFCT have
addressed its efficacy, and the findings
to date indicate that it is of significant
benefit to distressed couples (Baucom
et al., 1998; Johnson, Hunsley, Greenberg,
& Schindler, 1999). Approximately a half
dozen controlled studies have found EFCT
to be superior to a wait-list control group
(e.g., Denton, Burleson, Clark, Rodriguez,
& Hobbs, 2000), with one study finding
greater marital satisfaction for EFCT cou-
ples than BCT couples at posttreatment and
at 8-week follow-up (Johnson & Greenberg,
1985). Johnson (2002) described a meta-
analysis of the four most methodologically
rigorous outcome studies on EFCT and
reports that EFCT produced recovery rates
from relationship distress (into the nondis-
tressed range) of 70% to 73%, as well as an
effect size of 1.3 , all higher than has been
found for BCT, CBCT, and ICBT. However,
most studies on EFCT have treated couples
who range from nondistressed to moderately
distressed, so further studies are needed
to test the efficacy of EFCT with more
highly distressed couples. In the one study
with more distressed couples, Goldman and
Greenberg (1992) found that the 14 couples
in EFCT and 14 couples in systemic couple
therapy were not different from each other
at posttest, but at a 4-month follow-up,
the systemic therapy was superior to EFCT
because the EFCT couples experienced
significant relapse during the follow-up
period. Goldman and Greenberg (1992)
caution that with severely distressed cou-
ples, a time-limited course of EFCT might
not be sufficient to create a level of intimacy
between partners necessary to maintain
posttreatment gains. Considering the overall
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results from these empirical investigations,
Baucom et al. (1998) classified EFCT as an
efficacious treatment in assisting moderately
distressed couples.

Similar to Baucom et al.’s (1990) study
adding cognitive restructuring to BCT,
James (1991) compared 12 sessions of tra-
ditional EFCT with an enhanced version
of EFCT that included 8 sessions of EFCT
and 4 sessions of communication training
(similar to communication training seen in
BCT). Both treatments, with 14 couples in
each condition, were superior to the wait-
list condition that also included 14 cou-
ples in terms of marital functioning but the
two treatment groups did not differ signif-
icantly. James (1991) reported that approx-
imately 90% of couples receiving the two
versions of EFCT improved with treatment,
and 75% were no longer distressed at the end
of treatment. These high rates of improve-
ment must be considered in light of James’s
finding that even 50% of his waiting-list cou-
ples improved without treatment, perhaps
because of the moderate marital distress
level of the study’s sample. The small sam-
ple size and lack of statistical power in the
study make it difficult to interpret the lack
of a difference between the traditional and
enhanced EFCT conditions. At posttherapy,
the effect size for the difference between the
traditional EFCT and waiting-list conditions
was 0.85 , and the effect size for the differ-
ence between the EFCT plus communica-
tion training versus the waiting list condition
was 1.07.

Insight-Oriented Couple Therapy

Just as there is no singular behavioral
approach to marital distress and couple ther-
apy, there is no one approach to understand-
ing and treating marital distress that focuses
on the role of insight in fostering change.
In general, these approaches are labeled
psychodynamic and have in common an
emphasis on early relationship experiences
in understanding current adult intimate rela-
tionships such as marriage (in contrast to
EFCT, which emphasizes the couple’s cur-

rent relationship). Although psychodynamic
approaches continue to be popular among
couple therapists, little empirical research
has been conducted on their efficacy, with
one notable exception – Snyder’s insight-
oriented couple therapy (IOCT; Snyder &
Wills, 1989). IOCT is based on a premise that
relationship problems are derived from emo-
tional injuries that partners experienced in
prior relationships and that left the individu-
als with vulnerabilities and defensive strate-
gies designed to protect them from further
hurt. Individuals are helped to see how their
negative emotional and behavioral responses
within their current relationship are influ-
enced by distressing experiences that they
had in prior relationships and that the cop-
ing strategies that were adaptive in those
relationships are inappropriate for achiev-
ing emotional intimacy and other personal
needs in their marriage. These interventions
contribute to “affective reconstruction,” or
insight into one’s interpersonal conflicts and
coping patterns that identifies distortions
and inappropriate solutions for achieving
intimacy in one’s relationship that are rooted
in the past.

basic concepts

Behavior. IOCT is based on a premise that
adults’ negative behavioral responses in their
relationships are influenced by previous rela-
tionship experiences that compromise an
individual’s ability to respond adaptively to
the present relationship. As in other insight-
oriented approaches, the individual’s inter-
nalized “introjects,” or schemas concerning
intimate relationships, create a tendency to
behave in particular ways to cope with per-
ceived relationship dynamics. Marital dis-
tress is increased by the partners’ previously
developed behavioral strategies for protect-
ing themselves from relationship injuries.

Cognition. IOCT views individuals’ cogni-
tions regarding intimate relationships as a
system of internalized representations that
function as models of how relationships
should and do work. These internalized
representations comprise characteristics that
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the client either observed or experienced
in early relationships with parents or simi-
lar significant caregiving figures. These rep-
resentations may be beyond awareness but
are influential in how the person interacts
with his or her partner and how the individ-
ual interprets current situations in the rela-
tionship. For example, a woman whose par-
ent(s) devalued her abilities on the basis of
her gender while she was growing up may
have developed limited self-esteem and a
schema that significant others do not value
her. Subsequently, she may perceive any dis-
agreement from her husband as a devalua-
tion of her and respond with hurt feelings
and behavioral withdrawal.

Affect. IOCT therapists propose that emo-
tions experienced within the context of
interacting with a partner have a major
impact on the overall relationship. The
individual’s developmental history presum-
ably influences many of these emotional
responses to one’s mate. Although a cou-
ple’s distress also may be due to current
stressors in the partners’ life together and
inadequate skills for coping with them,
negative emotions tied to past relationship
injuries tend to color present interactions.
In “affective reconstruction,” these emo-
tions and their origins must be identified so
that the partners can differentiate between
past and present relationship experiences
and develop more constructive strategies for
emotional gratification and reduction of neg-
ative affect such as anxiety.

contributions of the couple and the

individual in couple distress

Of all the models presented in this chap-
ter, the IOCT model tends to place the
most emphasis on the individual’s contri-
bution to the relationship. Although IOCT
therapists pay considerable attention to the
couple’s interaction patterns, they largely
focus on the personal histories that the
individual partners bring to the relation-
ship. A major goal of therapy is to make
each partner’s affectively charged relation-
ship schemas and associated strategies for
coping with significant others clearer to both

members of the couple and to develop the
individuals’ empathy with each other as
each struggles to correct distorted schemas.
Affective reconstruction capitalizes on the
likelihood that each person’s dysfunctional
patterns of relating to significant others will
be elicited in conjoint couple sessions more
than in individual therapy, making them
more apparent to the therapist and couple
and accessible for therapeutic intervention.

proximal versus distal factors in

understanding relationship discord

As noted earlier, IOCT assumes that current
relationship difficulties often derive from
earlier relationship traumas or difficulties.
Thus, a major emphasis is placed on explor-
ing and attempting to understand these ear-
lier difficulties, consistent with the psycho-
dynamic priority placed on insight into the
role of the past on current functioning.

approaches to treatment

Behavior. In IOCT, the therapist identifies
for the couple how their current negative
affect and interaction patterns are emotional
responses and coping strategies developed in
response to emotional injuries in past rela-
tionships. The therapist reframes these neg-
ative responses as normal and encourages the
partners to view them in a more benign man-
ner and to self-disclose their more vulnera-
ble feelings within their relationship. A pri-
mary emphasis is placed on gaining insight
into how previous relationship injuries con-
tribute to current interaction patterns.

Cognition. IOCT and other relatively psy-
chodynamically oriented therapists believe
that much of a couple’s distress results from
underlying processes and schemas that are
generally accessible but often beyond aware-
ness. Therefore, the therapy focuses on iden-
tifying the content of these internalized
representations derived from distressing
experiences in past relationships and then
interpreting them to clients to create insight
into the effects of their relationship histories
on their current maladaptive reactions to
their partners. It is assumed that this insight
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then helps the individuals to modify their
schemas and their continuing problematic
relationship patterns in light of current
awareness. The focus is on producing more
realistic views of each other in the present
relationship rather than focusing on resolv-
ing old issues with significant others from
past relationships, such as parents (Snyder
& Schneider, 2002).

Affect. IOCT therapists consider clients’
emotional responses to be a key source of
information about partners’ internal dynam-
ics. Moments in which an individual expe-
riences emotion toward the partner dur-
ing therapy sessions are viewed as poten-
tial windows into unconscious material from
earlier developmental stages. These earlier
experiences are presumed to have con-
tributed to the current distressing emo-
tions and associated dysfunctional behav-
ior toward a partner. When appropriate,
the therapist attempts to identify and inter-
pret the intrapsychic, developmental mean-
ing of these emotional responses and encour-
ages the individual to self-disclose about
vulnerable feelings. Each person is encour-
aged to identify relationship themes involv-
ing past disappointments and injuries. By
helping the couple understand the signifi-
cance of their negative emotions and their
developmental origins, the therapist helps
the partners tolerate anxiety. Furthermore,
each partner becomes better able to provide
for the other’s personal needs because of
their increased understanding of, and empa-
thy for, each other.

empirical support for insight-oriented

couple therapy

Snyder and Wills (1989) compared the rela-
tive efficacy of IOCT and traditional behav-
ioral couple therapy (BCT), both delivered
for a mean of 19 sessions, and found both
treatments to be efficacious relative to a
waiting list condition. On the Global Dis-
tress Scale of the Marital Satisfaction Inven-
tory, the IOCT versus waiting-list control
comparison effect size was 1.15 , and the
BCT versus control group effect size was
0.85 . There were no differences between

IOCT and BCT, however, in altering mar-
ital adjustment. Furthermore, at posttest,
the two therapies had similar percentages
of couples who moved from the distressed
range of relationship functioning to the
nondistressed range (40% of IOCT couples
and 55% of BCT couples, compared with
only 5% of waiting-list couples). Whereas
IOCT and BCT were comparable on marital
adjustment at a 6-month follow-up, Snyder
et al. (1991) recontacted 96% of the treated
couples 4 years after the completion of ther-
apy and found that significantly more of
the BCT couples (38%) had experienced
divorce relative to the IOCT couples (3%).
In the longest follow-up period of any cou-
ple interventions to date, IOCT couples also
reported significantly higher levels of marital
adjustment than BCT at the 4-year follow-
up. Because finding meaningful differences
between active treatment conditions is rare
in the field of couple therapy, Snyder et al.’s
findings call for replication to determine
whether the long-term impact of IOCT is
consistently superior to skills-based behav-
ioral interventions. Based on the results from
this one investigation, IOCT can be classified
as possibly efficacious.

Integration and Conclusions

Considering the centrality that marriage
holds in the lives of most adults and the
high divorce rate, it is striking that con-
trolled outcome studies have been con-
ducted with only a few of the major the-
oretical approaches to treating relationship
distress, as described in this chapter. The out-
come evidence for behavioral (and its deriva-
tives), emotionally focused, and insight-
oriented approaches tends to be encour-
aging. The positive impacts demonstrated
in investigations of behavioral, cognitive,
and affective interventions of BCT, CBCT,
IBCT, EFCT, and IOCT need not be the
basis for competition among approaches but
rather the grounds for seeking integration
of models and procedures to maximize our
ability to be of help to couples who are strug-
gling with the most significant relationships
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in their lives. At times the concepts and
terms used by different approaches seem
to be incompatible, but our review suggests
that the areas of overlap are substantial.
The functioning of an intimate relationship
includes behavioral interactions between the
two individuals (including ingrained pat-
terns), the often idiosyncratic cognitions that
each person holds regarding the other, and
a range of positive and negative emotional
responses that influence cognitive appraisal
as well as types of behavior toward the
partner. Consequently, all of the approaches
reviewed here have much to offer the
researcher who is attempting to understand
couple functioning and the clinician whose
goal is to alleviate conflict and distress,
because they all address behavior, cognition,
and emotion. Furthermore, they vary in their
focus on the two individuals’ characteristics
versus influences of the couple as a dyad, but
they all attend to both realms.

Some significant steps toward theoretical
and procedural integration in couple ther-
apy have been developed in recent years.
Epstein and Baucom (2002) described an
enhanced cognitive–behavioral couple ther-
apy that incorporates a greater focus on
containing or eliciting emotions and broad-
ens the focus of assessment and interven-
tion to include relatively equal attention to
characteristics of the two individuals, their
dyadic interaction patterns, and the interper-
sonal and physical environments that com-
prise the context within which the couple
functions. The individual level includes each
person’s developmental history, personality
characteristics, needs and motives, and any
psychopathology that he or she brings to the
relationship. At the dyadic level, the couple’s
communication and problem-solving skills
that have long been foci of BCT practition-
ers still are staples of enhanced cognitive–
behavioral therapy. Environmental factors,
such as extended family members, jobs,
and social institutions (e.g., schools), com-
monly present in close relationships have
not previously been incorporated into the
empirically supported couple interventions
discussed here and require attention in
future treatment research. Although envi-

ronmental demands may challenge a cou-
ple’s ability to adapt, they also may be vital
sources of resources to help the couple cope
with life stressors.

Similarly, Snyder and Schneider’s (2002)
recent pluralistic approach to affective
reconstruction broadens Snyder’s earlier
IOCT and assumes that relationship prob-
lems are influenced by multiple factors
and require a multidimensional conceptual
model and varied interventions. This plural-
istic approach combines insight into devel-
opmental processes with behavioral, cogni-
tive, and structural interventions intended
to improve couples’ relationship skills,
enhance intimacy, reduce stressors in the
partners’ lives, and eliminate negative defen-
sive coping strategies. Snyder and Schneider
described a hierarchical model of inter-
vention that includes the components of
(a) developing a collaborative alliance with
the couple; (b) containing disabling rela-
tionship crises; (c) strengthening the mar-
ital dyad through positive interactions and
increased goodwill; (d) promoting relation-
ship skills for expressiveness, empathic lis-
tening, conflict resolution, parenting, finan-
cial management; and time management;
(e) challenging partners’ cognitive distor-
tions contributing to relationship distress;
and (f) exploring the individuals’ psycho-
logical injuries in past relationships that
affect their current negative emotional and
behavioral responses to each other. In-depth
exploration of negative impacts that psy-
chological injuries from earlier relation-
ships have on current emotional and behav-
ioral responses to a partner are combined
with practical training in behavioral skills to
reduce stress on the couple and enhance inti-
macy (which can reduce the effects of old
emotional wounds). Emotionally focused
therapy proponents have not pursued inte-
gration with other approaches to a signif-
icant extent, but there seems to be great
potential for using concepts and methods
from other theoretical approaches in the ser-
vice of modifying problematic responses to
insecure attachments.

Overall, we propose that some of
the common elements in the effective
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approaches that we have reviewed include
(a) broadening partners’ perspectives on
sources of their difficulties as a couple, as
well as on their strengths as a couple; (b)
increasing the partners’ abilities to differ-
entiate between the strengths and prob-
lems within their current relationship, ver-
sus characteristics that occurred in prior
relationships; (c) motivating and directing
the couple to reduce behavioral patterns
that maintain or worsen relationship dis-
tress; and (d) increasing the range of con-
structive strategies that partners have avail-
able for influencing each other. We pro-
pose that efficacious interventions from all
of the approaches that we reviewed have
aspects of these features in common, as
well as an overarching ability to increase
partners’ hope or positive expectancies that
efforts that they make in therapy and in their
daily life as a couple can increase mutual
goodwill, intimacy, and relationship satisfac-
tion. Future intervention research can ben-
efit by including specific interventions that
address these factors and multiple assess-
ment measures that can measure changes in
those areas.

Whereas this discussion of common ele-
ments of efficacious treatment highlights the
issues that should be emphasized in couple–
therapy, this might not be all that is essen-
tial for efficacious treatment. In addition,
the overall quality of the couple-therapist
relationship (i.e., therapeutic alliance) might
be an important factor in efficacious treat-
ment. Although the quality of the ther-
apeutic alliance in explaining treatment
effects has not been investigated empir-
ically in couple therapy, the therapeutic
alliance has received considerable attention
in psychotherapy research more generally. A
recent meta-analysis of psychotherapy con-
cluded that the therapeutic alliance explains
between 38% and 77% of the variance in
treatment outcome, whereas specific tech-
niques account for only 0% to 8% of the
variance (Wampold, 2001). Furthermore,
Fitzpatrick, Stalikas, and Iwakabe (2001)
demonstrated that the impact of specific
techniques was dependent on the quality of
the therapeutic alliance. Thus, focusing on

certain issues within the couple’s relation-
ship within the context of a positive, safe
therapeutic relationship might provide an
optimal context for couples to relate to each
other in a more constructive manner.

Footnotes

1. The term “couple therapy” will be employed
in this chapter because it is the term com-
monly used in the field at present. However,
the reader should be aware that in almost of
the empirical investigations to date, couples
receiving intervention have been married; thus,
the applicability of the findings to unmarried,
committed couples is unclear.

2 . A between-group effect size is merely the dif-
ference in means between two treatment con-
ditions expressed in standard score form; that
is, it can be calculated by calculating the dif-
ference between the means of the two inter-
ventions, divided by the standard deviation of
the control group. Glass, McGraw, and Smith
(1981) proposed the following guidelines for
different sizes of effect sizes: 0.2 = small;
0.5 = medium; 0.8 = large.
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Bringing It All Together:
A Theoretical Approach

Patricia Noller

The task of writing a concluding chap-
ter to a handbook with the scope of this
one is obviously difficult. It was a chal-
lenge to find a way to draw together the
themes that emerge from all these chap-
ters. I finally decided, with inspiration from
Planalp, Fitness, and Fehr, to organize my
comments around the various theoretical
perspectives that tend to be most prominent
in research on personal relationships. I have
not been as ambitious as Planalp and her col-
leagues, however, and have limited my com-
ments to five theoretical perspectives: social
exchange perspectives, sociocognitive theo-
ries, attachment theory, evolutionary theo-
ries, and social roles and power.

Given that these various perspectives
have not been given equal treatment by the
chapter authors, I have not given them equal
treatment either. In addition, taking a the-
oretical perspective has meant that some
chapters in this volume have received little
or no mention, whereas others tend to be
mentioned more frequently. I find it neces-
sary to quote Harvey and Wenzel and note
that, despite my best efforts, I almost cer-
tainly “will not do justice to the nuances of

these approaches,” nor will I do justice to the
large amount of research that has gone into
writing the various chapters.

As will be obvious to readers, most of the
theoretical perspectives that I have included
involve not a single theory but a num-
ber of theories that tend to come under
the same “umbrella” perspective. The social
exchange perspective is an obvious exam-
ple, with interdependence theory (Kelley
& Thibaut, 1978), equity theory (Hatfield,
Utne, & Traupmann, 1979), and the invest-
ment model (Rusbult, 1980) all coming
under the umbrella of the social exchange
perspective. The sociocognitive perspec-
tive and the evolutionary perspective also
include a number of related theoretical per-
spectives clustered under the one umbrella.

My goal in discussing each theoretical per-
spective is to draw together the comments
of the various authors about the ways that
the various theoretical perspectives relate to
the particular content areas being discussed
and then to discuss the usefulness of that
perspective to research on personal relation-
ships. I finally comment on possible direc-
tions for future research.
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Social Exchange Theories

Social exchange processes are mentioned in
at least 13 of the chapters in this volume.
As noted already, the social exchange per-
spective has spawned a number of more spe-
cific theories, in particular, interdependence
theory, equity theory, and the investment
model. In their discussion of mate selec-
tion and dating relationships, Surra, Gray,
Boettcher, Cottle, and West (this volume)
note that social exchange processes have
been consistently studied in this type of
research and that issues about justice, equity,
and fairness in dating and romantic relation-
ships have been a focus from the earliest
reviews to the most recent ones.

Perlman and Duck, in their introductory
chapter to this volume, comment on the
fact that scholars associated with interde-
pendence theory (e.g., Kelley and Rusbult)
are among the most frequently cited in the
1990s. They note that interdependence the-
ory “clearly has become an important per-
spective for understanding close relation-
ships.” Proponents of equity theory, such as
Hatfield and Sprecher, are also listed among
the top 20 most frequently cited scholars in
the area of personal relationships.

There are arguments about the extent to
which social exchange processes are rele-
vant to close relationships such as marriage,
and more recently there has been a shift
from an emphasis on “tit-for-tat” exchanges
to more cooperative approaches such as
seeking to meet one another’s needs (e.g.,
see Clark and Mills’s [1979] discussion of
exchange versus communal relationships).
I believe that Harvey and Wenzel are cor-
rect in claiming that exchange processes may
become more salient when a relationship
is in trouble: “Indeed, when a relationship
becomes distressed, it is quite possible that
each individual focuses his or her attention
on the quid pro quo of social exchange and
is quick to identify instances of relationship
inequity.”

Thus social exchange processes may be
more relevant to relationships that are strug-
gling, with the members of the couple
becoming more concerned about what they

are getting out of the relationship and less
concerned with meeting the needs of the
partner. Unfortunately, tracking rewards and
costs at this stage is unlikely to help the part-
ners rediscover their love for one another or
their commitment to the relationship.

Surra et al. maintain that, as for the study
of committed relationships, in the study of
dating and mate selection, the emphasis has
shifted from a focus on tit-for-tat exchanges
to a focus on norms that encourage coopera-
tion in close relationships. They do acknowl-
edge, however, that the rewards partners
receive from the interactions in their rela-
tionships are powerful predictors of satisfac-
tion with that relationship. In addition, they
note that the perceived quality of invest-
ments in and available alternatives to the
relationship predict both satisfaction and
commitment. In other words, a relationship
is likely to be maintained when there are
few desirable alternatives and there has been
a sizeable investment of time, energy, and
resources in the current relationship.

As Canary and Dainton note in their
chapter on maintenance processes, interde-
pendence theory promotes the view that
romantic relationships (including marriage)
are stable and satisfying when the partner
can be compared favorably with an individ-
ual’s ideal and with perceived alternatives. In
developing her investment model, Rusbult
(1980) adds a third factor focusing on the
investments an individual has in the rela-
tionship (such as energy, time, shared his-
tory, and children), with the three factors
(ideal, alternatives, and investment) predict-
ing that person’s level of commitment to
the relationship. Canary and Dainton see the
willingness to be involved in maintenance
processes as a function of the level of com-
mitment to the relationship.

Proponents of equity theory take the view
that individuals tend to be happier in rela-
tionships that are fair and equitable, that is,
where partners perceive that the ratios of
rewards to inputs experienced by each part-
ner are equal. When they are in relationships
that they perceive as unfair, they attempt to
restore equity by either reducing their own
inputs or by trying to increase the rewards
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from the partner. According to Canary and
Dainton, partners’ willingness to engage in
maintenance behaviors depends on their sat-
isfaction and perceived level of equity, and
engaging in maintenance behaviors tends to
keep commitment high.

Cutrona and Gardner in their chapter
relate exchange processes to the problem
of work–family spillover and show that an
initial negative event (for example, for the
husband at work) may lead to the affected
person being unsupportive in his or her inter-
actions with the partner, followed by the
unaffected partner withdrawing. The conse-
quences for the relationship are that neither
partner will experience any real sense of sup-
port and companionship from the other, and
the relationship itself may be threatened if
such occurrences are frequent.

The association between social exchange
processes and self-disclosure is the focus of
the chapter by Greene, Derlega, and Math-
ews. They note that decisions about whether
to disclose something personal about one-
self to a partner depend on their assessment
of the relative costs and benefits of disclos-
ing such material in that relationship. This
assessment would include their expectation
of how the partner is likely to respond to
such a disclosure. Greene et al., in line with
Reis and Shaver (1988), underline the impor-
tance of the partner’s response to the impact
of that disclosure on the relationship and to
future decisions about disclosure in that rela-
tionship.

The ratio of positive and negative behav-
iors during conflict interactions is also criti-
cal to relationships as viewed from a social
exchange perspective, as Kline, Pleasant,
Whitton and Markman point out in their
chapter. The study of conflict communi-
cation in married couples, however, has
shown that negative behavior tends to have
a stronger impact on relationship satisfac-
tion than positive behavior. Notarius and
Markman (1993), for example, have pro-
posed a bank account model where posi-
tive behaviors are seen as deposits and nega-
tive behaviors are seen as withdrawals. They
note, however, that one very negative behav-
ior can wipe out a number of positive ones.

This problem of the stronger effects of
negative behaviors than positive behaviors
on satisfaction in adult relationships is dis-
cussed by Blieszner. She reports work by
Rook (1990), who identified possible expla-
nations for the potential of relatively rare
negative behaviors to wipe out the impact
of positive ones. Rook suggested that the
salience of negative behavior (perhaps just
because it is less common), the less ambigu-
ous interpretation of negative behavior, and
the vigilance that individuals tend to exer-
cise toward behavior that is potentially
threatening all contribute to this effect.
Another factor relevant to this issue of the
power of negative behavior is what Sillars
and colleagues (Sillars, Leonard, Roberts,
& Dun, 2002) called the high reciprocity
of negative affect, particularly among dis-
tressed couples. Thus negative behavior
tends to beget negative behavior with ever-
increasing intensity.

In their chapter on the sexual relation-
ship, Sprecher, Christopher, and Cate focus
on social exchange processes and suggest
that frequency of sexual intercourse is likely
to increase when the sexual relationship
and the nonsexual aspects of the relation-
ship are both highly rewarding. In discussing
the sexual relationships of homosexual cou-
ples, Diamond notes that exchange theory
principles are relevant, with the balance
of perceived rewards and costs being just
as important in assessing sexual satisfac-
tion for same-sex couples as for heterosex-
ual couples.

In discussing social exchange processes
and emotion, Planalp, Fitness, and Fehr
debunk the idea that social exchange pro-
cesses are cold and calculating and argue
that “the basic concepts and processes of
social exchange theory can be viewed as
deeply emotional.” For example, they note
that rewards and costs are often experienced
as positive and negative feelings. In addi-
tion, our reactions to inequity and inequal-
ity in our relationships are likely to be highly
emotional, and indeed such social exchange
concepts as comparison levels and com-
parison levels for alternatives are basically
about positive and negative feelings toward
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the partner and toward potential alterna-
tives. Overall, adding the emotional com-
ponent to social exchange theories helps
to increase our understanding of partner
selection and the development of rela-
tionships.

Extradyadic sexual involvement and jeal-
ousy can also be related to interdependence
theory according to Buunk and Dijkstra.
They note that interdependence theory
would seem to predict that individuals who
are highly dependent on their partners are
less likely than more independent indi-
viduals to become involved in affairs; in
addition, the probability of an extradyadic
affair increases as investment in the current
relationship decreases. On the other hand,
highly dependent partners are more likely
to be jealous, especially if they are satisfied
with their current relationship and are afraid
of losing the rewards that relationship pro-
vides. Being more dependent on the rela-
tionship than their partner is also likely to
increase the probability of jealousy. Buunk
and Dijkstra see having an extramarital affair
as involving a social-exchange-type decision
process involving the assessment of costs and
benefits, and they note that men tend to
focus more on the possible benefits, whereas
women tend to focus more on the possible
costs. Perhaps that is why some men at least
seem to “rush headlong” into affairs without
considering the consequences for themselves
or their families.

As part of our discussion of the social
exchange perspective, it is important to note
that much couple therapy is based on a social
exchange perspective. As Baucom, Epstein,
and Stanton point out, behavioral marital
therapy (BMT) is based on social exchange
principles. Therapists working from this per-
spective aim to increase the ratio of positive
to negative exchanges between the couple
and to increase the skills of the partners in
providing one another with positive rewards
and reinforcing exchanges. To increase the
couple’s potential for rewarding exchanges
and to increase the likelihood that they
will reinforce appropriate behavior, thera-
pists tend to teach specific communication
skills such as nonblaming ways of expressing

thoughts and feelings, empathic listening,
and problem solving.

Although there is some controversy about
the extent to which social exchange pro-
cesses are relevant to committed relation-
ships that are going well, it is clear that
people want their relationships to be fair
and equitable, and exchange processes tend
to become the focus when relationships
are not going well. Perhaps the reason that
BMT tends to be successful in promot-
ing increased marital happiness is because
of its focus on just those exchange pro-
cesses that have become so salient for those
struggling in their relationships. In addition,
exchange processes are relevant to so many
aspects of our close personal relationships,
including mate-selection, commitment, self-
disclosure, dealing with conflict, the sex-
ual relationship, extradyadic sexual involve-
ment, and jealousy.

Harvey and Wenzel see the social
exchange perspective as less influential now
than it has been in the past, with approaches
such as communal love providing some
balance. They go on to argue, however,
that “even communal relationships involve
implicit considerations of equity or reci-
procity.” In addition, they see the interde-
pendence model as providing a sophisticated
explanation for the ways individuals seek to
address both their own needs and expecta-
tions, and those of their relationship.

Sociocognitive Theories

With the emphasis on observational meth-
odologies and the importance of obtaining
an “objective” view of relationship behav-
ior so prevalent in the ’70s and ’80s, I
believe that we lost a necessary emphasis
on understanding the meaning of partner
behavior for individuals. There seemed to
be an assumption that a behavior always
has the same meaning. Yet as Harvey and
Wenzel note, “Because of the extensive his-
tory that couples develop, seemingly minute
relationship events often hold a great deal
of meaning to one or both partners, which
can prompt behavior that is much more
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extreme than would seem warranted to an
outside observer.”

The point is that it is not enough to
observe a couple’s behavior, we need also to
understand the meaning of that behavior for
the partners engaging in the interaction. The
sociocognitive perspective has brought some
balance and put the emphasis back on under-
standing the cognitive processes that can be
powerful drivers of partner behavior.

It is important to point out that there is
no single sociocognitive perspective, but a
group of theories that focus on the role of
cognition in individual behavior and func-
tioning. These theories are important to
relationship researchers because individu-
als’ cognitions about themselves, about their
partners, and about their relationships can
affect the quality of those relationships. As
Fletcher, Overall, and Friesen note,

More generally, we believe work in this
area supports two striking conclusions.
First, a social cognitive approach can, and
does, enrich our understanding of intimate
relationships. Second, studying cognition
within the messy, complex emotional world
of intimate relationships illuminates and
expands our understanding of the most
basic processes of cognition and emotion.
This is simply because so much of the way
that humans feel and think is rooted in close
interpersonal contexts.

Theories that belong in this group include
attribution theory and cognitive–behavioral
theory. Other major theories of relationships
that include a sociocognitive component are
discussed in greater detail in other sections.
For example, attachment theory focuses on
working models but also involves a more
comprehensive focus on relational processes,
The investment model includes the cogni-
tive variable of commitment, but because of
its relation to interdependence theory, has
also been considered in the section on social
exchange processes.

Fincham and Beach suggest that the evi-
dence for an association between attribu-
tions and relationship satisfaction is one
of the most robust findings in the area of
close relationships. These authors also note

that many cognitive variables, apart from
attributions, are associated with relationship
satisfaction. Their list includes discrepancies
between the partner’s behavior and one’s
ideal standards, social comparison processes
such as seeing one’s relationships as supe-
rior to the norm, memory processes that
lead to the recall of positive versus negative
memories, and self-evaluation maintenance
processes that serve to maintain self-esteem
even when one compares poorly with the
partner.

It is also important to note that cogni-
tions can operate at several levels of analysis.
For example, Goodwin and Pillay focus on
culture, which is likely to have an impact
on individuals’ beliefs, schemas, values, and
goals. Within any culture, however, individ-
uals may have different types of experiences
in the family that will have an impact on
their values, beliefs, standards, schemas, and
working models, and these cognitions will
affect the quality and stability of their rela-
tionships. For example, Goodwin and Pillay
make the point that in many cultures, mar-
riage is seen as between two families rather
than as between two individuals, as it is gen-
erally seen in the west. In addition, because
those in “traditional” cultures have different
expectations about marriage, they are also
likely to expect different benefits than those
in more individualistic cultures who focus on
love and intimacy. For example, Greene et al.
discuss cultural impacts on attitudes about
self-disclosure. Noting that family and indi-
vidual variables such as gender, self-esteem,
and attachment style also have an influence,
they also comment on the finding of cross-
cultural differences in disclosure in different
types of relationships.

Goodwin and Pillay acknowledge the
tension between evolutionary psychologists
who tend to stress what they consider uni-
versal aspects of partner choice and cul-
tural psychologists who tend to emphasize
the ways in which cultures vary in how
these choices are made, depending at least in
part on whether those cultures are individ-
ualistic or collectivist, “masculine” or “fem-
inine.” (I discuss evolutionary theories in
a later section.) These authors also focus
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on the relationship between the cultural
environment and expectations about mar-
riage and suggest that as the environment
becomes more rational and impersonal, cou-
ples put more emphasis on intimacy in their
marriages.

In their discussion of passionate love,
Aron, Fisher, and Strong emphasize the work
of Dion and Dion (1988) on the effects of
individualistic and collectivistic attitudes on
love and on the potentially negative effects
of excessive individualism on a person’s
ability to be involved in a committed rela-
tionship and to be intimate with a partner.
Aron et al. argue that although passionate
love exists in every culture, how it is enacted
is likely to depend on cultural beliefs about
what is appropriate. They suggest that the
high levels of divorce in the United States
(and other Western cultures) may be related
to the strong emphasis on individualism in
that culture.

Harvey and Wenzel raise the issue of
the lack of direct empirical support for the
proposition that cognition actually causes
changes in behavior. At the same time, they
note that the way that individuals inter-
pret events in their relationship is likely
to affect their emotional reaction and their
subsequent behavior. Indeed, a prominent
program for teaching couples to communi-
cate more effectively (Miller, Nunnally, &
Wackman, 1975) makes just that assump-
tion. It is also important to emphasize here
that understanding a person’s interpreta-
tion of partner behavior may be as impor-
tant as observing that behavior. Research
methods aimed at seeking to understand
partners’ thoughts and feelings have been
developed for just this purpose (Manusov,
2002 ; Schweinle & Ickes, 2002 ; Sillars
et al., 2002).

From a sociocognitive perspective, as
Planalp et al. note, individuals tend to store
emotional knowledge as scripts or proto-
types as they grow and develop, and these
scripts and prototypes can play a crucial
role in their understanding of how emo-
tions function in close relationships. These
authors are, however, critical of the proto-
type approach because it has remained a
cognitive approach to emotion rather than

taking the further step of applying the theory
and methodology to increasing our under-
standing of how people experience emotion
in their relationships and how their proto-
types influence the manner in which they
express emotions in their relationships.

Jones, Beach, and Fincham explore the
associations between negative cognitions
and depression in families. They note the
role of positive attributions about the causes
of negative events in buffering individuals
against becoming depressed following such
events. An interesting finding was that those
with high levels of social support were more
likely to make these adaptive attributions.
Although the role of attributions in the etiol-
ogy and maintenance of depression has been
well established, the association is likely to
be mediated by other variables such as social
support as just noted, and the process is
likely to be somewhat circular, with nega-
tive attributions increasing depressive feel-
ings, and depressive feelings increasing neg-
ative attributions in an escalating pattern.

Jones et al. also explored the effectiveness
of what they called a cognitively enhanced
behavioral family intervention (BFI) in treat-
ing depressed mothers by providing them
with a classic behavioral family intervention
as well as cognitive interventions that were
designed to increase the extent to which
the family involved itself in personally rein-
forcing family activities. They found that
those mothers involved in the cognitively
enhanced intervention were more likely to
be nondepressed at the follow-up session
than were those who were involved in the
standard BFI. This effect was not because
the children’s behavior improved, because
their behavior improved in the classic BFI
as well, but because the mothers had been
helped to change their negative patterns of
thinking.

Although BMT began with a strong
focus on the actual interactional behavior
of the partners, it has now developed into
cognitive – behavioral couple therapy
(CBCT) and places a similar emphasis on the
attitudes of the partners to each other and
to the relationship. Problematic cognitions
in this model include selective attention,
attributions, expectancies, assumptions, and
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standards. As noted by Baucom et al., CBCT
also focuses on the partners’ subjective
evaluations of partner behavior. They point
out that if partners change their cognitions
about a particular spouse behavior, rela-
tionship satisfaction may increase without
any need for the actual behavior to change
(Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 1994). For
example, changing attributions about the
intention or causality of a partner’s behav-
ior may reduce the perceived negativity of
that behavior and make it more acceptable
and less threatening to the spouse. CBCT
helps couples to pay attention to their cog-
nitive processes and to use specific cognitive
restructuring techniques such as consider-
ing alternative attributions for their partner’s
behavior.

Jones et al. discuss a range of cogni-
tive variables related to why people stay
in relationships. Commitment seems to be
the strongest predictor of relational sta-
bility, and other factors include religious
beliefs about the sanctity of marriage, view-
ing one’s identity in terms of the relation-
ship, personal investments in the relation-
ship, and children. Le and Agnew (2003)
conducted a meta-analysis to test Rusbult’s
(1980) investment model of commitment.
They found that Rusbult’s three variables of
satisfaction with, alternatives to, and invest-
ment in the relationship were significantly
related to commitment to that relationship
and together accounted for two-thirds of
the variance in commitment. Gender atti-
tudes involve another set of cognitive vari-
ables that can have an impact on behav-
ior. For example, Impett and Peplau show
how gender attitudes and the consequent
attitudes to family roles affect the amount
of family work in which people engage. As
would be expected, where both members
of a couple are nontraditional in their gen-
der attitudes, the husband is likely to be
more involved in family work than other
husbands. These researchers also show how
core beliefs can be maintained, even when
circumstances require changes in behavior,
such as when the wife in a working-class cou-
ple is employed outside the home because of
her greater ability to get a job and the hus-
band cares for the children.

In their chapter on conflict, Kline et al.
comment on work by Sillars (e.g., Sillars,
Roberts, Leonard, & Dun, 2000) focusing
on partners’ thoughts during conflict dis-
cussions. They found that partners would
often interpret the same communication in
totally different ways. When dissatisfied cou-
ples engaged in severe conflicts, the thoughts
they reported tended to be angry and blam-
ing, whereas the thoughts of satisfied cou-
ples tended to be more optimistic about
achieving understanding from the partner
and a resolution to the conflict.

In discussing lying and deception in close
relationships, Knapp notes that individuals
in close relationships are likely to endorse
the importance of honesty in close relation-
ships, although most may also see a place for
“not telling the partner everything,” and for
even misleading the partner at times. Some
respondents even saw telling lies to the part-
ner as being the right thing to do in some sit-
uations. Presumably such “lies” may be told
to avoid hurting the partner, to deal with
a partner’s anxieties, or to curb a partner’s
attempts at control.

Knapp raises the issue of whether there
are times in close relationships when part-
ners are accused of being deceptive when
that is not their intention. One example
he provides is Bavelas’s notion of equivo-
cal communication, which can be used to
avoid either telling a lie or telling the truth
(Bavelas, Black, Chovil, & Mullett, 1990).
Other examples include forgetting to tell the
partner something that he or she thought
should have been told (e.g., about a short
business trip coming up) and not saying
something that the partner thinks should
have been said (e.g., expressing true feel-
ings about a particular situation). It is
clear that attributions for these behaviors
are likely to be critical to the relation-
ship, and attributing them to deceptive
motives could lead to suspicion and mis-
trust, and even the destruction of the rela-
tionship.

A similar problem can arise with regard
to interpretations of a partner’s attempts
at offering social support, as Sarason and
Sarason point out. They also note that
expectations about the relationship are
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likely to have an impact on how support
behaviors are interpreted and experienced.
Relationship satisfaction, a higher level cog-
nitive variable, also affects the ways that
such behaviors are understood. Weiss (1984)
introduced the concept of sentiment override
as a type of halo effect whereby the global
level of satisfaction affects interpretations
and attributions for partner behavior, as
well as expectations about future behavior,
making it difficult for couples low in rela-
tionship satisfaction to change their behav-
ior and improve their relationships, without
the help of a therapist who can challenge
those cognitions. Fincham and Beach also
see sentiment override as challenging the
validity of measures of relationship satisfac-
tion. Nevertheless, it is important to assess
partners’ attitudes to their relationships and
how those attitudes, even if they can be
described as biased, relate to behavior in that
relationship.

Sillars and Vangelisti, in their discussion
of communication in relationships, focus
on the finding, from narrative research,
that people in relationships often behave
in ways that confirm their perceptions of
that relationship. For example, they sug-
gest that those who are optimistic about
their relationships are likely to view their
partner’s behavior through an optimistic lens
and expect (and probably encourage) posi-
tive behavior from the partner. Perceptions
of the relationship may also be manifest
in interaction rules, private idioms, sym-
bols of relationship identity, and routines
and rituals that may also suggest an opti-
mistic or pessimistic perception of the rela-
tionship. Reflecting on the complexity of
face-to-face interaction and the extent to
which relational communication can be seen
as a consciously staged activity, Sillars and
Vangelisti ask,

How do people manage to process diverse,
rapidly changing stimuli; interpret these
signals according to multilayered mean-
ings and functions within a surrounding
matrix of meanings; integrate this informa-
tion with multiple and sometimes conflict-
ing goals; and then reply appropriately in
real time, without disrupting the flow of
natural conversation?

As Fincham and Beach note in their dis-
cussion of recent studies about idealization
in couples, cognitive distortions in a positive
direction tend to be characteristic of happy
couples. Those who idealize their partners
and who tend to see their partners in a more
positive light than their partners view them-
selves are likely to be happier than other
couples. The attributions of these couples
are likely to be affected, and they are likely
to blame themselves for negative events and
give their partners the credit for positive
events (Murray, Holmes, Bellavia, Griffin, &
Dolderman, 2002).

To the extent that traits are associated
with cognitive processes such as motives,
goals, expectations, and attributions, so they
are likely to have an impact on close per-
sonal relationships. For example, Simpson,
Winterheld, and Chen suggest (following
Reis, Capobianco, & Tsai, 2002) that the
relation between personality traits and rela-
tionship outcomes should be mediated by
expectations related to the partner and the
relationship that have presumably devel-
oped over the course of that relationship.
They further suggest that as the relationship
develops, general expectations (such as those
driven by attachment insecurity) should give
way to these specific types of expectations
that are based on actual experiences in the
relationship. It is important to remember,
however, earlier cautions about the difficulty
of changing destructive cognitions.

Sexuality is an area where cognitions are
likely to have important effects, as Sprecher
et al. note. For example, whether individu-
als approve of certain sexual behaviors (e.g.,
sex before marriage, petting, oral sex) is
likely to have an impact on their approach
to sex in relationships and to the meaning
that sex has for them. There has been a
lot of change in sexual standards over the
last 40 years, at least in the dominant cul-
ture, with young adults less likely in the cur-
rent climate than in the past, to endorse
an abstinence standard and more likely to
endorse a permissiveness standard (with
or without the requirement of affection).
These authors also note that individuals (and
even partners) can have different beliefs
about the role of sexuality in relationships,
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with some partners placing less emphasis on
the importance of sex than others. Other
areas where beliefs may differ include the
timing, location, and initiation of sexual
activity.

In developing their sexual standards and
attitudes, adolescents may be torn between
the standards of the youth culture in which
they are involved and standards presented by
parents and religious leaders. Because ado-
lescents tend to be so concerned about con-
forming to the standards of their peers and
being accepted by them, they are likely to
become more involved sexually than they
actually are comfortable being, particularly
if they are insecure in attachment or low in
self-esteem (or both).

Hartup discusses the changes that occur
for children and adolescents in their cogni-
tions about relationships, cognitions that are
closely linked to other developments in cog-
nitive functioning. These changes include
changes in expectations of friendship and
changes in the level of complexity they can
apply to their relationships. Children also
increase their ability to take the perspective
of another as they mature.

Appraisals of relationships and attitudes
about filial responsibility are the cognitive
variables most likely to be related to the
close relationships of adults in middle and
late adulthood, according to Blieszner. There
is evidence (e.g., Bedford, 1998) that those
who can reframe their negative relationship
experiences from childhood to focus on the
positive aspects of those relationships are
more likely to be happy at this later stage.
Norms about filial responsibility are also
important for the young adult and middle-
aged offspring of elderly parents, particu-
larly understanding the level of agreement
between themselves and their parents about
the extent to which help should be offered
and accepted when necessary.

Surra et al. cite the work of Casper
and Sayer (2000) in showing that beliefs
about cohabitation affect whether couples
are likely to remain in a cohabiting relation-
ship or move on to marriage. Casper and
Sayers showed that those who see cohabita-
tion as an alternative to marriage are likely to
stay in a cohabiting relationship longer than

those who believe that cohabitation is a stage
on the way to marriage.

Thus, there is a lot of evidence in this
volume supporting the powerful role that
cognitions can play in personal relationships.
Whether our focus is on cognitions at the
cultural level or at the interpersonal level,
they seem to have powerful effects on rela-
tionship behavior and satisfaction. Also, the
effects are likely to be reciprocal, with cog-
nitions affecting relationship satisfaction and
satisfaction affecting cognitions. The effec-
tiveness of therapies that involve a focus on
changing cognitions about partners and rela-
tionships in improving relationship satisfac-
tion and vulnerability to such problems as
depression further supports the importance
of cognition to our individual mental health
and to our relationships. Rather than (or per-
haps as well as) being what we eat, we are
also how we think.

Attachment Theory

Since the publication of Hazan and Shaver’s
(1987) seminal paper on adult attachment, a
huge literature has been produced relating
attachment theory to a range of interper-
sonal situations and behaviors. In addition,
several scholars who work from an attach-
ment perspective (Shaver, Simpson, Noller)
are included among the 20 most cited schol-
ars who study personal relationships. In this
volume, attachment theory is mentioned in
at least 18 chapters and has been shown
to be relevant to a number of relationship
variables. Canary and Dainton, for example,
have described attachment theory as provid-
ing “a powerful theoretical lens for the study
of maintenance processes.”

In their chapter on dating and mate selec-
tion, Surra et al. comment about the focus on
attachment security as a causal condition for
partner choice. They present three hypothe-
ses that involve using attachment theory
to predict mate selection. The attachment–
security hypothesis proposes that individu-
als will choose partners who offer the possi-
bility of forming a secure attachment bond;
the similarity hypothesis proposes that indi-
viduals will choose partners with similar
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attachment styles (that is, who endorse simi-
lar working models of self and others as they
do) and the complementary hypothesis pro-
poses that individuals will choose partners
who endorse models that complement their
own. Surra et al. note that these hypotheses
have received mixed support. Clearly more
research is needed to test these possibilities.

Recent data showing that early relation-
ships with parents, as reflected in attach-
ment style, have an impact on adults’ expe-
riences of love are discussed by Aron et al.
in their chapter on romantic love. Preoccu-
pieds, who are more likely to have expe-
rienced inconsistent caregiving, are more
likely than the other styles to experience
intense passionate love, and avoidants who
have generally been subject to a consis-
tent lack of security are the least likely to
experience passionate love as adults. Aron
et al. also comment on some recent pre-
liminary evidence suggesting a link between
attachment style and brain activity related
to passionate love. Using Shaver, Hazan, and
Bradshaw’s (1988) model involving the three
behavioral systems of attachment, sexuality,
and caregiving, Aron et al. argue that pas-
sionate love involves a combination of desire
for attachment and sexuality, and that com-
panionate love develops out of these systems
and the parenting system. It is important to
keep in mind, however, that couple relation-
ships also involve caregiving, and this care-
giving is likely to be dysfunctional when the
carer is insecure in attachment.

Planalp et al. describe attachment the-
ory as a theory about relationships that gives
emotional processes a central role. Overall,
those who are secure in attachment gener-
ally react with less intense affect to neg-
ative events in their relationships and are
better able to regulate their emotions than
those who are insecure. However, as these
researchers point out, there is much about
the association between attachment and
emotion that we do not understand, par-
ticularly with regard to the management of
negative emotions such as anger. One fasci-
nating finding to which they refer involves
the way that anxious individuals, who fear
being rejected and abandoned, and whose

greatest need is for closeness, tend to bring
about what they fear most by their negative
behavior.

De Jong Gierveld, van Tilburg, and
Dykstra have shown the relevance of inse-
cure attachment to the problems of lonely
people whose difficulties are often created
by developmental deficits such as childhood
neglect and abandonment and driven by fear
of rejection (Rokach & Brock, 1996). They
suggest that lonely people can be helped
by therapy that aims to change such dys-
functional interpersonal dispositions as fear
of rejection, which seems to have a pow-
erful effect on interpersonal behavior. For
example, Greene et al. show that this fear
of rejection is also associated with prob-
lems in self-disclosure, a behavior central to
the maintenance of healthy and satisfying
relationships. There is also evidence that a
capacity for intimacy, or self-disclosure, so
difficult for insecurely attached individuals,
especially avoidant individuals, is also impor-
tant for conflict management (Kline et al.).

On the other hand, as Shaver and
Mikulincer show, those who are secure
in attachment see self-disclosure as the
best strategy for forming and maintain-
ing intimate relationships. These individu-
als are able to engage in genuine intimacy
through their “responsive self-disclosure,”
which involves disclosing personal informa-
tion about oneself, but also being atten-
tive to a partner’s disclosures and respond-
ing with sensitivity to them. This sensitivity
and responsiveness are seen as carrying over
into the sexual relationship, with attachment
security being related to sexual satisfac-
tion. Avoidants, however, are more likely to
respond with emotional detachment rather
than sexual intimacy, and the sexual expe-
riences of anxiously attached individuals
are likely to be affected by their concerns
about abandonment and their overwhelm-
ing desire to please their partners and to
feel accepted.

Buunk and Dijkstra, in their chapter on
jealousy and extradyadic relationships, also
discuss the link between attachment insecu-
rity and sexual relationships and note that
women who are anxiously attached are more
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likely to be unfaithful as well as to have to
deal with infidelity in their relationships. In
addition, levels of anxiety and number of
affairs are correlated, whereas avoidance is
negatively correlated with number of affairs.
They also report evidence that insecurely
attached men report seeking more partners
over a 30-year period.

The possibility that those who have had a
disrupted attachment history are likely to be
more prone to jealousy because of their ten-
dency to interpret spouse behavior in terms
of their fear of abandonment, is also raised by
Buunk and Dijkstra. Although this hypoth-
esis was not supported in a study focus-
ing on attachment history, it is important
to keep in mind that only those who are
high on the anxiety dimension (that is, pre-
occupieds and fearfuls) are likely to interpret
spouse behavior in terms of abandonment
and react with jealousy. Those high on avoid-
ance are more likely to react with increased
detachment.

It is clear that attachment theory, as
Hartup notes, implies continuities from
one relationship to another and over time,
although the extent to which attachment
styles differ from one relationship to another
and in the same relationship over time is still
a controversial issue. As Fletcher et al. point
out, however, the evidence is accumulating
in support of a hierarchical model as pro-
posed by Collins and Read (1994). In their
discussion of the implications of individuals’
cognitive processes for the quality of their
relationships, Fletcher et al. argue that these
working models of attachment provide the
mechanism for this consistency and help to
explain how experiences in infancy carry
over into adult relationships.

Insecure attachment can lead to a range of
negative behaviors and emotions. For exam-
ple, Knapp shows that partners who are high
in fear of abandonment are more likely than
those in the other attachment groups to
resort to deception as a relational strategy. In
addition, according to Fletcher et al., inse-
curely attached individuals are more likely
than secure individuals to be rigid in their
thinking and to have a tendency to ignore
or reject information that does not fit with

their framework. Such a strategy makes it
difficult for individuals to revise their views
or to change their negative perceptions that
may hinder their attempts at problem solv-
ing. Jones et al. also comment on the nega-
tive effects of insecure attachment, in terms
of children whose early experiences in the
family may increase their risks of becoming
depressed. These children are likely to have
negative views of close relationships, to be
low in trust, and to be wary of becoming
involved too deeply. As these authors point
out, a supportive partner can help such indi-
viduals cope with stress without succumbing
to bouts of depression, but their insecurity
may inhibit their attempts at finding such
supportive relationships.

Sarason and Sarason speak to this issue
of attachment and social support when they
note that one aspect of social support is a
general sense of support that comes with
secure attachment and is produced through
those early supportive interactions in the
family. For those who do not develop that
general sense of support, that is, those who
are insecure, their sense of social support
is likely to be affected both by their dif-
ficulty in developing the kinds of relation-
ships that will provide high levels of sup-
port, but also their difficulty in perceiving or
accepting support even when it is provided.
If, as these authors note, social support is an
inner resource that helps to protect people
in times of stress, those who are insecure in
attachment are also likely to have problems
coping effectively with the inevitable times
of stress that we all have to face.

In her chapter on relationships in mid-
dle and late adulthood, Blieszner notes the
association between childhood relationships
with parents, and relationships and well-
being later in life. She reports a study of
middle-aged women who had experienced
negative relationships with at least one of
their parents during childhood. Those who
were secure in attachment despite their neg-
ative experiences as children had more sat-
isfying relationships as adults, whereas those
who were insecure in attachment tended to
be involved in less satisfying relationships
that were often quite dysfunctional.
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Emotion focused couple therapy (EFCT),
based on humans’ innate need for emo-
tional attachment, seeks to help couples
change their negative interaction cycles that
tend to arise because one partner’s attempts
to elicit caring responses provoke a nega-
tive response by the other. According to
Baucom et al., EFCT helps couples deal
with their attachment issues, because the
therapist focuses on creating a safe environ-
ment in which partners can gain a greater
understanding and empathy with regard to
each other’s attachment needs. Partners can
also learn to respond more positively to one
another’s expression of those needs and to
provide understanding and comfort when
necessary. Baucom et al. point out, however,
that EFCT does not focus on trying to under-
stand the origins of attachment insecurity
but rather on helping couples to deal with
one another’s current needs for nurturance
and closeness.

During the almost 20 years of work on
adult attachment theory, provoked by the
seminal paper of Hazan and Shaver (1987),
the theory has been applied to a range of
interpersonal variables in close relationships.
Originally proposed as a theory of roman-
tic love, it has developed into an important
and powerful theory about the antecedents
of individual and partner functioning in per-
sonal relationships. Although much of the
early research was rather simplistic, focus-
ing primarily on differences between the
three attachment groups proposed by Hazan
and Shaver, the development of multidi-
mensional measures and the focus on part-
ner as well as individual functioning and on
different relationship contexts has increased
the sophistication of the research being pub-
lished. In fact, Rholes and Simpson (2004)
claimed that “Attachment theory is among
the most sweeping, comprehensive theo-
ries in psychology today.” They see attach-
ment theory as offering “a biosocial, lifes-
pan account of how close relationships
form, are maintained, and dissolve” as well
as an account of “how relationships influ-
ence, sometimes permanently, the persons
involved in them” (p. 3).

More work is still needed to deal with a
number of ongoing controversies in the lit-
erature. The first concerns the measurement
of attachment style and whether self-report
measures can tap into the unconscious as
well as the conscious aspects of attachment
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2004). This issue is
primarily provoked by the claims of Mary
Main and her colleagues, although my own
view is that Main’s Adult Attachment Inter-
view is measuring coherence of attachment,
rather than attachment style. A second issue
is that of the stability of attachment and the
factors that predict change versus stability.
A third important issue is understanding the
processes by which attachment affects rela-
tionships, as well as individual health and
well-being.

Evolutionary Theory

As Fletcher et al. note, there is no sin-
gle evolutionary psychological theory. In
fact, evolutionary approaches are about try-
ing to explain particular human behav-
iors by increasing our understanding of the
processes of natural and sexual selection
through which they are assumed to have
evolved. Evolutionary approaches have been
applied to such aspects of close relation-
ships as attraction and mate selection, gen-
der differences, emotion including jealousy,
sexual behavior, couple conflict, and tem-
perament. Perlman and Duck note that an
evolutionary perspective is currently grow-
ing in significance and that scholars work-
ing from an evolutionary perspective, such
as Buss and Simpson, are listed among
the top 20 eminent scholars in personal
relationships.

Impett and Peplau point out that there
has been extensive research on heterosexual
mate selection, with two consistent sex dif-
ferences being documented. The first find-
ing is that men put more emphasis on the
physical appearance of a potential partner
than women do. This difference is generally
explained from an evolutionary perspective
in terms of men looking for female partners
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likely to bear healthy children who will carry
on their genes into the future. As Aron,
et al. note, visual signs of youth, health, and
beauty seem to be the critical indicators of
fertility. The second consistent finding con-
cerns the greater focus of women on the
status and economic resources of potential
partners. This finding is generally explained
in terms of a woman’s need to find a mate
who will be able to support her and her
children. There is also evidence, as Aron
and associates note, that characteristics such
as kindness and intelligence are considered
desirable across many cultures.

Sprecher et al. report that another com-
mon finding in studies of sexual behavior
conducted from an evolutionary perspective
is that men report both desiring and expect-
ing to have more sexual partners through-
out their lives than do women. According
to an evolutionary perspective, it is to men’s
advantage to have as many partners as pos-
sible because they can then spread their
seed widely (and take little responsibility
for the progeny?), whereas it is to women’s
advantage to have a single committed mate
who will provide for her and their offspring
(Buss, 1988). Aron and colleagues suggest
that passionate love could be seen as hav-
ing evolutionary value in terms of main-
taining the relationship, at least over the
early stages.

If we consider the health of the family sys-
tem, however, the family is best supported in
the context of a committed couple (prefer-
ably expressing that commitment through
marriage) who are not only committed to
each other, but also to their children (see
Noller, 1996). In this context, children have
a better chance of being brought up in an
environment that offers security and stabil-
ity. It is interesting to note that Buss (1988)
took the view that the most prototypical
acts of love from an evolutionary perspec-
tive were agreeing to marry and remaining
faithful when separated.

Buunk and Dijkstra make the point that
from an evolutionary perspective, females of
earlier times had to invest in a long-term
relationship to produce healthy offspring

that would then survive to reproduce them-
selves. Sprecher et al. reinforce this perspec-
tive when they claim that a strong bond with
a male was important to ensure that the male
allocated all his resources to her and did not
share them with other females. A commit-
ted pair bond also enabled the male to be
more confident that the children produced
by the female were actually his own. In sim-
ilar vein, Aron and colleagues claim that
“The neural circuitry for adult male–female
attachment evolved primarily to motivate
individuals to sustain affiliative connections
long enough to complete species-specific
parental duties.”

In considering the importance of the pair
bond, Sprecher et al. discuss the possibility
of an association among sexual activity, inter-
personal bonding, and the release of oxy-
tocin. They suggest two possibilities: first
that activation of the sexual system releases
oxytocin, which activates the interpersonal
bonding system, or second, that activation
of the bonding system leads to the release
of oxytocin, which then activates the sexual
system. Either way, the interpersonal bond
is important in ensuring the stability of fam-
ily life. Aron et al. also claim that scientists
are beginning to increase our understanding
of the neural mechanisms most likely to play
a role in the development of human attach-
ments including maternal and romantic love.
Oxytocin and vasopressin seem to be the
main neuropeptides involved in pair bond-
ing in humans, as well as in the development
of romantic love.

In their discussion of evolutionary
approaches to emotion, Planalp et al. see
the approach as increasing our understand-
ing of what emotional signals mean, and also
to a greater understanding of the associated
cognitions and motivations, at a more distal
level than we usually think about these
issues. They note that from an evolutionary
perspective, “Personal devaluation is a sur-
vival threat; the feeling of shame alerts us to
our lowered status and motivates behaviors
such as defense or withdrawal, depending
on the physical and psychological resources
we bring to the interaction.”
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Buunk and Dijkstra present an evolution-
ary perspective on the particular emotion of
jealousy in close relationships. They argue
that because of men’s greater concern with
partner attractiveness and women’s greater
concern about partner resources, women are
more likely to experience jealousy when
their potential rival is attractive, whereas
men are more likely to experience jealousy
if their potential rival is higher in status
and resources. Buunk and Dijkstra also argue
that because of men’s and women’s dif-
ferent attitudes to reproduction (men are
concerned about paternity confidence and
women about securing the partner’s invest-
ment in them and their offspring), men’s and
women’s jealousy is going to be differentially
focused.

According to this perspective, men will
be more concerned about their female part-
ner’s sexual involvement with another man,
whereas women will be more concerned
about their male partner’s emotional invest-
ment in another woman and taking resources
from her and her offspring. This possibil-
ity has been supported in a study by Buss,
Larsen, Westen, and Semmelroth (1992),
who found that men tended to report that
a partner’s sexual infidelity would be more
upsetting than her emotional infidelity.
Women, on the other hand, tended to report
that they would be more upset by emotional
infidelity than sexual infidelity. This find-
ing is reminiscent of the double standard,
with men seen from an evolutionary per-
spective as having more to gain than women
by infidelity and promiscuity and yet being
more upset by the infidelity of a partner (see
Buunk & Dijkstra for alternative explana-
tions for the finding).

Simpson et al. focus on approach and
avoidance tendencies, which they see as cen-
tral to temperament. They see these dimen-
sions as reflecting distinct biologically based
systems that have evolved to serve partic-
ular functions. The approach system tends
to motivate people toward rewarding out-
comes, whereas the avoidance system tends
to involve stronger emotional reactions to
negative events, with highly avoidant indi-
viduals tending to experience more negative

affect in their daily lives (Gable & Reis, 2001)
than those who are predominantly affected
by approach motives.

Thus the contribution of evolutionary
psychology to our understanding of personal
relationships is primarily in terms of attrac-
tion and mate-selection. The two primary
findings concerning mate preferences can
also be applied to jealousy in relationships,
with males being more jealous when their
rival is rich in resources and women being
more jealous when their rival is physically
attractive. Passionate love can be seen as both
a motivator of a couple getting together in
the first place and a maintainer of the rela-
tionship so that children can be supported.
Sex is also seen as helping to maintain rela-
tionships, with links among sexual activity,
interpersonal bonding, and the release of
oxytocin that aids bonding and increases the
possibility of a stable environment in which
children can be supported.

Harvey and Wenzel provide a critique
of the evolutionary perspective, noting that
the data collected about dating and mating
preferences are often “far removed from any
type of investigation of the slow unfolding of
biologically driven evolutionary processes.”
They report a study (Shackelford & Buss,
1997) in which participants were asked to
rate the likelihood that they would engage
in a range of extramarital behaviors, includ-
ing having an affair. As Harvey and Wenzel
note, “Not only are such measures indirect
tests of evolution, they also are hypothetical
in nature, with an unclear link to the fre-
quency of actual affairs in this case.” These
authors also describe the theory as gross and
simplistic and as unable to explain the vari-
ations in dating and mating behavior that
occur at an interpersonal level as individu-
als of the opposite sex initiate and develop
relationships with one another.

Harvey and Wenzel view more posi-
tively the more recent evolutionary thinking
that has included the possibility that dat-
ing and mating selections are also affected
by individuals’ thoughts and feelings (Buss,
Haselton, Shackelford, Bleske, & Wakefield,
1999). They see this perspective as “strik-
ing a more reasoned chord about dating and
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mating activities” and as likely to find more
acceptance among relationship researchers
than the more extreme versions of the the-
ory that have been criticized as making
excuses for male philandering as well as
encouraging gender stereotyping.

Social Roles and Power

Personal relationships involve a number of
different roles that are discussed in this book,
including romantic partner, husband, wife,
parent, child, sibling, and friend. As Planalp
et al. note, each role involves its own set of
norms, rules, and expectations about how a
person in that role is expected to behave.
Roles are a central concept of symbolic inter-
actionism (Stryker, 1972) and are expecta-
tions about behavior that are based on posi-
tions in the family.

Roles also involve various levels of social
power, and how much power is involved in
a role will vary from culture to culture. For
example in very traditional cultures, hus-
bands are likely to have considerably more
power than wives, although in Western cul-
tures we have seen more emphasis on equity
and equality over recent years. Of course,
as Johnson notes, in some couple relation-
ships power is exerted through the use of
violence.

Individuals generally occupy multiple
roles at the same time. A woman may be
a wife, mother, daughter, sister, and occupy
a particular work role all at the same time.
In addition, a woman may occupy all these
roles and also be a carer for an ageing
parent. A man may be a husband, father,
son, brother, and also occupy a particular
work role. Blieszner reports that those who
occupy multiple social roles in early adult-
hood are likely to have well-developed iden-
tities, and there is evidence that identity
development is associated with well-being
at midlife.

Parents always have power over chil-
dren, although exerting power can become
more difficult as children get older. Some
researchers argue for a gradual change in
the parent–child relationship in adolescence,

with a more equal relationship being nego-
tiated between parents and adolescents. In
this way, adolescents gradually attain more
autonomy and more control over their own
lives (Noller, 1994). In fact, one of the
notable absences from this volume is any
focus on parent–child relationships. Parent–
child relationships are implicit in discussions
of attachment theory, but there is little dis-
cussion of the processes involved in these
relationships. The editors decided to mini-
mize the emphasis on parent–child relation-
ships in this volume because the primary
focus of the book is on voluntary relations.
Nonetheless, no treatment of close relation-
ships is complete without consideration of
parent–child and other kin relations.

Hartup focuses on issues of power and
control in children’s peer relationships. He
argues that sibling relationships and friend-
ships are very different because of the dif-
ferent social contexts in which they oper-
ate and argues against the notion that sibling
relationships can be regarded as “bridges” to
peer relationships. Although he agrees that
a general social understanding may be trans-
ferred from sibling relationships to friend-
ships, he sees the association as not suffi-
ciently proven. Hartup also focuses on the
problems of bullying and victimization in
children’s peer relationships, and the role
of an imbalance of power between children
in encouraging bullying. In a more positive
vein, he also notes that having a lot of friends
can help alter the balance of power and pro-
vide protection and support that may act as
a deterrent to would-be bullies.

In couple relationships, it is important,
as Harvey and Wenzel point out, to reach
agreement about who can rightfully exer-
cise power and in what areas. They also note
that even in communal relationships, where
partners are seen as responding to need
rather than operating on exchange princi-
ples, it is difficult for partners to avoid, at
least implicitly, issues of equity and reci-
procity. Of course, in communal relation-
ships, reciprocity and equity should be con-
sidered over a longer time span, rather than
partners expecting, for example, immediate
reciprocation.
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Use of power can be a difficult issue in
modern relationships where at least a sem-
blance of equality is required and where
even discussing the issue of power and
control may be problematic. In this sit-
uation, arguments about relatively trivial
issues such as what to watch on television,
what movie to see, and where to eat can
really be about who has power. As Greene
et al. suggest, intimacy may also be affected,
if partners view the expectation of self-
disclosure and openness as infringing their
need for autonomy or control over their
own lives.

Cutrona and Gardner note that the sense
of independence of individuals in couple
relationships can often be an illusion that is
not fully faced until the partner is no longer
available. They argue that daily routines are
often carried out so smoothly that the var-
ious roles that partners play can be virtu-
ally invisible and may only be acknowledged
when the realization comes that life is more
difficult without the partner.

When relationship partners do not meet
each other’s expectations or break rules,
Planalp et al. argue, emotion is the most
likely response. Partners are likely to respond
with hurt and anger when the other breaks
relationships rules and does not live up to
the agreements that have been made. Trans-
gressions that produce these emotional reac-
tions may be as minor as failing to call when
they were going to be late to as serious
as having an affair. Of course, the ultimate
emotional reaction would be to engage in
violence to exert one’s power over the trans-
gressor. Planalp et al. argue that partners
send each other messages of power and sta-
tus through their expressions of emotions
such as anger and love, but that we know
little about how individuals use emotions to
maintain power or to regain status that has
been lost.

Issues about autonomy and power are
most clearly seen in violent relationships. As
Johnson explains, power is central to the
issue of what he calls intimate terrorism,
which he sees as “embedded in a larger pat-
tern of power and control that permeates
the relationship.” His position is supported

by the research of Pence and Paymar (1993)
and the Duluth Domestic Abuse Interven-
tion Project. As Johnson points out, multi-
ple control tactics are often used, mostly by
men, with the perpetrator exercising con-
trol by demanding complete obedience from
his partner, denying her economic resources,
keeping her isolated from sources of sup-
port, and threatening her access to the chil-
dren if she does not do his bidding. In this
situation, the female partner has virtually
no autonomy. This type of violence is to be
distinguished from common or situational
couple violence, which tends to be mutual,
less severe, less likely to escalate, and not
part of a general pattern of control. By mak-
ing such clear distinctions between differ-
ent types of violence, Johnson has shed light
on the controversy in the literature between
those who use primarily “shelter” samples
in their research and see violence as per-
petrated only by men and those who use
community samples and see violence as fre-
quently mutual.

Thus, issues of power and control can
be present in a range of personal relation-
ships, from the peer relationships of children
through parent–child relationships and cou-
ple relationships. Sometimes the degree of
power to be exerted is legitimized in the role
that is occupied. For example, we expect
parents to exercise power, although there
are rightly concerns in our modern West-
ern society when this power is abused. At
least in Western society, we expect equity
and equality in our couple relationships,
although for many, these qualities repre-
sent the ideal rather than the reality. Of
course, power can be exercised subtly, or bla-
tantly. The ultimate abuse of power occurs in
couples in whom husbands exercise power
through the use of force and in the ser-
vice of male privilege batter their wives into
submission. As Johnson notes, “the abuser
entraps and enslaves his partner in a web of
control.” This blatant abuse of power can-
not be condoned by any civilized society,
and many societies, including my own, are
finally conducting educational campaigns
focusing on the criminal nature of such
behavior.
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An Integrative Theory?

Harvey and Wenzel discuss the different
contributions made by each of the major
theories to our understanding of close per-
sonal relationships and the ways each is lim-
ited in terms of its contribution and applica-
tion. They do, however, make an interesting
attempt to provide a unifying model by high-
lighting the need for relationship variables
stemming from more than one approach to
be included in studies. For example, as noted
earlier, although evolutionary theory may
be able to explain general behavioral ten-
dencies with regard to mating and dating,
it cannot explain individual differences in
the ways individuals interact in their rela-
tionships. Attachment theory, on the other
hand, is able to explain how individual dif-
ferences in early experiences with parents
can make individuals more prone to neg-
ative interactions, because of their basic
beliefs about their own unworthiness and
the lack of dependability of others. In addi-
tion, attachment theory is a sociocognitive
theory and, as Harvey and Wenzel point out,
could form the basis for a “taxonomy of rela-
tional schemas” that actually drive behav-
ior. Further, from an attachment theory per-
spective, there are likely to be individual
differences in individuals’ propensity to be
successfully involved in a communal rela-
tionship, because insecure people may be
more prone to focus on a perceived lack
of equity and equality in their relation-
ships. As Harvey and Wenzel explain: “It
is not difficult to imagine the manner in
which an avoidant or anxious–ambivalent
attachment style would interfere with giv-
ing or receiving selfless benefits from one’s
partner.”

Suggestions for Future Research

Although an enormous amount of research
on close personal relationships has been
reviewed in this volume, there is undoubt-
edly still much more to be done. As always,
new findings tend to raise new questions. A
number of authors have raised issues that

should be tackled in future research, and I
try to summarize some of these here.

Fincham and Beach are concerned, as
some of us have been for a long time,
about the ways that relationship satisfac-
tion is measured in our studies. They recog-
nize that evaluative measures are more valid
for assessing satisfaction than are descrip-
tive measures, which assume that the same
behaviors are problematic for all couples and
which often (e.g., Dyadic Adjustment Scale;
Spanier, 1976) confound the independent
variable of relationship satisfaction with
dependent variables such as affection and
communication. These researchers are, how-
ever, also concerned about the relationship
between positivity and negativity. If positiv-
ity and negativity are independent dimen-
sions as some researchers suggest, should we
be using measures that assess both of these
dimensions of satisfaction rather than relying
on only one of them?

Surra and her colleagues emphasize the
need for researchers to pay careful atten-
tion to relationship status in studies of the
effects of romantic attachment on relation-
ships. They make this argument because of
studies that show that marital status is asso-
ciated with more positive perceptions of
a partner for insecure individuals than for
secure individuals. I am inclined to agree
that we need to pay attention to relationship
status, because there are many areas where
this variable is related to important differ-
ences. For example, there is evidence that
couples who cohabit after they have com-
mitted to each other through engagement
are less likely to be subject to the increased
rate of divorce once married that applies to
couples who cohabit without commitment.

Collins and Madsen argue that we need
to know more about the role that part-
ner selection plays during adolescence. Sug-
gested research questions include the asso-
ciation between negative patterns of partner
behavior and emotion and involvement in
romantic relationships. In other words, do
adolescents just want to be in relationships
for the sake of being in relationships, and
how important are characteristics of partners
to the relationship choices they make?
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Kashy, Campbell, and Harris make a plea
for a greater use of dyadic data, noting that
in their limited survey of articles published
in the relationship journals, 70% involved
individual-level data. They argue that given
what we know about the causal connections
in close relationships between one partner’s
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and those
of the other partner, much more emphasis
needs to be placed on the collection and
analysis of dyadic level data. They also argue
for greater use of the more sophisticated
methods of analyzing dyadic level data such
as the social relations model (SRM), struc-
tural equation modeling (SEM), and hierar-
chical linear modeling (HLM). Of course, it
is important to keep in mind that for at least
some of these techniques, large samples and
more elaborate data collection methods are
required. For example, in using SRM, data
must be collected on the same person inter-
acting with a number of interaction partners,
and in using SEM, large samples are needed.
The advantages of HLM, as noted by Kashy
et al., are that

It is a technique that allows researchers
to examine simultaneously the effects of
individual-, dyad-, and even group-level
variables, and it can also be used to exam-
ine longitudinal data both for individuals
and for dyads. . . . (It) is a very flexible data
analytic strategy that can handle a variety
of nested data structures relevant to rela-
tionship researchers.

Coleman, Ganong, and Leon call for more
work on a range of issues related to postdi-
vorce families. One interesting area involves
studying those postdivorce parents who have
been labeled “perfect pals” in Ahrons’ (1994)
typology. It may be important for us to
understand how these couples are able to
stay good friends and parent their chil-
dren effectively without the conflict that
can be so ubiquitous in these relationships.
A second area of further study suggested
by these researchers is related to remar-
riage. They raise the question of whether
those who remarry become better adjusted,
or whether the better adjusted are more
likely to remarry? Although this issue is still

controversial, there is evidence that individ-
ual functioning is more likely to improve
over time for individuals who remarry. A fur-
ther question raised by Coleman et al. con-
cerns the quality of relationships between
nonresident fathers and children, an area
where there is little research. Although a
sample of nonresident fathers may be diffi-
cult to access, it should be possible to obtain
at least the children’s perspectives on such
relationships.

Brown, Werner, and Altman also raise
the issue of potential problems for children
of divorce who may move between homes
and not really have any space to call their
own. This issue is likely to be especially
problematic in the homes of noncustodial
parents where they may spend every sec-
ond weekend but never feel as though they
really belong.

In focusing on issues of openness and
closedness in family relationships, Brown
et al. argue that more research is needed
on preferences for and satisfaction with dif-
ferent forms or amounts of openness and
closedness. They also suggest that we need
a better understanding of the effects of the
physical environment on family relation-
ships, particularly with regard to large fam-
ilies that often have to cope with crowded
conditions. How do family members reg-
ulate opportunities for getting together as
well as for staying apart under these condi-
tions? A further important question, partic-
ularly applicable in our modern age, relates
to the effects on children and other fam-
ily members of children being supported in
solitary activities in their own rooms where
they are likely to have televisions, comput-
ers, videos, and game machines and spend a
lot of time – not only in sedentary activities
but also in solitary activities.

Brown et al. also raise the difficulty of
maintaining privacy and dignity for elderly
people who need help with bathroom func-
tions. At this stage, the elderly will probably
have to move out of their own homes and
may even need to go into a nursing home if
they need high levels of care. In this situ-
ation, it may be difficult for them to feel
comfortable when their once private bodily
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functions are being regularly exposed to
multiple individuals. We need research to
understand how elderly people cope with
this situation and the extent to which
nursing-home staff are trained to understand
the difficulties and maintain as much privacy
and dignity for the elderly person as possi-
ble. For example, I know that although there
is an increase in the number of male nurses
working in institutions, many elderly women
are very uncomfortable with the possibility
of being showered by a male.

Allan complains that so much of the
research into social networks in later life
focuses on the impact of various types of
infirmity, whereas there is little research that
involves monitoring change in social net-
works per se. We need to understand how
people cope as members leave their net-
works, through divorce, relocation, or death,
and the extent to which other network
members change their roles, or new net-
work members come in to replace those who
have left. As people become more infirm, of
course, the potential for meeting new net-
work members probably decreases.

In their discussion of relational mainte-
nance, Canary and Dainton emphasize that
maintenance can occur at multiple levels,
including at the network and cultural levels.
They argue that we know little about how
people use social networks in helping them
to maintain their relationships, although we
do know that women tend to discuss their
relationships with friends more than men
do. We also need to understand how cul-
tures (and perhaps subcultures) function
to promote or to play down the impor-
tance of maintenance activities. The mar-
riage enrichment movement, for example,
puts a lot of emphasis on maintenance
activities and working on relationships and
aims to provide couples with skills for deal-
ing constructively with the issues in their
relationships.

Although the research of the last 2 or
more decades has increased our understand-
ing of a range of relationships and rela-
tionship processes, there is still much to
learn. I would join with Charania and Ickes
in emphasizing the “benefit of obtaining

multiple perspectives, through multiple
methods.” As I have emphasized elsewhere
(e.g., Noller & Feeney, 2004), we need data
about behavior, about cognition, and about
emotional reactions. We need to choose
methods that will answer the research ques-
tions we are raising and to remember with
Charania and Ickes that “every research
method has at least some limitations,” even
observation. We also need to use more rep-
resentative samples and stop assuming that
19- and 20-year-olds are the experts on love
and relationships. They are not. As Charania
and Ickes note, citing Sears (1986):

Social psychologists have saturated the
research enterprise with unrepresentative
findings having only limited generality
through their many studies of college
students who are tested in laboratory
situations.

We must resolve to do better by using more
representative samples and multiple meth-
ods so that we really can increase our under-
standing of close personal relationships and
the important ways they function in our
lives.
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Yllö, K., 473 , 474 , 479, 563 , 576

Yoder, J. D., 274 , 291

Yokopenic, P. A., 56, 66

Yoshimoto, D., 308, 380, 383

Yoshimura, S. M., 474 , 475 , 479

Yoshioka, M. R., 535 , 555

You, H. S., 702 , 708

Young, A., 301, 309

Young, A. M., 126, 130

Young, L., 704 , 706

Young, L. E., 548, 554

Young, L. J., 596, 601, 612 , 614

Young, M. J., 524 , 531

Youngblade, L. M., 186, 190

Young-DeMarco, L., 535 , 554

Youniss, J., 178, 179, 190, 195 , 196, 209

Yovetich, N. A., 627, 628, 634

Yu, G., 600, 614

Yum, Y. O., 731, 739, 743

Yung, Y., 492 , 496, 695 , 704 , 706

Zacks, E., 299, 312

Zaguidoulline, M., 732 , 740

Zajonc, R. B., 602 , 614

Zand, D., 296, 311

Zarit, S. H., 222 , 225

Zayas, V., 240, 250

Zdaniuk, B., 755 , 762

Zeanah, C. H., 101, 110

Zechmeister, E. B., 62 , 63 , 71

Zeifman, D., 203 , 207, 252 , 256, 259, 271

Zeki, S., 596, 601, 602 , 606, 607, 609

Zelley, E., 737, 741

Zelley, E. D., 734 , 740

Zembrodt, I. M., 298, 312

Zettel, L., 218, 226

Zietlow, P. H., 106, 109, 136, 155 , 448, 462

Zimmer-Gembeck, M., 201, 209

Zimmermann, J. G., 485 , 486, 499

Zuckerman, A., 148, 150, 238, 247, 344 , 346, 432 , 440

Zuckerman, M., 234 , 250, 647, 651

Zumtobel, D. C., 446, 459

Zuravin, S. J., 569, 572

Zuroff, D. C., 79, 87

Zvonkovic, A., 166, 173



Subject Index

AAMC (American Association of Marriage
Counselors), 745

AAMFT (American Association for Marriage and
Family Therapy), 15 , 746

abandonment, felt by children after divorce, 166

ABC (Affect, Behavior, and Cognition), 355

abstinence standard, 468, 776

abuse
within same-sex relationships, 303

victims remaining in relationships, 626

abused women. See also violence
enduring abuse at home, 685

remaining in marriages, 732

abusive relationships, 65 , 626

accelerated group of stepfamilies, 169

acceptance
major strategies employed by IBCT to promote, 751

to rejuvenate a relationship, 729

accessiblity of disclosures, 412

accommodation
forms, 734

life cycle model, 143

life events model, 143

models, 141–142

Piagetian ideas of, 674

responding to a partner’s anger or criticism, 262

in response to life events, 144

as a response to unprotected extradyadic sex, 544

accommodative factors, 142

accumulational model, 167

accuracy
co-residing with bias, 362

as an independent construct from bias, 358

relatively independent from bias, 359

acknowledgement and display of distress, 253

acquaintances, forming first impressions of, 15

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), 540

acquired immunity, 389

acrimony, co-parenting without, 160

ACTH (adrenocorticotropin hormone)
half life of, 389

increasing with negative behaviors, 395

providing information about HPA activation, 388

releasing into the bloodstream, 387

wives’ levels of, 398

activation of the attachment system, 253

active engagement, 506

active/constructive behaviors, 237

active/destructive behaviors, 237, 238, 734

activities, displaced once people go online, 714

actor effect
in APIM, 78, 83

in SRM, 77

Actor–Partner Interdependence Model. See APIM
actual thought-feeling entries, 61

actuarial data, behavioral signs and, 581

adaptive problems, 371

adaptive relationship behaviors, 42

adaptive relationship-relevant acts, 626

adaptive significance, 221

Add-Health. See National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health

adjustment
patterns of divorced persons, 162–163

problems after divorce, 162

Admixture/Commingling Analysis, 92

adolescence
accumulating stressors, 194

age groups categorized as, 192

age markers for, 191

82 8



subject index 82 9

attachment perspectives of, 194

attaining more autonomy, 783

close peer relationships, 195

close relationships in, 195–204

cognitions about relationships, 777

concepts of friendship, 195–196

conflicts between friends, 196

developing sexual standards and attitudes, 777

family relationship distress and depression in, 316

friendships, 104 , 195–198

future research on personal relationships of, 202

interdependency perspectives, 194–195

intimacy with friends, 196

markers of, 192

openness and closedness goals of, 685

partner selection during, 785

personal relationships in, 191–192

as relationship partners, 192–193

relationships during, 193

relationships with friends, 196

role of partner selection in, 200

romantic relationships, 102 , 198–202

same-sex friendships of, 265

selection of friends, 197

adolescent boys, ties with their fathers, 219

adolescents. See adolescence
adrenocorticotropin hormone. See ACTH
adult(s). See also early adults

close relationships, 211–213 , 777

conflict management within dating relationships, 447

family relationship distress and depression in,
315–316

friendships, 103

intimate relationships, 537

loneliness, 492

marital distress and depression in, 315

parent-child relationship, 315–316

proportion living alone aged 75 years or older, 214

proportion married, 214

relationships, 212

romantic love, 465

romantic relationships, 43–46

adult attachment, 43

burgeoning study of, 360

conceptual schemes of, 44

construct validity of, 44

continuum of measures, 44

forms of relationships, 97

gender differences in styles, 276

heterosexual dating samples, 397

investigations into, 371

measuring, 43 , 44

theory and research, 264–266

Adult Attachment Interview, 780

adult children, 489 . See also children
adult identity, forming, 476

adult partner, forming a strong bond with, 373

adult siblings, 101, 214

adult working models, 360

adultery, 541

adult-infant attachment, 372

adverse experiences, depression and, 317

adversity, processes set in motion by, 501

affairs, suspicions of, 474

affect. See also emotional climate
altering through changing behavior, 749

BCT and, 747, 748

EFCT and, 754 , 756

IBCT treatment and, 751

IOCT and, 758, 759

affect codes, 585

affect dialectic, 675

affect-based accounting system, 373

affect/control circumplex, 94

affection. See also responsiveness
coexisting with antagonism, 132

as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

level in a couples’ day-to-day life together, 147

perceived (and actual) loss of, 135

summarizing the emotional climate of a marriage,132

affectional attractions, 616

affectional barriers, 617

affectional expression, 584

affectionate behaviors, 132 , 140

affective associations with experiences, 373

affective disengagement, 158

affective disposition approach, 233

affective experience, 585 , 619

affective processes, 217–218

affective reactions, 589, 615

affective reconstruction, 757, 758, 760

affectivity (emotionality), 233

affiliations
basis of relationships between other mammals, 97

in contemporary society, 666

distinguished from attachment, 97

fundamental need for, 390–393

not based upon feelings of security or separation
anxiety, 97

affinity seeking, 167

African countries
as collectivist, 698

extramarital sex more prevalent than in Asian, 534

African-American lesbians, social class differences
posing problems, 305

agape (selfless love), 468, 598

age
homogenity of friendships, 215

negatively related to IT, 565

segregation, 215

aged family members, caring for, 214

age-graded transitions, 194

agency samples
dominated by intimate terrorism, 558

finding more power assertive violence, 569

men’s IT and women’s VR and, 562

agency stressor, 396

agency versus structure, 334

agenda building phase of conflict discussion, 452

aggression, association with sexuality, 279

aggressive boys and their friends, 181

aggressive children, 182

aging individuals. See elderly
agitation-related emotions, 244

AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome), 540

alcohol abuse
among men after divorce, 161

as a correlate of IPV, 567

algorithm for deciding whether to reveal hidden
information, 422

alternative attractions, 616, 622

alternative disclosure message strategies, 420

alternative emotional relationships, 704

alternative quality, accounting for, 622



830 subject index

alternative relationship practices, 304

alternatives
as a cause of commitment, 623

cognitively derogating tempting, 627

lack of as an external barrier to dissolution, 732

perceived quality of, 124

Altman, interest in self-disclosure, 24

altruistic lies, 523 , 526

ambiguity
of communication, 340–343

strategic, 341

tactics increasing to minimize a perceived threat, 729

ambivalent spouses, 587

ambivalent wives, 587

American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy
(AAMFT), 15 , 746

American Association of Marriage and Family
Counselors, 746

American Association of Marriage Counselors
(AAMC), 745

American college students, love experiences, 605

American Couples study
breakup rates of same-sex couples versus

heterosexual, 297

extensive survey data on thousands of couples, 274

homosexual men having the greatest number of
sexual partners, 37

results of, 283

as a turning point in research on lesbian/gay
relationships, 293

American soldier, importance of peer relationships, 15

American undergraduate students, articles based on
declining, 22

Americans, attitudes in regard to same-sex couples, 294

analytic methods, application of new, 74

androstadienone, exposure to, 398

Andrus Study of Older Adult Friendship Patterns, 215 ,
218, 219

anger
associated with a decline in marital quality, 509

as a barometer of attachment security, 372

as a basic emotion, 369

of despair, 372

as a discrete emotion system, 370

of hope, 372

lay people conceptualizing, 378

in response to disrupted attachment, 372

Angry Associates co-parenting style, 101, 164

angry retreat, response to unprotected extradyadic sex,
544

animal literature, link between family distress and child
depression from, 317

Annual Review of Psychology, 16, 113

Annual Review of Sociology, 113

antagonism. See also conflict(s)
effect on marital satisfaction, 133

as a key predictor of marital satisfaction, 132

predicting divorce in some couples, 144

summarizing the emotional climate of a marriage,132

antagonistic behaviors
predictive utility of, 138

remaining steady in marriage, 142

resulting from factors other than a lack of skills, 138

antagonistic cooperation, 506

antipathetic relationship, 182

Antisocial Acts maintenance strategy, 730

antisocial friendships, 181, 182

antisocial intimate terrorists, 564 , 566

antiviolence interventions, 303

anxiety
basic needs for intimacy triggering, 638

from conducting an extradyadic sexual affair, 540

over relationships, 43

perceived loss of power triggering, 379

anxiety-provoking suspension bridge, 603

anxious attachment, 252 , 360, 438

anxious jealousy, 542

anxious participants, 257

anxious people
intensifying conflict, 262

overinvolvement with partner’s problems, 261

self-devaluing manner, 257

anxious-ambivalent attachment style, 43 . See also
preoccupied attachment style

clinging to the relationship, 543

jealousy and, 543

tendency to be unfaithful, 539

anxious-ambivalent children, 101

anxious-ambivalent individuals
desirability of the partner and, 604

high levels of negative affect, 372

as more empathically accurate, 438

sexual competence and, 44

anxiously attached adolescents, 265

anxiously attached individuals
ambivalent reaction toward support seeking, 260

experiencing intense bouts of anger, 263

hyperactivating sex-related worries, 263

prone to jealousy, 264

sexual experience of, 778

APIM (Actor–Partner Interdependence Model), 78,
83

application of HLM to dyadic data, 83

combining with a standard HLM for individuals, 85

estimating using HLM, 83

appetitive system
analogous to the approach system, 235

distinct process for, 240

fostering positive experiences in relationships, 240

highly activated leading to poor relationship
outcomes, 246

appreciation, creating a climate of, 263

approach and avoidance dimensions, 246

approach and avoidance orientations
influencing relationships, 240

linking to relationship processes and outcomes,
239–245

approach commitment, 625

approach dimension, 236

approach intimacy regulation process, 649

approach motivations, 233 , 241

approach orientation, 234 , 235

approach system, 232 , 239, 242 , 782

Approach Temperament, 234

approach tendencies, 239

approach-based motives
impacting relationships, 242–243

predicting less loneliness, 237

approach-oriented individuals
biased to perceive positive cues, 234

reporting greater happiness, 234

AR (Authority Ranking) model, 96

Archer, Richard, 411

archival methods
least likely to be biased by the subjects’ reactions to

the researcher, 60



subject index 831

studying violent inter-spousal relationships, 65

trade-offs confronted by researchers using, 60

arguing phase of conflict discussion, 452

Argyle, Michael, 21

Aristotle
concerns of, 28

similarity fosters friendship, 28

writings on friendship, 13

Aron, Art, 24 , 28

Aronson, E., gain-loss studies, 16

arousal at time of meeting the partner, 603

arousal model of interpersonal intimacy, 639

arousal-attraction effect, 603

arousal-interaction-feedback cycles, 639

arranged marriages
versus free-choice matches, 700

love assumed to grow out of, 699

preferred in India, 698

Asian nations as collectivist, 698

ASQ attachment scales, 93

assertiveness as a response to unprotected extradyadic
sex, 544

assessment devices, studying relationship satisfaction,
580

assessments, timing of a single, 135

assimilation, Piagetian ideas of, 674

assistance, family gerontology literature focusing on,
218

associations
friendships as, 103

satisfaction with, 38

associative friendships, 103

assortative mating, 14

assumptions, 750

Assurances maintenance strategy, 730

asymmetry of control, 104

asynchronous co-ordination of everyday activities,
720

asynchronous nature
of email, 720

of the internet, 710

attachment, 599 . See also complementarity hypothesis;
personality traits

adult male/female, 599

approaches, 42–45

basis of relationships between other mammals, 97

beginning as an interactive process, 437

behavioral system, 251, 252 , 607

biased outcomes associated with, 362

to children, 560

classification, 362

differences related to patterns of sexual mating,
465

dimensions, 45

disruption, 372

distinguished from affiliation, 97

dynamics, 264

equating with companionate love, 599

experiences, 360, 431

fears, 755

histories, 186

hypotheses pertaining to, 125

insecurity, 253

as an interactive process, 436–437

issues, 780

love as, 607

mechanisms, 397

moderating maintenance processes, 737

motivation, 98

perspectives of adolescence, 193 , 194

processes, 397

schemas, 253

schemata, 431

schemes, 43

stability of, 780

status as a determinant in later partner selection,
432

working models of, 779

attachment anxiety, 252

accounting for, 254

during flirtation and dating, 256

as a predictor variable, 85

reacting to threats, 257

shaping self-disclosure, 258

toward a group, 266

attachment avoidance, 252

associated with low levels of self-disclosure, 258

associated with “mate poaching,” 264

during flirtation and dating, 256

attachment figure, social support not compensating for,
487

attachment relationships
of adults, 97

components of, 203

establishing secure, 97

attachment security, 436

assisting partners in coping effectively, 264

association with relationship satisfaction, 262

attenuating negative reactions to out-groups, 266

as a causal condition for partner choice, 777

consolidating a relationship-specific sense of, 261

involved in satisfaction of sexual needs, 263

link with sensitive caregiving, 261

more marital intimacy, less ambivalence, and
stronger cohesion, 262

negatively associated with demand-withdrawal, 262

positive association with perceived quality of dating
relationships, 258

promoting a sense of, 252

related to sexual satisfaction, 778

related to the formation of a climate of appreciation,
263

of teens with respect to parents and peers, 56

attachment styles, 43 , 252–253 , 437

in adulthood, 221

affecting individuals response to, 543

affecting universal properties, 126

associated with distinct patterns of cognition, 45

change in, 43

conceptualizing, 252

correlates and sequelae of, 43

developed by children, 537

differences in response to unrequited love, 604

displayed by children, 97

finer distinctions of, 43

formed during early interactions with primary
caregivers, 253

impact on adults’ experiences of love, 778

influencing perceptions of behavior, 436

jealousy and, 543

knowledge structures and information processing
styles, 42

measurement of, 780

molding a more secure, 46

perceptions of a relationship partner’s, 261

predicting adaptation to nonrelational stressors, 44



832 subject index

attachment system
affected by a relationship partner’s behavior, 265

chronic activation of, 254

flirtatious interactions and first-dates activating, 256

humans born with, 537

model of, 253

strategies of, 253–254

attachment theory, 754 , 777–780

basic concepts of, 251–254

continuities from one relationship to another for
children, 185

EFCT, 754

emotional bonds, 251

espoused by eminent scholars, 23

explaining individual differences, 45

extended into the adult years, 221

extended to inter-group relationships, 266

extending to adult love, 596

focus on relational processes, 773

human relationships security, 97

jealousy and extradyadic sexual relationships,
537–538

parent–child typologies, 101

promise of, 44

proximate levels of explanation, 538

role of emotions in, 371–373

romantic love and, 607

safety theory, 455

sexuality in close relationships, 465

from a social cognitive perspective, 361

taxonomy of relational schemas, 45

attachment working models, 360–362

effects of, 361

of individuals, 42

influence of, 361

predicting behavior, 362

viewing as rational and optimal constructs, 362

attachment-related biases, 257

attachment-related strategies
affecting commitment to a romantic relationship, 260

contribution to interpersonal processes, 254

explaining the quality of best friendships, 265

influencing the emotional tone of flirtatious and
dating interactions, 256

influencing the management of interpersonal
tensions, 262

quality of romantic relationships and, 254–264

attachment-security hypothesis, 125

attachment-style differences
dating outcomes and, 258

in the process of coping with separation and loss, 256

attachment-system functioning, 252

attentive love, daughters caring for their mothers, 217

attitude similarity
as a causative effect, 18

role in attraction, 16

attitudes
perceived shared, 602

in self-report inventories, 581

attitudinal support for men’s sexual aggressiveness,
474

attraction, 599

categories of, 616

equating with passionate love, 599

excitatory state of, 600

gathering knowledge during the process of, 18

initial, 15 , 602–603

relevance of work on, 15

resting on positive outcomes, 616

to tempting alternatives, 626

attractive appearance, desirable for a sexual
relationship, 470

Attractiveness/Vitality category, 363

attractors to the relationship, 297

attribution theory, 355 , 773

development of, 354

espoused by eminent scholars, 23

attributions, 749

about the behavior of self and other, 200

association with relationship satisfaction, 773

in close relationships, 584

for events in a relationship, 41

impact on efficacy expectations, 584

importance for relationship satisfaction, 584

intention and/or causality of a partner’s behavior, 775

of lies, 520

in marital relationships, 438

role in the etiology and maintenance of depression,
774

audio tape recorder, studying naturally occurring
interactions, 59

authoritative parenting, impact on school performance,
701

Authority Ranking (AR) model, 96

autistic couples, 100

automatic nervous system, 386

autonomic activation, loneliness and, 393

autonomic activity, indirect indicators of, 387

autonomous parents, 101

autonomy
as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

for lesbian and gay male couples, 299

maintaining, 414

as a motivation for relationship changes, 193

tension connectedness, 375

available support measures, 431

average effects. See fixed effects
aversion, children observing different relationship

expectations, 183

aversive system
analogous to the avoidance system, 235

distinct process for, 240

regulating negative relationship experiences, 240

strong or highly activated protecting relationships,
246

avoidance
consistent relationship effects documented, 237

deleterious effects of, 243

motives and goals, 241

of the spouse, 547

toward a group, 266

used by children in relating to enemies, 183

avoidance attachment dimension, 465

avoidance commitment, 625

avoidance intimacy regulation process, 649

Avoidance maintenance strategy, 730

avoidance orientation
depicting, 235

with more right prefrontal activation, 234

avoidance system, 232 , 782

from an evolutionary perspective, 239

situations activating, 243

avoidance temperament, 234

avoidance-based motives and situations, 243–244



subject index 833

avoidance-oriented individuals
biased to detect negative cues, 234

reporting greater anxiety, 234

avoidant adolescents, friendship and, 265

avoidant attachment, 254 , 360

avoidant attachment style, 252

jealousy and, 543

less relationship-maintaining behaviors, 543

reporting less disclosure, 643

termination of the relationship and, 528

avoidant children, 101

avoidant couples, 101

avoidant individuals, 778

bored and unengaged, 257

deactivating strategies, 262

desirability of the state of being in love, 604

disinclination to forgive, 263

emotionally detached during sexual activities, 263

hostile attitudes toward relationship partners, 263

low levels of gratitude, 263

maintaining distance from a needy partner, 261

minimizing the experience of negative emotion, 372

nonspecific hostility expressed by, 262

permissive views towards causal sex, 44

presenting themselves in a self-inflated manner,
257

reacting to threats, 257

reluctance to get emotionally involved, 264

reluctant to appraise a romantic partner as a “safe
haven,” 260

sexual experience of, 778

avoidant style of attachment, 43

avoiders, 736

classifying spouses as, 395

demonstrating greater increases in systolic blood
pressure, 395

vs. engagers, 454

awareness, communication processes outside, 340

bachelors, housing designs for, 685

background characteristics in loneliness models, 488

bad lies, 529

bad truths, 529

balance of power
affected by each partner’s dependence on the

relationship, 284

link between power tactics and perceived, 284

in a marriage relationship, 283

tipping in favor of one partner, 284

balance strategy, 730

balance theories, 40

balanced families, 98

bank account model for behaviors, 771

Barlow, John Perry, 711

barrier forces, 616, 617

barriers, 616, 622

to dissolution, 297, 732

relationships with, 739

BAS (Behavior Activation System), 233 , 234

Baseball Model of Health Relationships, 455

battered wives, 784 . See also abuse; violence
battered women’s movement, 567

batterers, motivations of Type-1, 65

Baxter, 25

breakdown, dissolution and/or loss of, 25

Dialectical Theory espoused by, 23

interest in communication, 24

Bayes’s theorem, 359

BCT (behavioral couple therapy), 746 . See also BMT
(behavior marital therapy); CBCT
(cognitive-behavioral couple therapy); IBCT
(integrative behavioral couple therapy)

approaches to treatment, 748–749

average effect size of, 752

basic concepts of, 747

clinically significant change, 752

compared to CBCT, 749

compared to IOCT, 759

empirical support for, 752

patterns of change of couples in, 753

strong emphasis on the present, 748

befriending program in the UK, 222

behavior(s), 276

association with attributions, 438

BCT and, 747, 748

EFCT and, 754 , 755

enacted by relational partners to sustain a
relationship, 729

IOCT and, 757, 758

known to produce unpleasant affect, 238

marital typologies focusing on differences in, 99

meaning for partners, 773

reflecting greater relationship orientation of women,
277

related to satisfaction, 582

used for maintenance, 730

veridical descriptions of, 581

Behavior Activation System (BAS), 233 , 234

behavior proximal times, 55

behavioral activation system. See approach system
behavioral and cognitive interdependence, 62

behavioral characteristics in prevention-focused states,
244

behavioral conceptualizations of intimacy, 639

behavioral concordances, among young children and
their friends, 180

behavioral contracts, couples developing, 748

behavioral correlates of relationship satisfaction, 582

behavioral couple therapists, 747, 748

behavioral couple therapy. See BCT
behavioral exchanges, altering, 748

Behavioral Family Intervention (BFI), 321, 774

behavioral feedback loop, 590

behavioral inhibition system. See avoidance system
Behavioral Inhibition System. See BIS
behavioral interaction, 92

behavioral jealousy, 542

behavioral marital therapy. See BMT
behavioral models

CBCT building on, 749

focusing on positive and negative behavior, 137

replaced by more integrative approaches, 24

behavioral perspectives, models based on, 746–753

behavioral processes in middle and late adulthood,
218–219

behavioral relationship maintenance phenomena,
627

behavioral skills interventions, 42

behavioral strategies, unconsciously initiated, 361

behavioral tradition, 148, 580

behavioral variables vs. cognitive, 42

behaviorally-oriented interventions, 752–753

behavior-exchange procedures, 748

beliefs, about the role of sexuality, 468
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belongingness
as a key universal human motive, 27

as the opposite of loneliness, 486

benefit, 39

benign attributions, 512

bereaved individuals, 433

Berg, John, 411

Bernard, Jessie, 14

Berscheid, Ellen, 21

devoting 1994 Annual Review to relationship
cognition, 21

interest in the topic of physical attractiveness, 24

most frequently cited 1990s scholar, 23

reflection on trends in the field (1985), 22

Berscheid, G. W., 17

best friendships, maintained across the college
transition, 198

best methods, 27

between group effect size, 761

between-sex effects, 275

BFI (Behavioral Family Intervention), 321, 774

bias
co-residing with accuracy, 362

demonstrations of, 359

in hypothesis testing, 74

as an independent construct from accuracy, 358, 359

in perception or interpretation, 590

Big 3 traits, 233

Big 5 traits, 233

bimodality, 92

Binet, 603

binuclear family, 163

biological basis of romantic love, 599–602

biological concomitants of social behaviors, 385

biological determinants of certain aspects of mating
psychology, 37

biological parent style of stepfathers, 169

biological performance across time, 391

biological samples, timing of, 389

biological taxonomy, 91

biology
of love, 596

of passionate love, 599–601

bipolar conceptualization of dissatisfaction and
satisfaction, 587

births outside marriage, levels of, 665

BIS (Behavioral Inhibition System), 233

measures of, 234

reflecting general anxiety, 234

restraint and behavioral inhibition of, 234

bisexual individuals
centrality of intimate relationships to the lives of, 293

drastically understudied in relationship research, 294

in heterosexual relationships, 305

relationship experiences of, 304

bland emotional climate, 132

Blau, 17

blissful beginning portion, 139

blood draws, allowing for repeated, 389

blood pressure
as a cardiovascular parameter, 387

as a marker of disease risk, 391

reactivity to disagreements, 388

blood vessel constriction, 387

BMT (behavior marital therapy), 320 . See also BCT
(behavioral couple therapy)

based on social exchange principles, 772

developed into CBCT, 774

promoting increased marital happiness, 772

as a treatment for marital discord, 321

body focused sex versus person focused, 469

bonds, 161. See also committed pair bond; interpersonal
bond; intimate partner bond; pair bond; partner
bond; secure attachments

borderline/dysphoric intimate terrorists, 564

Boston Couples Study, 273

Boston Dating Couples Study, 470

Boston Longitudinal Dating Study, 411

Bott tradition, 659

boundary variables in meta-analysis, 63

Bowen Family Systems Therapy, 745

Bowlby
attachment theory, 23 , 251, 266, 371

developmental theory, 360

emphasizing empathy and emotional sensitivity,
437

theory applied to adult romantic relationships, 371

Bradbury
attribution theory espoused by, 23

interest in the topic of relationship development, 24

marital interaction and satisfaction, 24

brain
activity associated with looking at the beloved, 601

chemicals implicated in bonding, 601

damage incapacitating emotions, 357

functioning of individuals with different
temperament orientations, 234

heterosexual and homosexual evolution of
development, 37

systems for courtship, mating, reproduction and
parenting, 599

breakups
explaining the elevated depressive symptoms of

adolescents, 201

of heterosexuals and same-sex couples, 297

predicting for newly dating couples, 85

predictor in gay relationships, 125

women’s commitment as a predictor, 125

Brickman’s dialectical model, 20, 616, 619–620, 625

Brief Strategic Therapy, 745

Britain
decline in the number of marriages, 703

Hindu community in, 700

Muslim populations in, 699

British Asians, marriages frequently arranged, 699

broaden and build cycle of attachment security, 253

buddies, siblings classified as, 102

buffering effects of social support, 392

buffers in Victorian houses, 680

bullying, 184 , 783

bully-victim relationships, 184

Burgess, Ernest, 14

Buss
interest in dating and mate selection, 25

jealousy, 25

in the set of the top 20 most eminent scholars, 23

Buunk
associated with interdependence theory, 23

jealousy, 25

Byrne, Donn
eminence on the 1990s list, 23

model linked with classical conditioning, 16

as the most eminent 1970s scholar, 16

representation study by, 18–19
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Canada as individualistic, 698

Canadians, compared to Croatians in regard to
loneliness, 492

Canary, 25

capitalization, 422

car ownership analogy of relational maintenance, 735

cardiovascular disease, associated with depression, 314

cardiovascular function, research on social ties
emphasizing, 390

cardiovascular indices, 387, 389

cardiovascular reactivity-disease link, 388

cardiovascular system, measurement of, 387

Cards/Letters/Calls maintenance strategy, 730

Card-Sort Problem-Solving Procedure, 92

caregivers, 45 , 222 , 607

caregiving
behavioral system, 607

in couple relationships, 778

as a determinant of intimacy, 644

examining, 222

family gerontology literature focusing on, 218

to frail or ill aged relatives, 219

in romantic relationships, 261

caretakers, siblings classified as, 102

caring days, 748

cascade model of divorce, 137

casual contacts, 430

casual friendships, 103

casual sex
acceptance of, 468

men with a stronger tendency toward, 537

casual siblings, 102

categories, representing true discontinuities, 92

cathartic (need relief), rational for violence, 569

caudate activation, correlated with scores on the PLS,
601

caudate nucleus, motivation and goal-oriented
behaviors, 601

causal attributions, 41, 432

causal conditions, 119

causal explanations, 355

causal loops, 590

causal modeling techniques, 53

causal power, attributing, 711

causal relations, among variables, 52

causal theories, 343

causality, over the long-term, 36

causes, proximate, 36

CBCT (cognitive-behavioral couple therapy), 747,
749–751. See also BCT (behavioral couple
therapy); IBCT (integrative behavioral couple
therapy)

approaches to treatment, 750

basic concepts of, 749–750

effect size of, 753

efficacious as BCT alone, 753

emphasizing the present relative to the past, 750

empirical support for, 752–753

problematic cognitions, 774

teaching partners to monitor cognitions, 750

CBFI (Cognitive Behavioral Family Intervention), 321

CCET (Couples Coping Enhancement Training), 510

census-type demographic data, impact of divorce on
suicide, 60

centenarians, Swedish more lonely than in Georgia,
USA, 492

centering as an issue in HLM, 79

centrality of personal networks, 659

centrifugal analogues, 732 , 733

centrifugal forces, 739

centripetal analogues, 732–733

centripetal factors, 739

Chaikin, Alan, 411

challenge and stress, strengthening commitment, 625

characteristics, typing relationships based on, 93

chastisement of wives, 569

chastity, 470

child abuse, 569

child deviance, 319

child support, 160

childbirth
nonmarital, 121

as a public event, 678

childcare, 281

child–caregiver bonds, 43

childhood
negative relational experiences from, 217

reframing negative relationship experiences
from, 777

relationships in early and middle, 177–187

shaping needs and desires for attachment, 490

childhood friendships
behavioral hallmarks of, 180

developmental implications of, 181–182

homophiles existing in, 181

quality of, 182

selecting, 181

children. See also adult children; school-aged children;
stepchildren

adult living at home, 214

assessment of their parents’ conflict, 447

attachment style developed by, 537

attracted to similar children, 181

cognitions about relationships, 777

continually validating common interests, 179

couple conflict detrimental to, 450

of depressed parents, 314

difficulty adapting to parental remarriage, 166

distress and depression in, 316–317

documenting the social competencies of, 178

effects of divorce on, 786

enemies of, 182–184

families of depressed, 317

family relationship distress and depression in, 316

forming close relationships, 62

friendship formation, 179

friendship homophiles among, 178

history of friendships among, 181

with an insecure attachment style, 316

interacting with friends, 180

as an internal barrier to dissolution, 732

learning gendered ‘emotion rules,’ 378

linking two households, 163

multiple sets to support, 164

number with friends, 180

obtaining data from, 64

openness and closedness goals of, 685

peer nominations by, 58

perception of friends, 179

power and control in peer relationships, 783

quasi-relationships among, 184–185

reasons for disliking others, 182

relations among relationships, 185

relationships, 178
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children (cont.)
restricted away from community settings, 682

sharing family time in common living spaces, 681

similarity of friends, 180–181

solitary activities of, 786

study of friendships of, 177

studying, 64

as the top issue for remarried couples, 448

use of violence to control, 569

using to support control, 560

violence toward siblings and parents, 569

Children’s Perceptions of Interparental Conflict Scale,
447

China
parents expecting to live with married sons, 700

partner choice negotiated in urban, 699

chosen families
of close friends, 304

high value placed on by sexual minorities, 299

Christensen, 24

chronic perceived regard, 85

chronic prevention focus, 239

chronic stress, cortisol and, 388

circumplex models, 94 , 98

circumstances, habituating to new, 375

citation
analysis of eminent contributors, 16

indices as a measure of visibility, 12

scores for scholars writing chapters, 23

civil unions, dissolving, 299

CL (Comparison Level), 536

CLalt (Comparison Level for Alternatives), 536

Clark, 25

client’s attachment style, 265

clinical depression, 314

clinical psychology, 746

cliques in a network, 659

close, romantic relationship. See communal
relationships

close relationship networks, 213–216

close relationship scholarship, 212

close relationships, 192 , 194

acquisition of skills, 197

in adolescence and early adulthood, 195–204

advances in research on mid- and late-life, 221–223

among younger and older children, 177

attributions in, 584

characteristics and dynamics of, 212

consequences of lies in, 526–529

defining, 517–519

desire to continue, 518

in early and middle childhood, 187

emotion as the currency of, 371

emotion in theories of, 369–381

forming and maintaining across cultures, 698–700

good and bad feelings accumulated in, 373

history of research before the 1960s, 13–14

history of research on adult, 211–213

impacting health processes, 388

interplay between the emotional and sexual aspects
of, 470

long-term quality of, 62

lying and deception in, 81, 517–523 , 530, 775

mental disorders and, 315

in middle and late adulthood, 219–221, 223

negative interactions in, 221

norms encouraging cooperation in, 770

outside the family emerging for toddlers, 177

overview of satisfaction in, 580

paradox of, 433

partners interacting frequently, 518

persistence of, 25

principles about, 518

problematic, 220

progression of, 410

recurring descriptors of, 518

referents for, 518

reservoir of knowledge about each other, 518

sexuality in, 463–477

social control and, 435–436

social support and, 429–440

stage theories of, 376–377

study of, 63

studying narratives in, 336

theoretical perspectives in the study of, 46

types of theories of,
Close Relationships (publication), 23

closedness in family relationships, 786

closeness. See also intimacy
experimental induction of, 399

as independent of emotional content, 194

indicators of, 517

manipulating feelings of, 399

meaning of, 517

overlapping with intimacy, 598

tightly linked with love, 599

cluster analysis, 92

CMC (Computer Mediated Communication)
among dyads fitting specific tasks, 709

direct and autonomous nature of, 719

ending relationships, 720

with friends and family, 719

maintaining relationships, 719

placing in broader social contexts, 710

strong and weak tie relationships, 720

cobras, 564

cognition(s), 276 . See also perceptions
associated with marital relationships, 42

BCT and, 747, 748

causing changes in behavior, 774

causing maladaptive relationship behavior, 41

CBCT and, 749–750

changes in friendship expectations, 179

during conflict discussions, 452

at different levels of analysis, 773

EFCT and, 754 , 756

as an essential determinant of relationships, 97

importance of during critical periods, 729

interpersonal contributing to individual differences,
259

intertwined with emotions, 357

in intimate relationships, 354

involved in couple relationship functioning, 749

IOCT and, 757, 758

in liking behavior, 40

predicting relationship quality, 45

reflecting greater relationship orientation of women,
276–277

relationship to behavior, 747

serving to maintain a relationship, 734

studying the content of, 584

cognitive abilities within friendships in early
adulthood, 196

cognitive and affective properties of commitment, 629
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cognitive approach to loneliness, 488–491

cognitive aspects of social support, 434

cognitive behavior theory, 773

cognitive behavioral approaches, 40–42 , 45

cognitive behavioral couple therapy, 40, 42

Cognitive Behavioral Family Intervention (CBFI), 321

cognitive behavioral models, 42

cognitive content, clinical researchers focusing on, 41

cognitive context for maintenance activity, 729

cognitive distortions in satisfied relationships, 584

cognitive interventions
adding to BFI, 774

exploring the efficacy of, 752

used with behavioral interventions, 753

cognitive jealousy, 542 , 543 , 544

cognitive maneuvers, ending a relationship, 628

cognitive miser metaphor, 339

cognitive models of speech comprehension and
production, 339

cognitive openness of secure people, 263

cognitive processes
in middle and late adulthood relationships, 216–217

social support perception and, 431–432

cognitive processing
disclosure as, 421

of promotion-focused people, 242

unconscious and automatic, 356

cognitive relationship maintenance phenomena, 626

cognitive representations of commitment, 629

cognitive resources, acting to conserve, 339

cognitive restructuring strategies in CBCT, 751

cognitive revolution in psychology, 353

cognitive scheme, guiding behavior in social
relationships, 105

cognitive scripts, 93

cognitive structure, 41

cognitive theorizing, 339

cognitive variables
associated with relationship satisfaction, 776

versus behavioral variables, 42

role in understanding relationship satisfaction,
584–585

cognitive-affective phenomena, 629

cognitive/affective standards, 363

cognitive-behavioral couple therapists, 750

cognitive-behavioral couple therapy. See CBCT
cohabitation

as an alternative form of marriage, 122

beliefs about, 777

changes in dating and mate selection, 122–123

differences from marriage, 122

differentiating types of, 122

effect, 451

growth of, 665

ill effects of, 122

probability after dissolution of first marriage,
165

recent reviews devoted entirely to, 114

relationships increasingly formed, 121

as similar to singlehood, 122

stage of relationship development, 448

as a stage toward marriage, 122

unmarried, 489

without any agreed upon long-term plans, 102

cohabiters, likely to be physically abusive, 448

cohabiting couples
distinguishing between, 102

modifying intervention and prevention programs to
better serve, 456

special circumstances faced by, 456

cohabiting relationships, sex more frequent than in
marital relationships, 467

coherence as an interaction function, 338

cohesion as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

cohesiveness, 623

cohesiveness model. See Levinger’s cohesiveness model
cohousing communities, 687

coital behavior, 464

coital frequency. See sexual frequency
collective intelligence, world at one with, 711

collectivism in eastern cultures, 644

collectivist cultures, 698, 702

college education, marriage rates for women obtaining,
122

college students
affiliating with friends, 198

attitudes about premarital sexuality, 468

distancing themselves from friends from home, 198

distinctive demographic variables, 53

literature on, 192

speech events experienced by, 336

Collins and Read hierarchical model. See hierarchical
model

collusion, 521

colonial era (mid-1600s), engagement within homes
and communities, 678–679

colonial housing
involving large numbers of households and

community members, 678

offering an architecture of accessibility, 678

comforting, practical management of, 25

commission, lies of, 521

commitment, 277, 536, 618, 623

as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

bases of, 39

as a consequence of increasing dependence, 618

definitions of, 27

deteriorating, 628

as a determinant of extradyadic sexual involvement,
539

development, 629

dimension contributing to sexual aggression, 473

directions for future research, 629

dispositional influences on, 629

as a dynamic phenomenon, 620

factor structure of potential components of, 623

factors influencing, 277

formal models of, 616–620

gender differences documented in a gay and lesbian
sample, 277

generalizability of phenomena, 626

hypothesized components of, 623

as an independent construct in Rusbult’s model, 623

integrating with interdependence, 39

interaction with psychological threat in inducing
jealousy, 629

as an internal barrier, 732

issues, 456

as a key variable in Rusbult’s model, 620

as a latent dimension of love, 597

lay conception of overlapping with love, 598

to marriage, 624

motivational and behavioral consequences of, 629

as a multifaceted concept, 39



838 subject index

commitment (cont.)
not a unidimensional construct, 629

patterns of change in, 629

as a power disadvantage, 284

predicting, 734

predicting later relationship status, 623

presumed causes of, 623

as the primary force in relationships, 536

psychological experience of, 618

relationship maintenance phenomena and, 626–627

reliably predicting persistence, 623

to a romantic relationship, 260

safety in, 455

as a significant predictor of relationship breakup, 40

social scientists dedicating themselves to the study
of, 615

to spouse, 624

strengthened by challenge and stress, 625

strengthened by the integration process, 620

strong predictors of, 124

as the strongest predictor of relational stability, 775

types identified by the tripartite model, 619

types yielding different experiences, 625

as a universal process and predominant topic, 115

commitment level in Rusbult’s investment model, 618

commitment models
associations of components with commitment,

620–623

common features shared by, 616

empirical evidence to support claims advanced in,
623

empirical tests of, 620–626

noteworthy differences among, 623

operational definitions of components, 620

properties shared by, 620

similarities and differences among, 617

commitment processes
contemporary themes in, 629

principles and findings regarding, 626–629

commitment/decision in the Triangular Theory, 598

committed couple, 781

committed individuals, experiencing more jealousy, 536

committed pair bond, 781

common dyadic coping, 504 , 505

common ground for a shift in interpersonal attraction,
179

common house, 687

common interests, affiliations based on, 97

common law marriages, 102

communal love position, 39

communal love theory, 39, 46

communal or helping orientation, 197

communal relationships, 39

emotions most likely to be expressed in, 371

versus exchange relationships, 25

involving implicit considerations of equity or
reciprocity, 40

issues of equity and reciprocity, 783

members of, 39

Communal Sharing (CS) model, 96

communication
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 24

basic properties acknowledged across perspectives,
332

behaviors, 733

as both inherently strategic and primarily automatic,
340

cheerful, polite, and open with a partner, 277

contextual nature of, 345

conveying multiple messages simultaneously, 337

creating structure and constrained by structure, 334

different beliefs about effective women and men’s,
274

difficult to set clear boundaries on, 331

difficulties, 473

of divorcing couples, 100

eminent scholars with training or appointments in,
23

evaluating the effects of, 344

extreme forms of, 710

as indeterminate, 343

interdependence, 332

between the jealous person and his or her partner,
541

as a lens for analyzing personal relationships, 331

with the outside partner, 540

with the partner, 547

patterns, 333

patterns/skills, 567

perspective, 332

perspectives on the study of, 331

as a relational state, 331

between relationship partners, 645

relationship research and, 331–346

scholars as senior authors in the relationships field, 13

strategic ambiguity in, 341

structure and complexity of, 332

widespread desire for long-distance, 712

communication journals, 119

Communication Patterns Questionnaire, 446

communication processes
as both creative and reactive, 335

developing a feeling of closeness between partners,
641

communication skills
taught by behavior therapists, 748

teaching couples, 455

used synonymously with conflict behaviors, 137

Communication Skills Test, 446

Communication Studies, trends in the 1970s, 17

communication training
adding to EFCT, 757

in CCET, 510

communicative acts, 333

communicative functions, 340

communicative practices, 337

communion. See intimacy
communion stressor, 396

Communion subscale in the Sexual Attitudes Scale,
469

communities
as principal places of relationships, 677

standard notions of, 658

community associations of gated communities, 687

community divorce, 160

community embeddedness, 491

community forms, 686, 687

community life, internet eroding the fabric of, 711

community ties, erosion of, 682

companion effects of childhood friends, 181

companionate activities, 435

companionate love, 597, 778

arising from ongoing expansion offered by the
partner, 608
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biology of, 601–602

comprised of a combination of commitment and
intimacy, 599

correspondingly increasing, 604

declining over time, 604

little explicit attention devoted to, 598

companionship, compared to social support, 435

comparative feeling, law of, 374

Comparison Level (CL) in interdependence theory, 38,
536

Comparison Level for Alternatives (CLalt), 536

comparison levels for emotional alternatives, 374

compassionate love as a noteworthy evolving interest,
25

compatibility as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

compatibility researchers, benefiting from the survey
methodology, 55

compatibility-matching services, Internet-based, 55

compensation, leading to enactment of a
complementary relationship, 95

compensatory early involvements, 203

compensatory interaction strategy, 61

compensatory motivation, 185

Competent Loners group of divorced individuals, 163

complement members, 590

complementarity hypothesis, 115 , 125 , 126 . See also
attachment

complementarity of a relationship, 338

complementary hypothesis, 778

complementary relationship, 95

complementary use of problem solving, 508

complexity property of communication, 337–340

complimentary partners, 115

compulsively self-reliant stance, 252

Computer Mediated Communication. See CMC
computer-mediated social support networks, 58

concealment, opportunities for, 521

conceptual confusion, 580

concern with relational outcomes, 518

concerns, rapid disclosure of very intimate, 257

concreteness dimension of resources, 39

conditioning, applying the principles of, 16

conduit metaphor of communication, 341

Conference on Compassionate Love (2003), 25

confirmatory methods, 92–93

conflict(s). See also antagonism; emergent distress
model

as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

antagonistic behaviors during, 137

in cohabiting relationships, 448

conceptualizing, 446

correlates of and risk factors for, 450–452

daily perceptions of, 85

defining interpersonal, 445–446

differential perspectives on, 446

early adults still learning to approach, 196

between friends in childhood and adolescence, 196

interaction patterns, 583

interactions, 771

intergenerational transmission of, 450

in intimate relationships, 561

as a key predictor of marital satisfaction, 132

linking to wanting to test a relationship, 456

marital typology based on, 100

before marriage, 141

in marriage, 448

measuring in couple relationships, 446–447

negative ways of handling, 158

recalling and viewing, 396

with romantic partners in adolescence, 447

separating from commitment issues, 456

styles, 450

subscale of the Interactional Dimensions Coding
System, 447

typologies of, 446

conflict communication
of divorcing couples, 100

in married couples, 771

conflict discussions
comprehensive model for, 452

differential impact of on wives, 395

partner’s thoughts during, 452 , 775

conflict engagers. See engagers
conflict management, 452 . See also demand-withdrawal

pattern
of adolescents with romantic partners, 447

associated with relationship satisfaction, 445

characteristics distinguishing successful marriages,
449

elements of the dynamics of, 20

mechanics of, 452–454

patterns of, 453

by school-age children with friends, 180

skills, 137, 451

styles, 454

conflict resolution
as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

between late-adolescent romantic partners, 201

conflict resolution strategies
effective, 262

less effective, 262

Conflict Tactics Scales, 446

Conflicts and Problem-Solving Scales, 446

conformity oriented families, 99

confrontation, used by neurotics, 507

confronting couples, 101

congruent attachment orientations, 253

conjugal relationships, 661

conjunctive thinking in prevention-focused states, 244

connectedness
establishing between different traditions, 12

tension with autonomy, 375

connecteds marriage category, 100

connivance, 521

conscientiousness, not preventing eventual divorce, 146

conscious pursuit of an ordinary family life frustrated
stepfamilies, 169

consensual families
communication schema, 99

siblings from, 102

consensual sexual behaviors, 473

consensus view of the event’s threat, 503

consensus-sensitive families, 98

consequential-cultural approaches to relationship
research, 335

consistency
imposing on ratings across time, 54

values, 624

consistent cognitions, 40

consistent lack of security, 607

consolidation stage
of a long lasting romantic relationship, 259–262

of a romantic relationship, 255

constraints, 233 , 624 , 666
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constructive accommodations of partner’s
transgressions, 142

constructive versus destructive dimension, 734

constructs of distance, 191

consumers, exhibiting loyalty to given brands, 626

contemporary relationships, 666

contempt, 379

contents of personal relationships, 665

contexts
interdependence of people in, 674

for maintenance processes, 729

notion of, 657

context-target pair, how closely linked in memory,
361

contextual nature of communication, 345

contextual-level factors, affecting loneliness, 491

continua, basic to personal relationships, 374

continuities from one relationship to another, 779

continuous affinity seekers, 167

continuous variables, 589

continuum, relationship satisfaction as, 589

continuum category issue for relationship satisfaction,
590–591

contradictory tensions, relational partners managing,
730

contrasting appraisals, dyadic coping and, 504

control
closeness and equity of, 104

as the defining feature of IT, 559

as an interaction function, 338

of knowledge structures, 354

mutuality, 733

versus representativeness, 53

used by intimate terrorists, 560

control/power dimension for relationships, 104

convenience samples versus non-student, 53

conventional family, 701

conventional network analysis, 664

conversation analysts, 342

conversation oriented families, 99

conversational partners, adapting to each other, 333

conversational responsiveness, 411

conversations
as pathways to behavior change, 181

relationship implication of, 335

timing of a disclosure in, 419

convoy model in a simplified network approach, 430

cooking tasks, sharing, 687

Cooperative Colleagues co-parenting style,101, 160, 164

co-parental conflict, 164–165

co-parental divorce, 159

co-parenting. See also Angry Associates co-parenting
style; Cooperative Colleagues co-parenting style;
Dissolved Duos co-parenting style; Fiery Foes
co-parenting style; Perfect Pals co-parenting style

after divorce, 163–165

keys to positive, 164

styles, 163

coping
constructive ways of, 253

construed as a combination of individual and joint
efforts, 501

contributions to successful made by network
members, 501

with IT violence, 566

with jealousy, 547–548

styles, 507–508

viewing as a social phenomenon, 501

coping strategies, 253

built up over a life time, 220

for jealousy, 547

for stressful and traumatic life events, 421

core relational themes, 371

corporal punishment, 569

correlational and experimental studies, 63

correlational research
correlating partners scores, 77

versus experimental, 52–53

correspondence between degrees of openness in a
lesbian relationship, 297

cortisol
assessing relatively unobtrusively via saliva, 389

as the focus of considerable research, 388

following a diurnal pattern, 388

half life of, 389

increasing with negative behaviors, 395

measuring, 388

multiple influences on immune function, 388

reactivity to stress, 392

stimulating the adrenal cortex to secrete, 387

Coser, Rose Laub, 717

costs
avoiding, 38

experienced as negative feelings, 373

reducing, 735

women more affected by perceived, 540

costs and rewards, exchanged in relationships, 535

countries, diversity of culture within, 697

couple(s)
classifying based on conflict management styles, 454

communication skill not distinguishing satisfied from
dissatisfied, 345

comparing nonviolent, distressed with domestic
violence, 65

conflict discussions, 452

coping effectively with a potentially harmful
relationship lie, 528

coping with infertility, 502

engagement in novel, arousing activities, 263

fluctuations in satisfaction in newly dating, 85

genuine incompatibilities in all, 751

highly affectionate as newlyweds, 138

idealization in, 776

interpretive differences between, 590

number of cohabitating, 122

relation to the larger society, 337

sexuality, 465

sharing experiences across a variety of areas, 640

stuck in a negative pattern of interaction, 590

studying a reasonably large sample of over an
extended period of time, 62

susceptible to conflict, 450

at war, 101

couple behavior, observation of, 580

couple conflict
demand-withdraw pattern of interaction during, 284

destructive as a risk for dissatisfaction and divorce,
449

detrimental to children, 450

developmental perspective on, 447–448

field lacking an integrative theory, 457

frequency of, 448

role of physiology in, 451

understanding, 445–457

couple identity, 624

couple interactions, 582
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couple interventions, managing conflict, 445

couple oriented stepfamily, 170

couple relationships
exercise of power in, 783

high expectations in Western culture, 579

couple therapy. See also marital therapy
based on a social exchange perspective, 772

broad approaches to with empirical support, 746

efficacy of various approaches to, 746

major models of, 745

theoretical and procedural integration in, 760

couple types
contributing to the prediction of maintenance

enactment, 736

identifying to predict the success of mediation, 101

studies of, 437

Couples Coping Enhancement Training (CCET),
510

couple-therapist relationship, 761

courting versus dating for lesbians, 296

courtship(s). See also dating
association between duration of and divorce, 145

continuum, 114 , 116

development as a theme, 114

displays, 600

event-driven, 144

filled with drama, 144

focusing attention on favored individuals, 607

history of couples, 144–145

passionate, 145

period of impression management and idealization,
140

process, 161

relationship-driven, 145

Covenant Marriage, 159

covert conflict, 446

criminal justice system
changes in reaction to domestic violence, 563

reactions differing by gender structure, 563

Croatians, experiencing less loneliness than Canadians,
492

cross-cultural approach, 696

cross-cultural differences
in self-disclosure, 423

societal changes challenging the established, 702

cross-cultural questions, 62

cross-cultural research, 65–66, 695

cross-cultural researchers, 698

cross-cultural studies
of personal relationships, 65

push for, 114

cross-cultural variety in extradyadic sex, 534

crossover process, 502

cross-sectional surveys, 715

cross-sex friendships in adolescence, 197

cross-time connections of relationships, 185

crowded individuals, withdrawing from family
interaction, 684

crowding, inside the home, 684

CS (Communal Sharing) model, 96

cuckolded spouses, not acknowledging extramarital
behavior, 540

cues. See also nonverbal cues
indicating emotional and sexual infidelity, 540

by the prospective disclosure target, 417

role of in falling in love, 603

vigilance increased to threat-related, 254

cultural adaptation, limit to, 684

cultural change, influence on personal relationships,
703

cultural context for maintenance activity, 731–732

cultural criteria, influencing self-disclosure, 423

cultural differences
regarding romantic love, 606

stronger interest in, 596

cultural level, influence on sexual aggression, 474

cultural models, applied to romantic love, 605–606

cultural specificity, 65

cultural systems, loneliness in different, 492

culture(s), 731

defining and distinguishing, 697–698

with different expectations about marriage, 773

effects on of maintenance activities, 787

empirically differentiating, 697

as the forgotten topic in personal relationships,
695–697

forming and maintaining close relationships across,
698–700

influence on parenting, 701

learning from those doing it better, 696

marriage seen as between two families in many, 773

of masculinity and feminity, 563

romantic love across, 605

theoretical reasons for studying relationships across,
696

varying along four dimensions, 697

women and men inhabiting different, 274

culture context for maintenance activity, 729

Cupach, 25

curiosity, motivating conversation, 376

cyberaffairs, 533

cycle in an IT relationship, 566

cynical hostility
of husbands, 396

of wives, 396

Czech transformation from Communism, family stress
during, 703

daily activities, not altered by the internet, 713

daily behaviors, association with satisfaction, 582

daily diary. See also diary
designs, 476

techniques, 20

daily interactions, perceived intimacy of, 424

daily perceptions of relationship conflict, 85

danger signs
in conflict discussions, 455

for marriages, 449

in relationships, 455

dark side of relationships, 25 , 64

Darwin, Charles, 14

DAS (Dyadic Adjustment Scale) score, 315

eliminating positively skewed items from, 580

replacing in marital research, 587

data
analytic techniques, 74

different kinds of, 51

mapping, 55

mining of previously collected, 60

observed directly by the researcher, 59

obtaining from children, 64

reported to the researcher, 58

sources for the era of the 1990s, 23

structures extensively addressed by research
methodologists, 75

types of, 58, 75



842 subject index

dating. See also courtship(s)
after divorce, 166

early initiation into, 466

helping to resolve loneliness, 489

initiation of, 199

sustained interest in topics specific to, 115

dating and mate selection
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

brief history of the study of (1950 to 2003), 114–116

changes in research on, 114 , 116–120

collapsing topic into themes, 119

distribution of articles sampled, 118

domain of research on, 116

increase in attention paid to causal conditions, 125

number of articles published on, 118

research on (1950–2003), 113–127

dating relationships
defining the study of, 116

general properties of, 116

social networks and, 731

dating services, effectiveness of Internet-based, 55

dating stages
acceptability of sex for, 467

of relationship development, 447–448

Davis, Katherine, 14 , 17

de Jong Gierveld loneliness scale, 487

de L’Amour, 595

deactivating strategies, 254

fostering detachment from the former partner, 256

requiring the suppression of emotion, 262

in a romantic relationship, 255

deactivation, generating relational tension and distress,
256

death of a parent, marital quality deteriorating after,
509

deception, 520

attributions of, 520

in close relationships, 775

consequences more substantial for women, 528

contextual features of, 529

as the dark side of close relationships, 529

as a means for accomplishing purposes, 529

questionnaire, 81

deceptive behavior, suspicion of, 524

deceptive communication, 521

decision-making, 675

decisions
about whether or not to disclose, 413

remaining in the relationship, 734

declarative knowledge, 253

declining affection
appearing to forecast divorce, 144

as a precursor of divorce, 135

Declining stepfamilies, 169

Defeated group of divorced individuals, 163

defensive pessimism, 244

degree of clustering in a personal network, 659

delegated coping, 505

deliberative (predecisional) mind set, 360

demand-withdrawal pattern, 334 , 395 , 583 , 747

of conflict management, 453–454

in the context of high affectional expression, 584

during couple conflict, 284

for couples married less than three months, 453

created by prevention-focused people, 244

destructive to relationship stability and satisfaction,
262

linked to the partners’ perception of power, 285

moderated by who chooses the discussion topic, 453

symptomatic of marital dissatisfaction, 334

trait anxiety associated with, 145

varying according to problem issue discussed, 583

denial strategy, 730

denier, husband as a, 507

dense networks of close friends, 661

density of a personal network, 659

department stores, downtown, 680

dependence, 618

as a central structural property of relationships, 617

compared to commitment, 618

as a fundamental property of relationships, 39

growing through two processes, 618

influenced by investment size, 618

influenced by the quality of available alternatives, 618

yielding strengthened commitment, 628

dependence level, 39

dependency
as the basis of all power, 379

jealousy and, 543 , 544

relationships characterized by low, 539

dependency-regulation model, 85

dependent elders, complexities of helping, 219

dependent intimate terrorists, 564 , 566

dependent person, 536

dependent variables, 52

depressed children, families of, 317

depressed individuals
generating stress, 319

propensity to seek negative feedback, 319

depressed mothers
displaying more withdrawn behavior, 316

greater difficulty learning parenting skills, 322

depression. See also major depression
associated with poor physical health, 314

association of negative cognitions with, 774

as a consequence of a partner’s infidelity, 548

costs for family members, 314

defining in the professional community, 314

direct attention to cognitive symptoms of, 322

economic costs of, 314

family distress and, 318–320

family relationships and, 313–323

family-based treatments for, 320

impact on attraction commitment, 629

impacting the likelihood of conflict, 451

increasing among women following divorce, 161

interfering with effective dyadic coping, 508

interventions for, 320–322

of jealous individuals, 547

loneliness and, 393

low levels of self-disclosure and diminished provision
of emotional support, 451

in middle-aged and old married couples, 222

milder forms of, 314

as the most common of all psychiatric disturbances,
314

poor conflict management increases spouses’ risk for,
451

prevalence of, 314

self-propagating processes in, 319

depressive symptomatology, 315

depressive symptoms
in adults, 315

interpersonal stress exacerbating, 319
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reported by children and adolescents, 316

social support associated with lower levels of, 318

strained parent-child relationships, 319

stressful marital or family events and, 319

Derlega, Valerian, 411

derogation of alternatives, 734

descriptive disclosures, 641

descriptive qualities of an intimacy interaction, 643

descriptive statistics, 52

desirability of the other, 602

desirable characteristics, 602

despair, suffering, 213

destiny beliefs, 356

destructive conflict, 449, 450

detached stepfathers, 169

wives of, 169

detached stepmothers, 169

detached stepparents style, 169

deteriorating commitment, model of, 628

deteriorating relationships, disclosure in, 424

determinants of relationships, 93

developmental changes, 136

developmental “crisis” stage of intimacy, 637

developmental framework, predisposition for
depression within a, 317

developmental implications
of childhood enemies, 183

of childhood friendships, 181–182

developmental perspective
on couple conflict, 447–448

importance of, 133–136

developmental processes, across various ethnic groups,
147

developmental progression of childhood friendships,
179

developmental schism, 221

developmental scientists, interest in children’s
relationships, 178

developmental theorists, research on children’s
relationships, 178

diagnostic situations
discerning the strength of commitment, 627

extending beyond relationship maintenance limits,
628

increasing trust, 627

dialectic analyses of relationships, 675

dialectic processes, opposing forces in, 675

dialectical approach
to social aspects of relationships, 677

to understanding relational maintenance, 730

dialectical dilemmas, 413

dialectical model. See Brickman’s dialectical model
dialectical phenomena, 625

dialectical pushes and pulls, emotions as, 375

dialectical tensions
couples managing, 728

of discourses, 344

emotions as, 375–376

dialectical theory
achieving final state or final condition, 344

discussing communication in either-or terms, 344

espoused by eminent scholars, 23

role of emotions in, 374–376

dialectics
overarching personal relationship research, 675

in the study of self-disclosure, 410

dialectic/transactional research, 676–677

dialogue, 334 , 344

diary. See also daily diary
accounts, 56

methods, 335

research, 78

studies, 423

diastolic blood pressure, 387

dichotomous model, 171

different experiences model for women and men, 275

differential experiences per Johnson’s model, 625

differential reproductive strategies, 467

differential socialization, 467

dilution effect, 12

Dindia, 25

direct disclosure messages, 420

direct dyadic stress, 502

direct-conflict couples, 100

disabilities, isolation of people with, 686

disadvantaged neighborhoods, lower levels of trust in,
493

disaffection, 139 . See also disillusionment model
disagreement, different ideas on what constitutes a, 448

disciplines, 12

disciplining, getting in the way of affinity-seeking, 167

disclosers
deciding whether or not to disclose, 422

responses demonstrating concern for, 641

disclosure
as cognitive processing, 421

decision-making, 413–416

in deteriorating relationships, 424

as disinhibition, 421

effectiveness, 412

foreshadowing in a conversation, 419

helpful versus unhelpful reactions by the listener,
422–423

length of, 420

methodological trends and future research in,
423–424

mode, 418

mutuality of, 413

recipient, 417, 422

reducing the negative effects of concealment, 421

setting, 419

skills, 423

targets, 422

timing, 419–420

timing of, 419

trajectories, 412–413

as a transactional process, 416–418

disclosure messages
alternative strategies for, 420

enacting, 418–420

features of, 420

disclosure reciprocity, 418 . See also reciprocity
in naturalistic settings, 410

playing an important role in the acquaintance
process, 641

discomfort with closeness, 43

discontinuity
in marital satisfaction scores, 590

in the perception of a partner, 590

in relationship satisfaction, 589–590

in satisfaction, 589

discourse, inferential/strategic model of, 339

discovered lies, 527–529

discretionary motives, 217
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discussion-task characteristics, influencing physiological
response patterns, 396

disenchantment, occuring from loss of affection, 139

disengaged couples, 101

disengaged friends, 103 , 104

disengaged romances, 102

disengagement in Colonial homes, 678

disequilibrium state, caused by increased intimacy, 639

dishonesty, increased perceptions, 520

disillusionment
addition to the understanding of divorce, 144

foreshadowing divorce, 140

great variation in the extent, 139

understudied as the root of marital distress and
divorce, 139

disillusionment model, 138–140 . See also disaffection
describing change in couples, 143

describing divorced couples, 144

general conclusions about, 139

of marital change, 143

disinhibition. See constraints
Disjointed group of preschool friendships, 103

disjunctive thinking, 242

dismissing, men more likely to be, 277

dismissing attachment style, 43

dismissing children, 101

dismissing parents, 101

dismissing-avoidant attachment, 754

dismissive attachment style. See avoidant attachment
style

dismissive avoidant attachment style, 537

disorientation strategy, 730

dispositional characteristics, 638

dispositional factors, associated with commitment, 40

dispositional influences on commitment, 629

dispositional jealousy, 541

dispositional motivations (approach and avoidance),
241

disrupted attachment history, 542

dissatisfaction
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

antagonistic behaviors reflecting, 138

multiple pathways to, 149

related to observed conflict management, 450

dissatisfied couples, 583

dissimilarity, attraction and, 602

dissolution
multiple pathways to, 149

of same-sex relationships, 298–299

Dissolved Duos co-parenting style, 101, 163

dissonance theory, 40

distancing couples versus engaging, 454

distinctions in typologies, 94

distinctiveness, 202

distinguishable dyad members, 82

distinguishing variable, 82 , 83

distress
down-regulating, 253

predicting marital deterioration, 509

resulting from particular behavioral patterns, 748

sheltering spouses from, 512

distress model, emergent, 137

distressed couples
failing to actively listen, 582

high rate of negative behaviors, 747

range of dysfunctional communicative behaviors, 582

responding to negative affects, 583

distressed partners, responding negatively to negative
affect, 747

distressed relationships
communal love theory and, 46

locating the cause of an untoward event, 438

distress-maintaining attributions, 750

distributive justice, principle of, 735

diverse social convoy, 218

diversity, 697

division of labor. See also family work
marital quality linked to spouses’ beliefs about, 283

in same-sex couples, 282

by sex, 281

sex differences in, 281–282

divorce
adultery as a major causes of, 541

in arranged marriage societies, 700

attitudes, 624

cascade model of, 137

as a common occurrence, 157

dating after, 166

declining affection as a precursor of, 135

dyadic coping and stress as a predictor of, 505

enduring dynamics less useful in predicting, 141

forming new romantic relationships after, 165–166

impairing the relationship between parents and
children, 489

laws, 704

less likely for secure individuals, 262

life course timing of, 160

as a loss of identity as well as social status, 161

model of, 158

motives for, 158

as multifaceted, 158

path to as tortured, 148

poor adjustment to, 162

predictors of, 149

prevention and marriage education programs, 454

prevention programs, 137

process of, 158–161

processes leading to not uniform, 149

providing culturally acceptable reasons for, 158

public and social scientific attitudes about, 157

qualitatively distinct pathways to, 140

as a religious transgression, 161

suicide in Canada and, 60

tied more closely to individual risk factors, 450

typologies, 100–101

variables for predicting, 138

divorce rates
considerable diversity in, 704

high in western countries, 745

in the United States compared to Europe, 157

divorced individuals
adjustment and post-divorce relationships, 161–163

adjustment patterns of, 162–163

differences from married people, 161

tending to remarry quite quickly, 165

Divorced-Early couples, 134

Divorced-Later couples, 134

domain-specific working models, 361

domestic ideology, 681

domestic services, 281

domestic violence, 558

domestically violent men, 65

dominance/power as an interaction function, 338

dopamine, 601



subject index 845

double standard, 468, 535 , 782

as almost built into people’s genes, 36

persistence of, 280

still surfacing in North America, 535

“double-dose” of gender-linked relationship properties,
299

double-shot hypothesis, 547

dual-career families, 99

dual-earner relationships, lesbians and gay men in, 282

dual-earner suburban households, 682

Duck, Steve, 21

breakdown, dissolution and/or loss of, 25

interest in communication, 25

International Conferences on Personal Relationships,
19

“Personal Relationships” five volume series, 19

Duluth Domestic Abuse Intervention Project, 559, 784

Durkheim, E., 13 , 14

dyad(s), 14

data structure, 75

treating as the unit of analysis, 77, 78

dyad members
conducting separate analyses for each “type” or

“class” of, 76

indistinguishable versus distinguishable, 82

strong mutual influences on each other, 53

Dyadic Adjustment Scale. See DAS score
dyadic appraisals, 502–505

dyadic behavior, 77

dyadic coping, 504–505

barriers to, 506–509

directed towards multiple goals, 505

effects of, 505–506

empirical research on, 505–509

expectation level for positive outcomes, 508

impact as a function of marital satisfaction, 506

problematic, 512

process of, 513

unequal benefits of, 506

Dyadic Coping Scale, 505

dyadic data
computing a mean for, 75

data analytic approach used in collecting, 75

HLM with, 81–84

plea for a greater use of, 786

relationships-oriented research involving, 75

treating like data from individuals, 75

dyadic effect. See disclosure reciprocity
dyadic interaction patterns, 333

dyadic level, 502

dyadic relationships
in the context of larger families, 676

extending adult attachment theory and research to,
265–266

in social support research, 432–433

dyadic stress, 502 , 511–513

dyadic support perceptions within families, 434

dyadically meaningful objects on display, 677

dyad-level analyses versus individual, 53–54

dynamic system, 674

dynamical evolutionary psychology, 699

dynamical systems theory, 649

dysfunctional beliefs, 700

dysfunctional communication behaviors, 582

dysfunctional family, 51

dysfunctional relationship beliefs, 700

dystopian writers, 711

early adults. See also adults
accumulations of stressors, 194

age markers for, 191

changes in interactions with friends evident, 197

close friends, 195

close relationships, 195–204

concepts of friendship, 195–196

friendships, 195–198

future research, 202

markers of, 192

as part of a continuous progression, 199

personal relationships, 191–192

as relationship partners, 192–193

romantic relationships, 198–202

romantically uninvolved reporting greater reliance on
friends, 203

spending time with friends and romantic partners,
203

variations in approaches to conflict with friends,
196

early adverse experiences, 317

early affinity-seekers, 167

early childhood, differences between friends and
nonfriends, 180

early dating, 201

early relational experiences, effects in the second half
of life, 219

early suburban era (post 1900), 680–681

Early Years of Marriage (EYM) project, 20

eccrine sweat glands, 387

ecological momentary assessment, 391

ecological restraints, 698

ecological systems model, 313

economic abuse, 560

economic divorce, 160

economic hardship. See also income
connection with marital distress, 142

leading to heightened hostility in marriage, 146

economic pressures, direct effect on marriages, 703

economic providers, men cast as, 281

economic resources, control over, 560

economic situation, change in, 703

economic unit, 160

EFCT (emotionally-focused couple therapy), 746,
753–757, 780

approaches to treatment, 755–756

basic concepts of, 754–755

efficacious in assisting moderately distressed couples,
757

empirical support for, 756–757

enhanced version of, 757

focusing on the current relationship and attachment
issues, 755

highly distressed couples and, 759

identifying characteristics of individual partners,
755

effect size estimates as dependent variables, 63

effectiveness of disclosures, 412

efficacy of a treatment, corroborating, 746

efforts, expending to maintain relationships, 733

egalitarian gender attitudes, wives with, 283

ego identity, 193

ego stagnation state, 213

ego-centered networks, 659–661

egocentric attributions, 584

Egyptian Nubians, relocation from traditional homes,
688
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elderly
as central characters in families, 212

complexity of helping dependent, 219

disliking visiting care givers’ distancing strategies, 686

living alone in suburban houses, 686

maintaining a suburban home, 682

maintaining privacy and dignity, 786

studying, 64

Electric Frontier Foundation, 711

electrocardiogram (EKG), 387

electrodermal response, 387

electronic pagers, signaling participants, 57

EM (Equality Matching) model, 96

email (electronic mail)
ability to be forwarded, 710

analysis of, 58

asynchronous nature of, 720

increasing overall levels of neighborhood contact, 716

as a lean medium, 720

less useful in family relationships, 715

lower social presence of, 709

not allowing for the communication of emotion, 720

potential to fulfill purposes existing in any
neighborhood, 717

strengthening friendships and scheduling more
in-person meetings, 715

embeddedness, 486

emergent distress, 144

emergent distress model, 136–138 . See also conflict(s);
erosion model

as far from complete, 137

of marital change, 143

success of research based on, 137

untenable tenets of, 138

emergent distress perspective, 137

eminence, 17, 24

eminence index
total number of pages as, 23

total number of pages cited as, 16

eminent contributors, identifying and ranking, 16

eminent scholars
identified on both lists, 23

in the late 1990s, 22–25

not employed within the US, 23

emotion(s)
applying prototype theory to specific, 377

changing with stages, 376

as dialectical pushes and pulls, 375

effects on dyadic coping, 508–509

as an essential determinant of relationships, 96

as essential to understanding relationship satisfaction,
586

function in a variety of ways across theories,
as hard-wired “programs,” 370

indices of examined in marital research, 585–586

indispensable to rationality and good
decision-making, 357

intertwined with cognitions, 357

love as, 596, 606

in marital interaction, 371

as motivators of pair-bonding and mate-guarding
behaviors, 370

nonverbal cues intensifying, 645

as power and status signals, 379–380

power shaping, 380

as reactions to specific behavioral interactions, 748

relationship-relevant, adaptive problems and, 370

in relationships, 357–358

signaling shifts in power/status dynamics, 379

as signals, 371, 372 , 375–376

in theories of close relationships, 369–381

triggered by novelty, 375

uncovering laypeople’s cognitive representations of,
378

emotion lay theories, 357

emotion rules, violation of, 378

emotion scripts, 378

emotional abuse as a form of control, 560

emotional acceptance, emphasized by IBCT, 751

emotional attachment, dissolving, 161

emotional bonding in the absence of sexual desire, 470

emotional climate, 132 . See also affect
archetypical, 132

assessing periodically, 134

of marriage, 132–133 , 144–146

emotional closeness as a powerful deterrent to lying,
520

emotional component, adding to social exchange
theories, 771

emotional convergence, 380

emotional dependency
extradyadic sex and, 539

jealousy associated with, 543

emotional dependency family form, 704

emotional depth as a defining element of friendship, 218

emotional dissatisfaction with a relationship, related to
adultery, 539

emotional divorce, 158–159

emotional dynamics, 376

emotional expressions
communicating information, 371

matching preferred modes of, 736

emotional infidelity, 533

evoking feelings of insecurity and threat, 546

more distressing involving a son-in-law, 546

more threatening than sexual infidelity for gay men,
302

versus sexual, 545–547

women more jealous of, 475

emotional information
communication of, 646

deceptions involving, 526, 527

transmitted nonverbally, 646

emotional injuries, relationship problems derived from,
757

emotional investment, 377

emotional involvement, 396

emotional jealousy, 475 , 542 , 543 , 544

emotional loneliness, 486

emotional maturity as a mate characteristic, 275

emotional messages, communicated by nonverbal cues,
645

emotional negativity, measures of, 234

emotional or affective properties, of commitment, 630

emotional positivity, measures of, 234

emotional processes
central role in attachment theory, 778

within family relationships in the second half of life,
217

emotional reactions
increasing focus on in IBCT, 751

transgressions producing, 784

emotional role requirements, 378

emotional sensitivity, 437
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emotional support, 286

emphasized for female friendships in early
adulthood, 197

giving and receipt, 432

offered in a stressful situation, 433

wives as a primary source of for husbands, 286

emotional tone and reactions to flirting and dating, 257

emotional transactions in the negotiation of forgiveness,
379

emotional-approach coping, 508

emotional/evaluative self-disclosure, 646

emotionally-based dimensions, related to extraversion
and neuroticism, 233

emotionally-focused couple therapy. See EFCT
emotion-focused coping assistance, 505

emotion-focused skills, 275

emotion-motivation systems, 599

empathetic accuracy
gender differences in, 63

method for assessing, 437

empathic accuracy, 437

important in the early stages of marriage, 438

in marital interactions, 83–84

model, 729

empathic joining, 751

empathic responding to one’s partner, 507

empathy, 437

empirical keying techniques, 245

empirical relations, among variables, 52

empirical support
for behaviorally-oriented interventions, 752–753

for emotionally-focused couple therapy, 756–757

for IOCT, 759

empiricism, rise of, 14–15

employees, remaining in jobs, 626

employment and income, division of family work and,
281

empty love, 158

enactment of disclosure messages, 418–420

endocrine system, 386

immune system and, 388

measures, 388

outcomes related to loneliness, 393

pathways integral during the stress response, 386

endogamy, principle of, 121

endogenous-change perspectives, 193

enduring characteristics of spouses, 145–146

enduring dynamics model, 140–141

explaining differences among couples, 143

of marital change, 143

enemies
believed to be more hostile than other children, 182

childhood, 182–183 , 184

developmental implications of childhood, 183

friends that have, 186

having as a concomitant of risk in social development
during childhood, 184

with mutual friends, 186

not limited to children with troubled peer relations,
184

as salient in children’s social networks, 177

seen as power-assertive, threatening, and
uncooperative, 182

as similar or different in childhood, 183

enemyships, 178

engagement(s)
changing, 683

creating neighborhood surveillance and safety, 687

in home environments, 684

in a relationship, 675

engagement dialectic
applying to relationships in three U.S. historical

areas, 677–683

centering an analysis of future research needs
around, 683

engagers
vs. avoiders, 454

types of, 736

engaging couples versus distancing, 454

enhanced cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, 760

Enhanced group of divorced individuals, 162

enmeshed couples, 100, 101

enteric nervous system, 386

enthusiastic commitment, 625

entrapment
always involved in IT, 568

feelings of, 624

enumerative assays, 389

environmental aspects of relationships, 676

environmental factors, 760

environments, sought out in accordance with existing
views, 437

environment-sensitive families, 98

epinephrine, 387

dysregulating immune activity, 388

half life of, 389

levels related to marital satisfaction, 398

SAM-activated endocrine output of, 388

epistolary studies, 58

Epstein-Barr virus, 388

equalitarian model of marriage, 283

equality
important to both lesbians and gay men, 284

in lesbian couples, 301

Equality Matching (EM) model, 96

equations in HLM, 80–81

equifinality, 344

equilibrium, emotional mechanisms favoring, 375

equilibrium level, intimacy as, 639

equitable associations, 38

equitable relationship, 38

equitable treatment, 735

equity, 536

analyses, 46

based on the principle of distributive justice, 735

in communal relationships, 783

gay and lesbian couples placing a high value on, 300

in nonmarital romantic relationships, 115

of power/control, 104

restoration, 735

restoring to an inequitable relationship, 38

rules, 39

equity theorists, 17

equity theory, 464 . See also social exchange
applied to extradyadic sex and jealousy, 536

applying to relationships, 640

applying to the use of maintenance behaviors,
734–735

emotions playing an explicit role, 374

espoused by eminent scholars, 23

proponents of, 770

equivocal communication, 775

equivocal responses, 520

Erikson, 213
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eros (romantic, passionate love), 598

erosion, marital dissolution as a process of, 449

erosion model, 137 . See also emergent distress model;
marital change, models of

erotic plasticity, 278

escape as a motive for premeditated attacks, 561

escape-avoidance model, 395

essence, revealing to another person, 412

essential determinants of relationships, 96

established couples with a pattern of demand and
withdrawal, 453

esteem-maintenance goals, 359

estimation in HLM, 80

ethic of openness, 410

ethnic background, 147

ethnic differences, accelerating the rate of dissolution,
731

ethnic groups, 697

differences in the overall divorce rate, 147

disapproval of extradyadic sex differing between,
535

ethnic variations within a society, 697

ethnicity
considering the impact of on marriage, 146

definitions of, 697

ethnic-minority same-sex relationships, 305

ethogenic approaches of Harre and Secord, 674

ethologists, lumping attraction with the sex drive, 600

eui-ri, Korean cultural rule, 731

European countries, attitudes toward extradyadic sex,
535

evaluations, measuring in marriage, 587

evaluative disclosures, 641

evaluative feedback, 522

evaluative qualities of an intimacy interaction, 643

event-contingent interaction record studies, 57

event-contingent peer-report interaction record, 61

event-contingent recording procedures, 57

event-contingent self-report interaction record, 61

event-driven courtships, 144

events
evaluations of specific, 749

experienced as displeasing, 582

individuals’ reactions to, 231

everyday discourse, 335–336

everyday or superficial information, 412

everyday talk, continuing relationships, 733

evolutionary approaches
applying to close relationships, 780

dating and mate selection research, 123–124

to romantic love, 607

evolutionary based hypotheses, regarding jealousy,
475

evolutionary biology, 536

evolutionary framework, 473

evolutionary perspective, critique of, 782

evolutionary psychological approach, 538

evolutionary psychologists
jealousy gender difference predicted by, 545

tension with cultural psychologists, 773

tension with social role theorists and cultural
psychologists, 699

evolutionary psychology
analyzing jealousy and extradyadic sexual

relationships, 536–537

approaches, 35

criticisms of, 37

interacting with social–cognitive–behavioral
processes, 38

mate selection, 362

no single theory, 363

searching for the universals of social behavior, 65

evolutionary researchers, assuming mate preferences to
be universal, 123

evolutionary theorists, 370

evolutionary theory, 45 , 780–783

explaining ultimate motives, 538

offering explanations for gender differences in
sexuality, 464

role of emotions in, 370–371

excessive individualism, negative effects of, 774

exchange concepts, of rewards costs and reciprocity,
535

exchange networks, 660

exchange principles, 472

exchange processes
as more salient when a relationship is in trouble,

770

relating to the problem of work–family spillover, 771

relevant to close personal relationships, 772

exchange relationship, 39

exchange theories, 17

exchanges, focusing on the content, 39

excitatory state of attraction, 600

excitement as a drain, 375

excuses for extradyadic sex, 538

exit tactics. See active/destructive behaviors
expand their selves activities, 263

expectancies, 750

of rejection, 202

expectations
effects on dyadic coping, 508

emotions triggered by deviations from, 373

for a relationship, 776

experience sampling, 20, 391

experiences, organized into generalized representations,
354

experiment, criteria of a true, 52

experimental designs, shift away from, 22

experimental methods, 60–61

for determining mate desirability, 469

dyadic interaction paradigm and, 62

rigorous application of, 53

experimental research versus correlational, 52–53

explanation aim of knowledge structures, 354

exposure, 602 . See also propinquity
expressive behavior, 646

expressive nonverbal skill, 646

expressive personality, 145

expressiveness as a facet of an intimate relationship,
640

ex-spouses, high conflict between, 164

external barriers to relationship dissolution, 732

external factors, influencing relationship maintenance,
737–738

external life events, influencing level of satisfaction, 589

external stressors, life events referring to, 146

extradyadic affairs
destructive results of, 541

estimates of, 474

incidence of, 534

extradyadic behaviors without an explicit sexual
content, 535

extradyadic relationships, secrecy of, 540
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extradyadic sex
among individuals with a positive attitude towards

sexuality, 539

cross-cultural variety, 534

decreasing relational and sexual satisfaction over
time, 541

effects of, 540–541

examining motives for, 538

factors correlated with actual or intended
involvement in, 538

generating concerns about certainty of paternity for
men, 475

more often in dating and cohabiting than in marital
relationships, 534

norms with respect to, 534–535

as an opportunity for sexual variety, 539

rates of and rules about possibly changing, 302

as a serious threat to the primary relationship, 540

theoretical perspectives from which to analyze,
535–538

extradyadic sexual fantasies, incidence of, 534

extralinguistic features of messages, 338

extramarital affairs
incidence of, 534

as social-exchange-type decision processes, 772

extramarital behaviors
of men compared to women, 36

surveys of, 534

extramarital partner, strong attraction to, 540

extramarital relationships, 540

extramarital sex
higher incidence among certain groups, 534

more disapproval of, 535

extra-relational stressors, 264

extraversion
greater marital satisfaction and marital instability,

237

jealousy negatively related to, 542

measures identified in the Big 5 model, 233

predicting higher rates of interaction, 236

extraversion/neuroticism circumplex model, 235

extraverted people, 233

engaging in more networking, 236

with higher quality interactions, 236

reporting greater increases in closeness, 236

extraverts
managing conflicts, 236

reluctance to use exit tactics, 236

sociable, outgoing, and optimistic features of,
234

EYM (Early Years of Marriage) project, 20

Eysenck’s 3 -dimensional model, 233

face threat, 25

face-to-face disclosure, 418

face-to-face discourse, rule sets governing, 339

face-to-face interaction, complexity of, 776

face-to-face interview, 55–56

disadvantages and advantages of, 56

as the preferred research method, 56

for the study of abusive relationships, 65

factor analysis of the measures of love, 598

factor analytic approaches to marital satisfaction, 591

factor structure, 623–624

facts, concealing from significant others, 413

factual/descriptive self-disclosure, 646

failed attachment, negative feelings and, 372

failures
in the field of personal relationships, 26

normalizing rather than construing as major
betrayals, 512

fairness
marital quality and, 282–283

in nonmarital romantic relationships, 115

fait accompli jealousy, 541

falling in love, 602

effects of, 603–604

as a good thing, 603

variables specific to, 603

familial and peer-group dysfunctions, 201

familiarity
of emotionally close friends, 524

tending toward the emotionally bland, 375

families. See also stepfamilies
background as a risk factor for conflict, 450

communication patterns, 93 , 99

contact with online and off, 713–715

defined differently across cultures, 700

engagements in Victorian homes, 680

formation through nonmarital childbirth, 121

healthy, 313

as an ideal institution for cross-cultural study, 700

low problem solving, 98

size decreasing in Britain, 704

socially integrative role of, 489

SRM used in the study of, 77

structural properties of, 98

structure changing, 214

traditional notions of currently being undermined,
665

types of, 98

typologies of, 98, 99

unhealthy, 313

family and sexual templates, 666

family caregivers, difficulties experienced by, 219

family caregiving, 216

family conditions, friendship quality dependent on, 186

family conflict, consequences of, 313

family context, 313

family data, analytic techniques appropriate for, 86

family distress. See also family relationship distress
depression and, 318–320

family-based treatments for, 320

interventions for, 320–322

family gerontology
field of, 212

recent trends in, 212

family households, 214

family interactions, reserving, 678

family members
costs associated with depression, 314

influence on adult friendship and romantic
relationships, 203

supplying support to one another, 218

family network structures in middle and late
adulthood, 214–215

family pattern, forms of, 704

family relations
launch of the modern field of, 14

as a significant source of support, 318

family relationship distress. See also family distress
associated with depressive symptoms in children, 316

depressive symptomatology associated with, 315

literature linking with depression, 314



850 subject index

family relationships
depression and, 313–323

direct study of, 579

focusing on, 13

handling conflict within, 447

involving routine interactions, 715

issues of openness and closedness, 786

maintenance of, 737

family roles, decreasing dependence on friends, 204

family satisfaction, 170

family solidarity theory, 212

family studies in the 1990s eminent scholars list, 23

family sub-systems, 316

family systems theory, EFCT model drawing on, 754

family therapy, couple therapy as a subtype of, 746

family typologies, 98–99

family variance, 434

family violence
intergenerational transmission of, 564

rooted in everyday tensions and conflicts of family
life, 558

family work, 281. See also division of labor
as still women’s work, 281–282

symbolic meaning attached to, 283

family-based interventions, 320

family-based treatments for family distress and
depression, 320

family/group data
computing a mean for, 75

treating like data from individuals, 75

type of data analytic approach used in collecting, 75

“family-only” cluster of perpetrators, 564

Far Eastern cultures, extramarital sex by women legally
defined as adultery, 535

father-child relationships after divorce, 165

fathers. See also stepfathers
becoming more invested in children after divorce,

162

fulfillment of parental responsibilities after divorce,
164

with multiple sets of children, 164

often legally required to pay child support, 160

proactive (modern), 101

reactive (traditional), 101

relationships of nonresident with children, 786

reporting less mutual support in friendship networks,
204

ties with adolescent boys, 219

typology of, 101

fatuous love in the Triangular Theory, 598

fault divorce, movement returning to, 159

favoritism. See mate choice
FDCT-N. See Dyadic Coping Scale
fear

in intimacy, 648

preventing effective dyadic coping, 508

of rejection, 778

fearful attachment style, 43

fearful avoidant attachment style, 537, 754

fearful avoidant children, 101

fears, manifested in intrusive and controlling behavior,
508

feedback loops in the disclosure decision-making
model, 415

feelings
concealing from significant others, 413

of entrapment, 624

guiding individuals and couples to action (or
inaction), 375

keeping too closed off, 375

negative cognitive consequences of suppressing, 421

rapid disclosure of very intimate, 257

as shared not exchanged, 374

felt security, 252

female adulterers, perceived as more responsible,
535

female choice. See mate choice
female sexual dysfunction, 301

female-demand and male-withdrawal pattern, 583

female-female couples
heightened levels of intimacy, 300

sharing task performance, 300

females. See also women
as choosy in parental investment theory, 363

females’ friendships in early adulthood, 197

female-typed influence strategies, 300

female-typed tasks, mixing and matching with
male-typed, 300

feminine countries, personality and affection sought in
husbands, 699

femininity
adherence to traditional norms of, 298

associated with responses to relationship difficulties,
298

as the primary predictor of every maintenance
behavior, 737

feminist perspectives, criticizing prevailing theories,
273

feminist theorists, domestic violence as
male-perpetuated, 558

FEP (Friendship Enrichment Program), 494

Festinger, dissonance formulation, 17

Fetzer Institute, 25

fictive kin for old people, 214

field theory concept of restraining forces, 616

Fiery Foes co-parenting style, 101, 164

fight-or-flight response, 386

filial responsibility
endorsement of norms, 216

extent expected and displayed, 216

norms about, 777

final common pathway, 581

financial calculation, social exchange theory drawing on
the terminology of, 373

Fincham, 23 , 24

finger pulse volume (FPV), 388

Fiske, Alan, 96

Fitzpatrick’s marital typology, 100

fixed effects
in HLM, 79

of messages on people or relationships, 343

fixing relationships in disrepair, 728

flaming, 710

flirting and dating in a romantic relationship,
256–263

fluidity in sexual attractions and behavior, 305

fMRI studies, 601, 606

fMRI technology, 601

Fokkema, Tineke, 494

folk or lay accounts of emotions, 377

force, types of, 616

forced choice paradigm
replicating the jealousy sex difference, 546

sex difference depending upon the use of, 546
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forgiveness
committed people exhibiting greater tendencies to,

627

as a critical component under severe stress, 512

likelihood of, 263

as a noteworthy evolving interest, 25

to rejuvenate a relationship, 729

forgiving individuals, disadvantaged in survival terms,
373

formal causes
highlighted over efficient cause, 674

search for, 677

formal relationships, 3

forms of negativity, associating with marital stability,
136

fostering uncertainty (mania), 217

fraternities, single sexually aggressive men joining,
474

free-choice matches versus arranged marriages, 700

Freud, Sigmund
little to say about peer relationships, 178

role of parent-child relationships, 13

friends
childhood, 179–182

children interacting with, 180

contact with online and off, 713–715

definitions of, 215

with enemies, 186

engagement and marriage both linked to parital
withdrawal from, 204

extensive social and emotional support provided by,
219

having childhood, 181

influencing romantic relationships, 203

interactions with, 218

long-term, 215

mean number of nonkin, 215

norms for exchanges with, 219

number of children with, 180

people learning to be, 103

role in social support, 702

selecting childhood, 181

similarity of childhood, 180–181

source of teens’ first romantic pairings, 475

stepping in and functioning as confidants, 489

studying self-disclosure among, 77

supporting acts of sexual aggression, 474

friendship(s). See also close relationships
in adolescence and early adulthood, 195–198

of adolescents, 104

appraisals of established in middle and late
adulthood, 217

Aristotle’s typology of, 28

basic ideas keep re-appearing, 28

becoming differentiated from other relationships,
179

as a category of affiliation, 97

changes in expectations, 179

children’s, 783

concepts of in adolescence and early adulthood,
195–196

dark side of, 177

developing as children grow up, 104

differences across cultures, 702

distinguished from friendly relations or
acquaintances, 103

distinguished from romantic relationships, 103

emotional depth of, 218

extent of interdependence within, 103

focus on the maintenance of, 737

formation of childhood, 179

lasting longer among older children, 179

multi-step decision-making process when forming,
217

network structures in middle and late adulthood,
215–216

networks, 180

problematic, 215

prototypical characteristics of, 103

qualities of associated with romantic relationships,
203

quality of childhood, 182

recently formed vs. long-standing, 216

requirements for adolescents, 196

secure individuals with more satisfying, 265

seeking replacement by elders, 220

SRM used to study several aspects of, 77

stepparents focusing on developing, 167

study of children’s, 177

teaching skills for forming and maintaining, 222

tending to be homogeneous, 215

typologies, 103–104

Friendship Enrichment Program. See FEP
friendship love, 597, 598

friendship quality
in adolescence and early adulthood, 197

conditions moderating the effects of, 182

impact on adjustment among adolescent males, 198

between mothers and offspring, 186

friendship relations
behavioral manifestations of, 179

need for longitudinal study of, 182

friendship script, followed by lesbians, 296

friendship style in stepfamilies, 169

friendship support, effects on relationship stability,
731

functional approaches to reviews of communication,
331

functional assays, 389

functional magnetic resonance. See fMRI
functional model of self-disclosure, 411

functional nuclear families, 168

functional relationship beliefs, 700

functional support, emphasized by social support
studies, 391

functional unrealistic beliefs, 584

fundamental needs perspective to the study of
personality, 246

fundamental relational qualities, sustenance of, 733

fusion with persons being helped, 374

future research, suggestions for, 785–787

gated communities, 687

gatekeepers
family members acting as, 64

women serving as in regard to sexual activities, 280

gay and lesbian couples, division of labor in, 282

gay and lesbian populations, studying conflict in, 457

gay and lesbian relationships, sexual aggression
documented in, 279

gay individuals, centrality of intimate relationships to
the lives of, 293

gay male couples, less likely to report monogamy as
important, 302
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gay men. See also homosexual men
frequently becoming involved with same-sex friends,

296

percentage with partners, 293

preference for monogamous relationships, 302

relationship scripts of, 296

reporting more sex partners than lesbians or
heterosexuals, 278

showing more emotional jealousy than lesbian
women, 546

gay relationships
explaining outcomes in, 125

extradyadic sex more common, 534

sex more frequent, 467

gay/lesbian men and women, showing the same
gender differences observed among
heterosexuals, 295

gay/lesbian relationships, network support important
for, 731

gay-positive environments, gay men’s relationship
durability and satisfaction and, 297

gay-specific maintenance strategies, 297

Gemeinschaft community relationships, 95

gender
as an antecedent of IPV, 563–564

as the dominant theme of IPV, 570

evolutionary psychology contributing to
stereotyping, 36

of the secure and insecure partners, 437

segregation as the norm in middle childhood, 197

as a superior predictor of the use of maintenance
behaviors, 737

treating as an institution, 563

use of maintenance behaviors and, 737

as a variable in APIM, 83

gender and self-construal, comprehensive review of
research on, 276

gender attitudes
as another set of cognitive variables with impact on

behavior, 775

effects on sex differences in the division of family
work, 281

intimate terrorists scoring high on traditional, 564

gender comparisons, importance of taking a balanced
view of, 275

gender concordant, children’s friendships as, 180

gender deception, anecdotes of, 711

gender differences
assuming in demand-withdraw patterns, 583

in close relationships, 273

in commitment documented in a gay and lesbian
sample, 277

in coping styles, 512

in the demanding or withdrawing roles, 453

in emotional versus sexual jealousy, 546

in empathic accuracy, 63

emphasized by the separate analysis strategy, 76

in family support to old relatives, 218

in loneliness, 490

in nonverbal behaviors, 645

in the number of sexual partners, 466

in receipt of support, 219

reliably found on measures of sociosexuality, 278

in response to marital conflict, 287

in self-disclosure, 423

in the use of direct styles of influence, 284

gender in close relationships, empirical research on,
274

gender issues in the adjustment of divorced persons,
161–162

gender magnification in same-sex couples, 300

gender maximizers and minimizers, 287

gender symmetry of domestic violence, 558

gendered patterns of sexual initiation and response,
280

gendering of the social context, 563

gender-inversion of sexual-minority individuals, 295

gender-related dynamics, 294

impact on same-sex relationships, 295–296

of same-sex relationships, 299–301

gender-related effects, 300

gender-specific patterns, magnified by combining two
men or two women, 295

gender-specific socialization, 490

general folk theory, 355

general personality models, 240

general relationship theories, 355–356

core features similar across individuals, 355

local theories overlapping with pre-existent, 356

with the same structure and varying content, 355

General Social Survey (GSS)
describing sexual partners, 466

income inequality and perceived lack of fairness and
mistrust, 493

seven partners during adulthood, 466

sexual frequency reported by, 467

general social theories, 355

general survey samples
dominated by situational couple violence, 558

finding more cathartic violence, 569

general systems theory, 344

general typologies, 94–98

generalizability of commitment phenomena, 626

generativity, 213

genetic risk for depression, triggering, 316

geographic networks, existing before the internet, 712

Gesellschaft (society) relationships, 95

gestures, establishing the meaning of, 342

Ghana, effects on women of western housing forms,
689

Ghanaians, more cautious approach to friendship, 702

Gilmour
International Conferences on Personal Relationships,

19

“Personal Relationships” five volume series, 19

Ginsberg, Jerry, 21

girls, reporting greater closeness in adolescent
friendships, 197

global attitudinal measures, 617

Global Distress Scale (MSI), 586, 759

global networks, 660

global village, 711

glocalization, 717

glucocorticoid feedback sensitivity, 317

goals and beliefs, impact on a long-lasting relationship,
259

golden age of domestic ideology, 681

Goodenoughs group
of divorced individuals, 163

Swingers becoming over time, 163

Gottman, 24 , 25

grandparents
living in households with one or more children, 214

rearing grandchildren, 222

grief as a common response to emotional divorce,
159
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group(s)
as the basic unit of survival, 701

boundaries of, 710

data structure in the survey of data analytic
approaches, 75

nesting individuals within, 78

group data, treating as the unit of analysis, 77

group interactions, positive memories of, 266

group means
analysis of, 76

in SRM, 77

group members, strong mutual influences on each
other, 53

group norms, determining the appropriateness of
different media, 709

group relations, extending adult attachment theory and
research to, 266

group t-tests for gender differences, 77

group-specific attachment anxiety and avoidance, 266

Groves Conferences on Marriage and Family Life, 14

growth curve model as a special case of HLM, 84

GSS. See General Social Survey
guidance-obtaining relationships, 97

guiding and mentoring behaviors, 213

guilt feelings from an extradyadic sexual affair, 540

Guinea Bissau, incidence of extradyadic sex, 534

habit cages, 159

habituation, explaining the decline in passionate love,
605

hair pulling and scratching in a male-male conflict, 303

Handbook on Sexuality in Close Relationships, 463

handbooks
current compared to the initial, 25

on specialized subtopics, 25

happy couples
cognitive distortions in a positive direction

characteristic of, 776

tending to overestimate positive qualities, 589

viewing partners in a more positive light, 584

hard-wired programs, emotions as, 370

Harlow, Harry, 15

Harmonious and Independent group of preschool
friendships, 104

harmonious couples, 103

Harmonious/Interactive group of preschool friendships,
103

Harre, 674

Harris, 14

Harvey, 23 , 25

Harvy, John, 21

Hatfield, Elaine, 21. See also Walster, E.
as an equity theorist, 17

equity theory espoused by, 23

interest in the topic of love, 24

interest in the topic of physical attractiveness, 24

“have to” commitment, 39

“having friends” in childhood as a predictor, 181

Hazan, 23

health
affected by social aspects of the environment, 429

effects on family relationships, 217

loneliness associated with a variety of measures of,
491

promotion by wives, 285

health benefits of marriage, 285

health consequences of violence, 567

health implications of physiological pathways, 388–389

health problems
in abused women, 567

couple conflict as a generic risk factor, 445

healthful lifestyle and behavior, regulation of, 435

health-related behaviors, network members fostering,
435

healthy conflict management, 455

healthy families, 313

heart rate
assessing, 387

as a cardiovascular parameter, 387

heat in Victorian houses, 679

hedonic purpose of marriage, 580

Heider, 17

help
giving and receiving of, 518

to the spouse directly affected by the stressor, 504

Hendrick, C., 24 , 25

Hendrick, S., 24 , 25

Hendricks’s love scales, 28

heterogeneous compound symmetry, 82

heterosexual couples
behaviors lower in severity clustering, 303

sexual intimacy in, 280

heterosexual IPV interaction of gender-related factors,
563

heterosexual mate selection, 275 , 780

heterosexual relationships
casting the male partner as the initiator and leader,

284

sex/gender in, 563

heterosexual romantic/premarital relationships, 102

hierarchical cognitive network of attachment
representations, 253

hierarchical data structure, 78

hierarchical linear modeling. See HLM
hierarchical model, 361

hierarchical network of lay theories, 354

hierarchical organization of typologies, 94

hierarchical theories of message production, 340

hierarchy, significance within a society, 702

high density, managing interactions under, 684

high rejection sensitivity (HRS), 239

high rise buildings for low income multifamily housing,
687

high self-esteem, partners with, 139

high sex drive, 470

high stakes lies, 522 , 529 . See also serious lies
High-Amplitude Turbulent stepfamilies, 169

higher-level personality traits, 231

higher-order knowledge structures, 340

high-functioning couples, 511

highly anxious participants, 361

highly personal information, 412

highly sexual women, 279

high-power participants, 380

Hinde, Robert, 21

Hindu community in Britain, emotional and tangible
support to couples, 700

“his” and “her” relationships, 273–287

Hispanic Social Advantage, 62

historical context of any act of communication, 333

historical eras
applying the engagement dialectic to relationships in,

677–683

dialectic blends characterizing entire societies, 676

offering distinct blends of openness and closedness,
684
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history
of research on close relationships before the 1960s,

13–15

role of, 25

HIV, 421, 469

HLM (hierarchical linear modeling), 78, 786

accommodating a wide variety of data structures, 78

appropriate for multilevel data, 423

with data from independent individuals over time,
79–81

with dyadic data, 81–84

equations, 80–81

example applying to dyadic data, 83

growth curve model as a special case of, 84–85

introduction to, 78–86

holiday letters, analyzing a collection of, 58

holistic analysis, value of, 683

Holmes, 23 , 25

Homans, 17

home entertainment, drawing people inside, 682

home health care aides, 214

home health care workers, 686

home-based work options, 684

home-community engagements, 686–688

home-community relationships
in the colonial era (mid-1600s), 678–679

in the early suburban era (post 1900), 681

in the late Victorian era (late 1800s), 680

homemakers, women as, 281

homes
emphasizing isolation and profit-making, 682

engagement within in the colonial era (mid-1600s),
678

engagement within in the early suburban era (post
1900), 680–681

engagement within in the late Victorian era, 679–680

physical insulation from their surroundings, 685

as principal places of relationships, 677

proper degrees of openness inside, 685

proposed research on openness and closedness
within, 684–686

supporting openness and informality in the early
suburban era, 680

homicides, committed out of jealousy, 548

homogamy, counterpoint to, 115

homogeneity of neighborhood, 702

homophobia
impact on sexual-minority couples, 294

preventing active intervention in same-sex domestic
violence, 304

homosexual couples, exchange theory principles
relevant to, 771

homosexual men. See also gay men; homosexuals
having the greatest number of sexual partners, 37

homosexual relationships, evolutionary approaches
applying to, 123

homosexuals
responding identically to heterosexuals to a rival, 545

showing behavioral patterns supporting evolutionary
theory, 37

honesty
attitudes toward, 519

as a descriptor of a close relationship, 518

endorsement of complete in close relationships, 519

as an essential ingredient of close relationships, 519

honeymoon stage in an IT relationship, 566

Hong Kong, incidence of extradyadic sex, 534

hopeful anger, goal of, 372

hormone levels, relating to relationship outcomes, 398

hormones, 386

hostile behaviors, increasing wives’ blood pressure, 394

hostile couples, 454

hostile emotional climate, 132

hostile/detached couples, 454

hot cognition, 357

household managers, women typically acting as, 281

household members, risk of violence from, 685

householders
accessible to one another even when in different

rooms, 678

proportion with children at home, 214

households
greater proximity in denser community designs, 686

more one- or two-person, 685

types of, 214

houses with physical buffers, 684

housework, women doing the majority of, 281

housing
disruptions in traditional forms of, 688

low income multifamily, 687

HPA pathway, 386, 387

HRS (high rejection sensitivity), 239

human beings, primed for social interaction, 332

human mind
cognitive and emotional mechanisms of, 363

containing many highly modular and specific
adaptations, 363

human relationships
comprised of organized relationships among parts,

674

constituted through communication, 335

general typology of, 94

MP and possibly EM as unique to, 96

supporting a typology of, empirically, 92

humans as cognitively complex animals, 353

humiliating events, 319

Humor maintenance strategy, 730

Hungary, variance in relationship quality, 700

hurtful messages, 25

husbands
compensating for some coping activities, 508

different nonverbal behaviors when delivering
positive and negative messages, 645

downplaying wives’ fears, 508

gaining larger health benefits from marriage, 285

interacting with an avoidant wife, 395

more likely to erroneously perceive responses as
negative, 647

physiological reactivity significantly predicting
divorce, 398

withdrawing more often than wives, 334

Huston, Ted, 21, 24

Huston and Levinger’s review chapter, 19

hyperactivating strategies, 254

perpetuating emotional investment in ex-partners,
256

in a romantic relationship, 255

hyperactivation, 256

hypothalamic pituitary adrenocortical (HPA) pathway,
386, 387

hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) activity in
infants, 318

hypotheses
testing about the causes of behavior, 52

testing bias in, 74

hypothesized types, confirming, 92–93
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IARR (International Association for Relationship
Research), 12 , 20

IBCT (integrative behavioral couple therapy), 751–753 .
See also BCT (behavioral couple therapy);
CBCT (cognitive-behavioral couple therapy)

approaches to treatment, 751

basic concepts of, 751

effect size of, 753

emphasizing the present, 751

empirical support for, 753

patterns of change of couples in, 753

placing a significant focus on the couple as, 751

IBM employees, seminal study of, 697

ICR (Iowa Communication Record), 57

idealization in couples, 776

idealized people, remaining in relationships, 729

idealized spousal qualities, 584

idealized views, becoming more difficult to sustain for
one’s partner, 139

identity, as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

ill-health, practical management of, 25

imaginary companions, 178

imaginary friends, 185

imbalance of power in some relationships, 283

immune function, feeling lonely affecting, 393

immune system
categories of, 389

distinguishing the self from the nonself, 389

measuring the performance and condition of, 389

women’s more disrupted than men’s during marital
conflict, 162

impedance cardiography, 387, 389

implemental versus deliberative mind-set, 360, 629

Imported stepfamilies, 168

impression management
behaviors, 138

as an interaction function, 338

income. See also economic hardship
discrepancies associated with power differentials in

gay male and lesbian couples, 300

negatively related to SCV, 565

spread of, 493

incompatibilities, acceptance between partners for, 751

inconsistent caregiving, 607

independence
maintaining, 414

sense of, 784

independent, individualist family, 704

Independent marriage category, 100

Independent relational type, 736

independent self-construal, self-definition, 276

independent variables
causing corresponding changes in dependent

variables, 52

manipulation in experiments, 61

viewing typologies as, 105

independents, families headed by, 100

indeterminancy property of communication, 343–345

indexical approaches to reviews of communication,
331

India
agrarian economy dominated by the joint family

system, 703

arranged marriages preferred in, 698

family consisting of a large, extended group of
relatives, 701

negative crowding effects, 684

indifferent spouses, 587

indifferent wives, 587

indirect disclosure messages, 420

indirect dyadic stress, 502

indirect investments, 618

indistinguishable dyad members, 82

individual analyses versus dyad-level, 53–54

individual correlates
of infidelity, 538–539

of jealousy, 542–543

individual data code in the survey of data analytic
approaches, 74

individual factors, moderating maintenance processes,
737

individual level characteristics, 488

individual level factors, contributing to loneliness, 488

individual lies, 521

individual negative affectivity, 589

individual power assertive, 569

individual preference. See mate choice
Individualism-Collectivism dimension, 698

individualist cultures, 698

individualistic cultures, compared to collectivist, 644

individualistic people, 605

individualistic societies, 699

individualistic view of intimacy, 644–645

individualists, 701

individualization within contemporary society, 666

individualized networking, 717

individual-level data, 75

individual-level determinants of loneliness, 491

individuals. See also people
basing typologies on the matched characteristics of,

93

classifying according to attachment styles, 43

identifying orientations to a particular relationship,
94

meaning of partner behavior for, 772

nesting within groups, 78

problematic cognitions from the history of, 750

tracking over time, 56

type recruited for studies, 22

induction and power assertion, 334

inductive methods, 92

industrial revolution, 679

industrialized countries
growing economic and social inequalities, 493

varying attitudes toward homosexual sex, 294

inequality
emotional reactions to, 771

O’Rand’s concept of, 493

inequitable relationships
strategies to restore equity, 38

trying to restore equity to, 536

inequity
emotional reactions to, 771

types of, 536

infant and child communication competencies, 332

infant-caregiver sequences, 334

infants
born with a compelling need to establish an

emotional bond, 371

communication with adults, 333

developing lay theories (termed working models),
360

exerting more control over adult-infant interactions,
333

response to abuse, 316

inferred thought feeling entries, 61
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infidelity, 533

attitudes toward, 535

characteristics predisposing an individual to, 539

as a correlate of IPV, 567

correlates of, 538–540

cues indicating emotional and sexual, 540

difference between the sexes in rates of, 534

forms of, 533

incidence of, 534

individual correlates of, 538–539

jealousy as a response to a partner’s actual or
imagined, 541–542

males’ true inclinations regarding, 37

mild forms of, 534

relationship correlates of, 539–540

sex difference in beliefs about, 547

sexes interpreting evidence of, 547

sexual versus emotional, 545–547

influence aim of knowledge structures, 354

influence strategies
within same-sex couples, 300

use of, 300

information, personal networks providing, 660

informativeness of disclosures, 412

in-group, participants in a CS relationship as, 96

initial attraction, 602–603 . See also romantic attraction
initiation stage of a romantic relationship, 255 ,

256–263

initiators
classifying spouses as, 395

of divorce, 158

injuries, incurred in IT and SCV, 567

innate immunity, 389

inner circle in the social convoy model, 662

in-person interviews. See face-to-face interview
INPR (International Network on Personal

Relationships), 13 , 19

inputs, withholding, 735

inquiries suggesting concern by the prospective
disclosure target, 418

insecure (avoidant or ambivalent) attachment styles,
220

insecure attachment
leading to negative behaviors and emotions, 779

negative influence on perceptions of a romantic
partner, 259

relevance to the problems of lonely people, 778

types of, 754

insecure attachment styles, 754

assessing, 756

found to be more jealous, 543

less responsive than more securely attached
individuals, 643

personality characteristics reflecting, 539

predisposing children to develop depression, 316

using more emotion-focused coping strategies, 543

insecure mothers, compared to secure, 265

insecure partners, 437

negative interpersonal cognitions held by, 259

secure partners preferred over, 258

using a variety of strategies to cope with primary
emotions, 754

insecure people
approach to sexual activities, 264

difficulties in providing support to a partner, 261

emphasizing threats involved in relational
commitment, 260

problems with support-seeking and support
provision, 260

reacting to a partner’s negative behavior, 262

reactions to trust-violation episodes, 260

insecurely attached individuals
engaging more often in extradyadic affairs, 538

inhibiting support seeking, support provision, and
commitment, 259

insecurity, state of, 253

insight-oriented couple therapy. See IOCT
instrumental problem solving coping strategy, 253

Instrumentality subscale in the Sexual Attitudes Scale,
469

intangible benefits, received by altruistic helpers, 374

integrated approach, 61–62

Integrated stepfamilies, 168

integration in the dialectical model, 620

integration strategy, 730

integrative behavioral couple therapy. See IBCT
Integrative Couple Therapy, book on, 448

integrative theory, attempt to provide, 785

integrity stage with minimized fear of death, 213

intelligence as a desirable characteristic, 602

intense negative emotions, 371

intent to persist, 623

interaction(s), 640

affective experience during, 585

characteristics predictive of relationship distress, 446

effects, 64

enacted by relational partners to sustain a
relationship, 729

with friends in adolescence and early adulthood,
196–197

functions, 338

intimacy as a quality of, 639–640

processes in middle and late adulthood relationships,
216–219

punctuation differences in, 342

record studies, 57–58

responses designed to repair, 583

in romantic relationships, 200–201

routine patterns of, 242

safety in, 455

signatures, 242 , 245

stronger effects of negative, 221

taking place within physical settings, 697

interaction patterns
bi-directional linkage with relational outcomes, 334

causal impact on marital satisfaction and other
relational outcomes, 334

concept of, 333

of dissatisfied couples, 583

intra-individual changes produced by well modeled,
589

preventing hurtful or counterproductive, 512

reflecting multiple systemic influences on
communication, 333

revealing forms of relating, 334

interactional approaches, 674

Interactional Dimensions Coding System, 447

interactive networks, 660

interactive process, attachment as, 436–437

inter-cultural contact, impacts of, 696

intercultural couples, lower relational stability among,
732

intercultural relationships, network support important
for, 731
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interdependence
in close relationships, 73

highly correlated with intimacy, 95

implying especially dissimilar scores, 87

implying similarity of thoughts, feelings, or
behaviors, 74

integrating with commitment, 39

of people in contexts, 674

property of communication, 332–334

in relationships, 191

interdependence theorists, 17

interdependence theory, 46, 124 . See also social
exchange

as another view of social exchange, 38

applied only rarely to romantic love, 605

applied to extradyadic sex and jealousy, 536

classic formulation of, 354

dependence as greater when an individual wants to
persist, 618

distinguishing between voluntary dependence and
nonvoluntary, 625

extradyadic sexual involvement and jealousy related
to, 772

principles of, 617

Rusbult’s investment model beginning with, 734

scholars associated with, 23 , 770

interdependency perspectives of adolescence, 193 ,
194–195

interdependent collectivist family, 704

interdependent friendships, 103

of adolescence, 104

increasing in middle adolescence, 104

interdependent romances, 102

interdependent self-construal self definition, 276

interdisciplinary journals, articles published on mate
choice, 119

interdisciplinary work, moving to, 27

intergenerational ambivalence, 221

intergenerational relationships, 221

intergenerational transmission
of conflict, 450

of family violence, 564

of violence, 558

interlocking social network, 702

internal barriers, 732

internal working models of relationships, 194

internalized representations, 757, 758

International Association for Relationship Research.
See IARR

International Conference on Personal Relations (1982),
21

International Network on Personal Relationships. See
INPR

International Society for the Study of Personal
Relationships. See ISSPR

internet
absence of direct visual or audio feedback in

exchanges, 710

adding to the overall volume of communication, 721

asynchronous nature of, 710

collecting data through, 55

as a communication medium, 709

from computer-mediated small groups to, 709–710

finding and getting to know potential same-sex
partners, 296

impact on sexual relationships, 477

personal relationships on and off, 709–721

rapidity of interactions, 710

reduced social presence of, 710

social affordances of, 710–711

internet communication
as largely distance-independent, 710

not limited by physical constraint, 719

internet friends, desire to meet in person, 716

internet messages
sending to many people simultaneously, 710

text-only nature of, 710

“Internet Paradox Revisited,” 713

internet use
body of research about, 712

decreasing time spent watching TV and sleeping, 714

dissipation of negative effects, 713

as the effect and not the cause of distant
communication, 712

increase in contact between neighbors, 716

not detracting from amounts of contact with people
offline, 714

not necessarily causing strictly positive or negative
outcomes, 713

positive association with offline interaction with
close friends, 715

tied to pre-existing dispositions, 713

internet users
experiencing lower levels of face-to-face

communication, 713

meeting someone new online, 716

interpartner correlations of dyad members, 54

interpersonal attraction, 17 . See also mate selection
as the central focus of research in the 1970s, 17

experimental investigations of, 12

study of, 15–19

Theodore Mead Newcomb APA Presidential
addresses on (1956), 15

interpersonal bond, 781

interpersonal bonding system, oxytocin release and,
471

interpersonal communication
Communication Studies research on, 18

redundancy/predictability to the way events are
ordered sequentially within, 333

researchers studying more abstract inferences, 342

interpersonal conflicts
defining, 445–446

as handled by extraverts and high PA individuals, 236

management of, 262

interpersonal distance-sensitive families, 98

interpersonal dynamics
between early adult friends, 196

involved in types of SCV, 570

interpersonal influence in relationships, 74

interpersonal interactions, 356

interpersonal intimacy, 637

interpersonal negativity, 319

interpersonal process model of intimacy, 417, 643

interpersonal processes
involved in maintenance of a long-lasting

relationship, 262–264

occuring during the initial stages of a romantic
relationship, 257–258

sibling typologies based on, 102

interpersonal psychophysiological research, 386

interpersonal relationships
physiology and, 385–399

sheer volume of, 27
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interpersonal situations and behaviors, relating
attachment theory to, 777

interracial relationships, 121

interrelations of relationships for adolescents and early
adults, 202–204

intersubjective aspects of personal relationships, 53

intersubjective phenomena, 62

intersubjective themes, 54

interval-contingent, interaction record studies, 57

intervention programs
for couples, 455

modifying to address specific needs of couples, 456

modifying to address the circumstances surrounding
cohabitation, 456

interventions
aimed at improving relational functioning and

reducing social isolation, 222

aimed at improving relationships, 494

for both depression and family distress, 320–322

common elements in effective approaches, 760

criteria for empirically supported, 746

different types required by different couples, 149

empirically supported, 746

failing to take into account coping and stress as
dyadic processes, 509

hierarchical models of a, 760

for IPV, 567

protecting marriages in the context of stressful life
events, 509–511

targeted at depressed individuals, 322

targeting social isolation among the elderly, 494

teaching couples to avoid danger signs and manage
conflict, 449

interview techniques, 20

intimacy. See also closeness; unmitigated communion
abrupt decreases generating passion with negative

valence, 377

accounting for 50% of the variance across role
relationships, 95

approaches towards conceptualizing, 638–644

capacity for affecting conflict management, 448

components of, 643

conceptualization of, 637, 639, 643

conceptualizing from the framework of a
self-regulating dynamical system, 649

decreasing through hostile expressions, 647

desired by spouses, 276

determinants of, 641–642

discriminating between differences in relationships,
95

existing between people, 638

experienced in friendship, 195

fear of, 648

with friends, 196

future directions for nonverbal communication in,
647–648

highly correlated with interdependence, 95

increasing through nonverbal cues, 647

individualistic view of, 644–645

as an interaction function, 338

interpersonal process model of, 417

lacking an overall conceptual model, 637

as a latent dimension of love, 597

limitations of existing work on, 644–648

locus of, 638–640

measuring the temporal aspect of, 642

nonverbal communication in, 645–648

not a synonymous construct with satisfaction, 643

not completely captured by self-disclosure, 641

overlapping with closeness, 598

in personal relationships, 637–650

phenomenon of wanting less, 648

as a process, 642

as a quality of interactions, 639–640

as a quality of persons, 638–639

as a quality of relationships, 640

regulatory process underlying fluctuations in, 648

reviewing existing conceptualizations of, 638

in same-sex friend dyads, 82

self-regulation view of, 648

as a sense of connectedness, 638

shared areas of, 640

as a state, 642

tapping into the variable nature of, 642

temporal aspects of, 642

tightly linked with love, 599

time series for a married couple, 649

towards an integrated model of, 642–644

in the Triangular Theory, 598

as a universal process and predominant topic, 115

intimacy motivation, 638

individuals high in, 643

predicting “intimate” interactions and behaviors, 639

Intimacy/closeness, 105

intimate behaviors, 639

intimate couples, self-disclosure in, 410

intimate interactions, 258, 640

intimate partner bond, 488

intimate partner violence. See IPV
intimate partners, 394 , 473

intimate partnership norms, 563

intimate relationship mind, 358

intimate relationships
characteristics valued by men and women, 276

comparing the experiences of men and women in,
273

consisting of repeated intimate interactions over
time, 643

development, maintenance and ending of, 660

facets of, 640

nonverbal cues in, 645

protecting during coping, 501

relationship characteristics in the definition of, 640

social cognition in, 353–365

social exchange conceptualization of, 747

study of, 354

talking about and explaining, 355

women and men holding distinctive standards for,
274

intimate terrorism. See IT
intimate terrorists

scoring high on hostility toward women, 564

scoring higher on traditional gender attitudes, 564

shaping the general characteristics of relationships,
566

types of, 564 , 566

intimidation as a form of control, 560

intra-group relationships, 266

intraindividual and personality constructs, 232

introjects, 757

intrusive thoughts, 421

invalidation, 449

Invented stepfamilies, 168

Inventory of Interpersonal Problems, 265
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investing in genetically unrelated offspring, 537

investment model, 124 . See also Rusbult’s investment
model

accounting for a portion of the variance in
commitment, 40

applied to extradyadic sex and jealousy, 536

distinct factors in, 623

numerous studies examining key predictions of, 622

social-exchange processes and, 773

tests construing as consistent with other
commitment models, 622

investment of each spouse in the problem being
discussed, 453

investment size in Rusbult’s investment model, 618,
622

investments
binding abuse victims to their partners, 626

as a cause of commitment, 623

in a relationship, 124 , 734 , 770

tying one to a relationship, 622

invisible support, 148

involuntary disclosures, 411

IOCT (insight-oriented couple therapy), 746, 757–759

approaches to treatment, 758–759

assuming current relationship difficulties derive from
earlier, 758

basic concepts of, 757–758

empirical support for, 759

higher levels of marital adjustment than BCT
couples, 759

placing the most emphasis on the individual, 758

Iowa Communication Record (ICR), 57

IPV (intimate partner violence)
antecedents of, 563–565

correlates of, 562–568

destructive to relationships, 568

different types of, 557–562

lessons to be learned from work on, 557

literature, 557

major errors in the empirical literature on, 558

role of gender in, 563

typology of, 558

widely accepted risk markers for, 565

women sustaining more severe injuries than men,
567

irretrievable investments, 619, 622 , 623

isolated lies, 522

isolation as a form of control, 560

Israeli suburbs, study of neighbor based mailing lists,
717

ISSPR (International Society for the Study of Personal
Relationships), 12

founding of, 19

presidential address (2000), 28

IT (intimate terrorism), 557, 784 . See also intimate
terrorists

age negatively related to, 565

almost entirely male, 563

average seriousness of injuries greater for, 567

education negatively related to, 565

effects of, 568

general dynamic of, 565

injuries incurred in, 567

involving a higher average per-couple frequency of
incidents, 565

leaving, 568

moderate effect of childhood experiences on, 565

nature of, 559–561

process endured by women experiencing, 568

race not related to, 565

requiring a credible threat of a damaging violent
response to noncompliance, 563

rooted in the dynamics of control and resistance,
559

strongly related to childhood experiences of violence,
558

Italy, older adults being socially lonely, 492

Jacobson, 24

James, 13

Japanese college students, love experiences compared
to American and Russian, 606

Japanese culture, social networks playing a more
important role in, 602

jealous manner, propensity to respond in a, 541

jealousy
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

arousing, 541

attachment history and, 779

coping with, 547–548

as a correlate of IPV, 567

correlates of, 542–544

differentially focused for men and women, 782

elicitors of, 544

evoking, 533

evolutionary perspective on, 782

experience of, 541

explanations of, 475

expression of, 541

as a function of an individual’s attachment style,
538

intense bouts of by anxious individuals, 264

men and women differing several aspects of, 537

in men elicited primarily by signs of a mate’s sexual
infidelity, 537

more strongly related to loving than to liking, 543

negative associations with relational satisfaction, 544

negatively related to perceived alternatives, 543

occuring in the absence of a threat to the
relationship, 542

related to a low self-esteem, 542

relationship correlates of, 543–544

as a response to a partner’s actual or imagined
infidelity, 541–542

theoretical perspectives from which to analyze,
535–538

types of, 542

typologies of, 541

in women, 537

jealousy-event
feelings evoked by, 541

responses to, 547

unconscious instinctive reactions to, 547

Johnson, 25 , 624

Johnson’s tripartite model, 616, 617, 619, 620

Joint Activities maintenance strategy, 730

joint control interactions, 243

joint family system in India, 703

joint legal custody of children, 159

Joint Narrative technique, 20

joint physical custody of children, 159

jointly constructed lies, 521

Jones, 17

Jourard, Sidney, 410
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Journal of Marriage and the Family, 14

articles published on dating and mate selection,
118

decade reviews of, 113

survey of data analytic approaches in, 74

tracking the decade reviews in, 114

Journal of Personality, 231

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
articles published on dating and mate selection, 118

quantitative analysis of trends in, 21

survey of data analytic approaches in, 74

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships
articles published on dating and mate selection, 118

brief review of 2002 editions regarding cross-cultural
research, 695

published in March 1984 , 19

survey of data analytic approaches in, 74

joy, compared to love, 597

judges in the Q-sort method, 92

justice norms, applying in dating and romantic
relationships, 115

justification
for extradyadic sex, 538

focusing on the reasons for staying in a relationship,
729

keeping in touch, 720

Kelley, Harold, 21, 354

attribution theory espoused by, 23

commitment, 25

conflict and dissatisfaction, 25

contributions to attribution theory, 17

as an interdependence theorist, 17

interest in the topic of love, 24

most frequently cited 1990s scholar, 23

Kenny, 25

Kenny’s Social Relations Model, 20

key issues, selecting in different disciplines, 12

kin conversion, 214

kin relationships
helping to prevent or alleviate loneliness, 489

maintaining via email, 58

kin upgrading, process of, 214

kindness as a desirable characteristic, 602

Kinsey, Alfred, 15

kinship ties, 97

kissing, evoking jealousy, 545

knowledge structures
concerning intimate relationships, 354

determining how different emotions are perceived,
378

Komarovsky, Mirra, 410

Korea
historical interpretation of the changes in family

alliances in, 704

relational maintenance compared to that in the US,
731

Korean students, relationships with close friends, 702

Kurdek, 25

labor. See division of labor
laboratory

declining as a research site, 22

indirect support difficult to assess, 148

observation of couples, 582

observational studies conducted in, 59

observing positive behaviors in, 147

studies of intimate relationships influencing spouses’
physiology, 394–396

trend to moving out of, 20

labor-saving technologies and designs for housekeeping,
681

Ladies Home Journal, 680

laissez-faire family communication schema, 99

languages
multifunctional nature of, 339

with no positive or neutral terms for lesbian, gay, or
bisexual, 305

largely successful conscious pursuit of an ordinary
family life together stepfamilies, 169

late disclosure, limiting interaction, 420

late Victorian era (late 1800s), 679–680

latent categorical structure, 590

latent dimensions of love, 598

latent factors, generating in SEM, 77

latent structure of the prototypical love features, 597

latent viruses, expression of, 388

later life, research into networks in, 664

Latin American nations as collectivist, 698

law of comparative feeling, 374

law students, preparing to take the bar exam, 432

lay people, describing actual experiences of emotion,
378

lay relationship theories, 354–355

least favored child, 217

legal divorce, 159

legal interdictions, lack of against husbands, 474

legal procedures for dissolving civil unions, 299

legal process, making the co-parental relationship
worse, 164

legal support for husbands raping their wives, 474

legally-binding steps to affirm mutual commitment,
298

lesbian bed death, 301

lesbian couples, reporting greater intimacy, 299

lesbian individuals, centrality of intimate relationships
to, 293

lesbian relationships, extradyadic sex less common, 534

lesbian sample, documenting gender differences in
commitment, 277

lesbian/gay relationships, explosion of research on, 293

lesbian/gay/bisexual activities, positive impact on gay
men, 297

lesbians
broad conceptualizations of “sexual activity,” 301

diminished sexual activity among, 302

following a “friendship script,” 296

less permissive attitudes toward casual sex, 278

openness vs. secrecy, 297

percentage with partners, 293

reporting success in achieving equitable
arrangements, 300

showing more sexual jealousy than gay men, 546

lesbians and gay men
egalitarian attitudes and norms about power, 284

gender difference in emphasizing the relational
aspects of sexuality, 278

lethal violence, by women to escape a tormentor, 565

Levinger
breakdown, dissolution and/or loss of, 25

as an interdependence theorist, 17

interest in the topic of relationship development, 24

Levinger, George, 616

Levinger’s cohesiveness model, 616–617, 620
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Lewinian concepts of life spaces and psychological
fields, 674

liars. See also lies; lying
denigrating and distrusting the target, 527

effective in close relationships, 525

negative consequences for, 527

using familiarity, 525

lie detection, 524–526

accuracy suffering from ongoing interaction, 525

closeness effecting greater accuracy in, 524

closeness effecting greater inaccuracy in, 524–526

suspicion having power to increase accuracy, 524

by those forming close relationships, 524

lie/lie detection process, 525

lies. See also liars; lying
all-encompassing devastation of some, 528

attributed to people in close relationships, 520

in close relationships, 520–522 , 526–529, 775

of commission, 521

common in the interactions launching close
relationships, 519

consequences of undiscovered, 526–527

decreasing in frequency in close relationships, 520

detection methods, 526

involving active and passive participation, 521

negative consequences of, 527–528

to others, 521

positive consequences of discovered, 528–529

to self, 521

types of, 520–522

women tell themselves, 521

life course perspectives, 664

life cycle notion, 141

life events
data concerning major, 60

form of accommodation, 141, 142

influencing the developmental course of marriage,
146

involving circumstances spouses brought upon
themselves, 142

perspective of accommodation, 142

some instigated by couples, 146

version of accommodation, 143

life expectancy, 493

life review processes
in old age, 213

studies of, 213

life spaces, 674

life stages
investigating emotional climate at various, 136

predictors of marital stability and, 136

sibling typologies for different, 101

lifestyle
changes, 713

choices, 666

construction, 666

lifetime sensitivity to stress, 317

Likert scales, 359, 546

likes and dislikes, disclosure to a partner, 472

liking
distinguished from loving, 597

as a function of attitude similarity, 16

liking scale, 597

limited mobility
interventions for individuals with, 494

people with, 686

linear predictor, including time as a, 84

lines of work, emerging, 25

linguistic underdeterminancy, 341

listeners, understanding and acceptance of, 422

literal or propositional content of a message, 337

living alone, numbers of people, 665

Living Apart Together (LAT), 215

“Living Arrangements and Social Networks of Older
Adults” project, 661

local relationship theories, 356, 358

local relationships, working models of specific, 361

local theories, 355

locus of intimacy, 638–640

loneliness, 392–393 , 485 . See also social isolation
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

better predictor of life satisfaction in individualist
nations, 696

characteristics predisposing people to, 490

cognitive approach to, 486, 488–491

components of, 486

conceptual approaches to, 488–494

in context, 491–494

defining, 485

effects on the intensity of, 489

empirical research into, 485

exclusion of explicit references to, 487

FEP successful in alleviating, 494

general core to, 485

high in collectivist oriented communities, 491

isolation labeled as, 375

main approaches to, 488

main causes of feelings of, 490

as a major problem in society, 485

measuring instruments for, 487–488

measuring the severity of feelings of, 487

motivating conversation, 376

negative connotation of, 487

not directly connected to social isolation, 495

recovering from, 494

relationship with social isolation, 486

risk of after death of a partner, 489

types of, 393 , 486–487

Loneliness (publication), 485

loneliness research, standardization of, 488

loneliness scales, 487–488

loneliness-health association, 491

lonely people, fear of rejection and, 778

long distance relationships, 25

long-distance dating relationships, 624

longitudinal analysis, 62–63

longitudinal data, requiring the use of statistical
programs, 423

longitudinal designs, 212

longitudinal studies
of close relationships in middle and old age, 222

primary advantages of, 62

using the diary method in conjunction with, 56

longitudinal surveys, positive association between
internet use and interaction with friends, 715

long-lasting relationship, prospect of implementing
shared goals, 259

long-term friends, 215

long-term marriages, 136

long-term mating, women more motivated to establish,
537

long-term orientation, 623

looking forward to departure of children stepfamilies,
168
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loosely-knit networks, societies composed of, 719

loss model for residential stepfathers and nonresidential
fathers, 167

love
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 24

assumed to grow out of arranged marriage, 699

as attachment, 607

as a barometer of attachment security, 372

as a basic emotion, 369

biology of, 596

as both a motivator of, and reward for, successful
attachment, 372

companionate and passionate, 595

as construed by ordinary people, 596–597

course of, 602–605

developing out of three behavioral systems, 607

different styles of, 217

differentiating subspecies or aspects of, 597

dimensions of, 598

as a discrete emotion system, 370

effects of falling in, 603–604

as emotion, 596, 606

expressing for a partner, 277

generating a variety of specific emotions, 606

as a goal-oriented motivational state, 606

individualistic and collectivistic attitudes on, 774

intense passionate, 596

lay prototype of, 606

lay understanding of, 378, 596

maintaining over time, 604–605

as the most particular resource, 39

not often measured in attachment research, 372

prototypical kinds of, 597

role in motivating commitment-enhancing processes,
629

role in the choice of marital partner varying across
the world, 699

sets of features of with clear prototype structures,
596

as sex, 606–607

as a story, 607

types of, 597–599

as a universal process and predominant topic,
115

unreciprocated, 604

warming over time, 140

love days, 748

love ideals, 596

love is blind model, 358

love is blind thesis, 358

love processes, models of, 605

love scale, 597

love styles, 468, 598

low problem solving families, 98

low stakes lies, 522

lower-level equation in HLM, 80

lower-level estimates in HLM, 80

lower-level unit observations in HLM, 78

lower-order communicative plans, 339

Loyalty, 734

ludus (game playing love), 598

ludus love style, 468

lying, 520 . See also liars; lies
in close relationships, 81

frequency of, 519–520

male and female, 523

motivation for, 522–523

macro temporal scales, 676

macrocontext, 705

macromotive, commitment as, 734

magazines, collecting self-report data through, 55

magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), 398

main effects, holding across multiple studies, 64

maintenance, 727

as an activity, 738

in context, 729–732

contexts for, 729

defining, 728–729

different forms required in the same relationship,
738

of different relational forms, 736

as an emerging line of work, 25

failing to perceive a partner’s acts of, 628

general developmental pattern of, 738

lack of consensus on the term, 728

of a long-lasting relationship, 262–264

performed routinely until something happens, 730

perspectives on, 732–735

processes, 770

of relationships, 277

research, 738

as a temporal stage, 728

theoretical approaches to, 734

viewing as actions and activities, 728

maintenance behaviors
bringing about relational characteristics, 735

examining across relational types, 736

half-life of, 733

identified for romantic, friendship, family, and
coworker contexts, 736

intentionally enactment of, 730

partners’ willingness to engage in, 771

maintenance hypothesis, 140

maintenance stage of a romantic relationship, 255

maintenance strategies
functional utility of, 733

gender-related, 277

positive and proactive, 729

providing the bases for increases in intimacy, 733

specific to sexual-minority couples, 297

using continuously, 733

major depression. See also depression
in children and adolescents, 316

in the DSM-IV-TR, 314

rates of in adults, 315

maladaptive attributions
associated with negative relationship outcomes, 41

influencing relationship functioning, 42

predicting marital satisfaction, 41

restructuring, 42

maladaptive cognitions
behavior and, 42

modifying, 40

maladaptive parenting, 318

maladaptive physiological responses to stress, 389

maladaptive relationships, altering, 46

male privilege, as a form of control, 560

male-female relationship violence, 304

male-female roles, 273

male-male couples
defining specific conditions for extradyadic sex, 302

having each partner specialize, 300

more likely to report engaging in extra-dyadic sexual
activity, 302
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males. See also gay men; men
friendships centering around shared activities in early

adulthood, 197

as promiscuous in parental investment theory, 363

true inclinations regarding infidelity, 37

male-typed influence strategies, 300

male-withdrawal pattern, 583

malice of hatred, 372

mammals
brain chemicals implicated in bonding, 601

dopamine playing a primary role in attraction, 600

managing jealousy and extra-relational involvements,
734

mania (possessive, dependent love), 598

Marital Adjustment Test. See MAT
Marital Agendas Protocol, 446

marital change. See also disillusionment model; divorce;
erosion model

marital change, models of, 136–144

marital cohesiveness versus dissolution, 616

marital communication, 262

marital conflict
changes across the lifespan, 448

exploring the link with marital distress, 59

family outcomes associated with, 316

negative influence on children, 316

negatively impacting the parent–child relationship
and parenting behaviors, 317

physical abuse predicting increases in depressive
symptoms, 315

marital disaffection, 158

marital dissatisfaction
compensatory pattern predicting, 334

increasing risk of subsequent diagnosis of depression,
319

predicting increased risk for a major depressive
episode, 315

marital dissolution
as a legal procedure, 159

theory reflecting a process of erosion, 449

marital distress
lack of social support, 439

maintained by the dyadic pattern arising between
partners, 755

marital dyad, 53 , 502

marital events, effect of humiliating on depressive
symptoms, 315

marital friendship, 263

marital happiness, 56

marital interaction
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 24

contingency model of, 106

of couples with one depressed member, 451

disruptive effects of depression on, 508

emotions in, 371

empathic accuracy in, 83–84

gathering data about, 147

psychophysiological model of, 395

psychophysiology of, 393–397

scales assessing, 586

marital interventions, 137

marital outcomes, 505

marital partners
attempting to control the behaviors of their spouse,

435

support buffering the impact of, 318

marital power, delineating, 396

marital quality
documenting the existence of different avenues of

change in, 588

fairness and, 282–283

linked to spouses’ beliefs about division of labor, 283

moderation of effects of dyadic coping, 506

negatively associated with depressive
symptomatology, 315

viewing as a characteristic of the relationship
between spouses, 581

viewing as how married persons feel about their
marriage, 581

marital relations, enriching and prolonging life, 285

marital relationships
attributions in, 438

cognitions associated with, 42

distressed among depressed men and women, 315

perceived support predicted, 434

marital research, central status accorded to relationship
satisfaction, 579

marital satisfaction, 624 . See also relationship
satisfaction

assessing actual trajectories of, 86

association between conflict and, 449

attributions influencing, 584

correlation with positive dyadic coping, 505

demographic correlates of, 580

dominant approaches used to study, 581

effects of affectionate and antagonistic dimensions
on, 133

higher levels of social support and, 439

interpretation of the behaviors of one marital partner
by the other, 432

link between self-disclosure and, 410

little difference across typologies, 170

majority of research on marriages accepting, 132

more important for health outcomes for women, 435

omnibus measures of, 581

questionnaire study identifying the determinants of,
579

Marital Satisfaction Inventory (MSI), 586, 588

marital satisfaction scores, 590

marital stability
associating forms of negativity with, 136

conceptual model of influences on, 220

maintaining a high balance of positive to negative
behaviors, 450

overall prediction of, 138

research on predictors not considering life-stage
issues, 136

marital status
as a measure of social support, 433

study of outdated, 115

marital strain, dyadic coping and, 509

marital success, longitudinal studies of, 14

marital therapy. See also couple therapy
approaches found to be efficacious, 320

as an effective treatment for depression, 451

marital timing, research on factors affecting, 121

marital typologies, 99–100

marital well-being, scholarly research on, 13 1

Market Pricing (MP) model, 96

marriage(s). See also remarriage
alleviating social isolation and loneliness, 488

categorizing into one of three types, 100

cohabitation as an alternative to, 777

defined by a holistic unity, 674



864 subject index

marriage(s) (cont.)
effects on domestic labor, 281

egalitarian model, 283

emotional climate of, 132–133

emotional intimacy in individualistic cultures, 700

facilitating self-regulation, 435

fewer health benefits when troubled or dissatisfying,
391

for the first time later in life, 703

focusing on change in, 13 1

forecasts of eventual, 121

frequency of conflict in, 448

health and, 285–287

heightened focus on positive elements of, 147–149

husband as the head of the family, 283

increase in the age at, 121

majority by arrangement across the world, 698

majority of research assessing marital satisfaction, 132

median age of first, 121

movement from a vital to a devitalized, 159

not all beginning with high levels of positive affect,
138

observable behaviors and subjective factors in, 13 1

overall emotional tenor of, 132

patriarchal underpinnings of traditional, 304

positive and negative aspects of, 133

predicting changes in the emotional climate of,
144–146

primarily for the benefit of the spouses, 580

proportion dissolving, 157

regarded as a union of two families, 698

relationship progressing toward, 114

role of sexuality in, 476

supportive behaviors in, 147

Marriage and Family Living, 14 . See also Journal of
Marriage and the Family

marriage behavior, demographic changes in, 121

Marriage Council of Philadelphia, 745

marriage counseling, practice of, 745

marriage enrichment movement, 787

marriage literature, notions of accommodation in, 141

marriage markets, 120–122

marriage rates, positive effects of economic
opportunities, 122

marriage squeeze
effects of, 121

producing, 121

marriage stage of relationship development, 448

marriage typologies, 93

married couples
behavior patterns in, 639

SRM used to study communication within, 77

types based conflict interactions, 450

married individuals as healthier, 285

married life style, adulthood associated with, 745

married student housing at Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 15

Married-Happy couples, 134

Married-Not Happy couples, 134

Masculinity-Femininity dimension, 697

mastery goals, adoption of, 235

masturbation as a good index of sexual desire, 279

MAT (Marital Adjustment Test)
comprising a polyglot of items and responses to

them, 581

not a cross cultural measure, 580

replacing in marital research, 587

simple item assessing marital happiness heavily
weighted, 587

mate availability, marriage markets operating on the
principle of, 121

mate characteristics, recent study assessing, 275

mate choice, 362–364 . See also mate preferences
anatomical and neurochemical mechanisms

producing, 600

contemporary patterns much broader than just
marriage, 122

criteria men and women use in, 363

defining the study of, 116

directed by innate mechanisms, 123

phenomenon of, 599

sex differences in, 363

standards, 364

steadily decreasing emphasis on, 119

as a strong predictor of marital quality, 700

studies, 469

as a theme of articles on dating and mate selection,
119

using attachment theory to predict, 777

mate criteria, strong within-sex individual differences,
364

mate poaching, 264

mate preferences. See also mate choice
among women and men, 275

generational shifts in, 703

mate selection. See mate choice
material attractions, 616

material barriers, 617

material constraints, restricting the availability of
partners, 698

maternal behavior, observational studies of, 265

maternal cortisol, stress leading to elevations in, 318

maternal love, 597

maternal stress during pregnancy, 318

mating in the context of social networks, 699

mating “programs”, different for men and women, 295

mating system, exploiting an evolved bonding module,
608

Matriarchal stepfamilies, 168

maximizer-minimizer controversy on gender
differences, 287

McLuhan, Marshall, 711

meanings
attached by recipients to efforts at support from

others, 432

as a product of negotiation in communication, 340

measure of commitment in Rusbult’s model, 620

measures of effect size in meta-analysis, 63

media, collecting self-report data through, 55

mediating model, 41

mediation
of same-sex couples assisting with relationship

dissolution, 299

utilizing, 164

mediational tradition in the study of marital
satisfaction, 580

“mediator” effects, 186

medical records for sampling elderly populations, 64

meetings, arranging in-person through CMC, 720

memory, negatively biasing recall of the past, 585

men. See also males
attracted to women showing visual signs of youth,

health, and beauty, 602

citing physical attractiveness as more important, 363
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concerned about ability to reproduce, 123

coping with divorce by finding new partners, 163

deriving greater health benefits from marriage,
285–286

emotion roles in the family, 378

emphasis on the physical appearance of a potential
partner, 780

engaging more in extradyadic sexual behaviors, 534

exhibiting more jealousy, 123

feelings of sexual deprivation, 539

focused on short-term liaisons and sexual variety,
363

genetically wired differently from women, 36

getting drunk or high when confronted with a
partner’s infidelity, 548

greater reluctance to report loneliness, 491

inclination to engage in extradyadic sex as a relatively
autonomous motive, 539

inclined to act possessively toward their partners,
548

increasing family work by spending time with
children, 282

jealous over status-related characteristics, 545

jealousy focused upon the sexual aspects of the
partner’s extramarital activities, 545

killed by female partners, 567

lifestyle of single, 285

likely to construct an independent self-view, 276

likely to report their relational standards fulfilled,
275

most upsetting spousal behavior,
276

permissive in sexual behavior, 123

placing greater value on physical attributes of a
partner, 275

with potential to invest minimally, 537

preferring relationships with youthful and
reproductively vital women, 36

producing high numbers of sperm at a relatively
constant rate, 464

prone to lie about their past, 523

receiving social support from romantic partners,
392

reporting a greater number of sexual partners, 466

reporting a partner’s sexual infidelity more upsetting,
546, 782

separation from women in Victorian communities,
680

showing more interest in sex than do women, 279

socializing to be emotionally independent, 490

stronger relationships among social relationships and
mortality for, 390

taking the lead in sexual activities, 280

trading commitment for certainty of paternity, 464

using ambiguous signals delivering verbal
communications, 645

using more maintenance behaviors, 737

using violence to in response to infidelity, 548

violence more frequent and more severe than
women’s, 563

wide-ranging engagements around the town,
680

mental disorders, development of, 315

mental dispositions, pre-existent, 356

mental health
association with self-disclosure, 417

linked to healthy families, 313

mental health problems
among battered women, 567

development of marital- and family-based
interventions to treat, 313

mental illness, linked to unhealthy families, 313

mental shortcuts, interpreting messages and
implementing communication strategies, 339

Merton, Robert K., 717

mesocontextual factors, 705

message channel. See mode of disclosure
message features in self-disclosure, 420

message sequences, recurring, 338

messages
ambiguity of, 340

extra-linguistic features of, 338

fixed effects of, 343

interpreted in terms of a surrounding matrix, 338

multiple functions of as overlapping systems, 338

simultaneously influencing and influenced by, 332

theory-driven processing of, 342

meta-analysis, 20, 63–64

metaphors for a transactional approach, 674

methodological improvements in studying adult family
and friend relationships, 222

methodological innovations since 1978, 20

methodology effect on the quality and interpretation of
data, 51

methods
general types of, 92

for typing relationships, 92–93

microcontextual factors, 705

microscales, dialectic and transactional approaches
applied to, 676

microsocial worlds, 664

Microsoft Web-TV set-top box, 713

middle and late adulthood relationships, 216–219

middle and old age, personal development in, 213

middle circle in the social convoy model, 662

midlife development, 213

Milardo, 25

Miller, Lynn, 411

minding the close relationship theory, 416

mindless behavior, 340

minimization, 729

misattributions in the early stages of romance,
200

misreadings of nonverbal expressions, 647

misunderstanding
attributing to a lack of communication, 341

heavy emphasis on, 342

mixed couples, families headed by, 100

mixed model analysis of variance, 77

Mixed Model of SPSS, 81

Mixed relational type, 736

mixed-mode surveys, 66

mixed-sex (boy/girl) antipathies, 183

MMPI, compared to the MSI, 586

mode of disclosure, 418

models, 96, 240–241

moderating model, 41

“moderator” effects, 186

moderator variables, 106

money as the top issue for first-time marriages, 448

monogamous relationships, preference for among gay
men, 302

Monroe, Will S., 14

Montgomery, 23
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mood swings for adolescents involved in romantic
relationships, 201

moral commitment, 619

components of, 619

as distinct from other aspects of commitment, 624

identified as a separate category by Johnson, 622

predicting increased investment and relationship
persistence, 625

predicting negative affect and symptoms of ill health,
625

predicting relational perserverance, 625

predicting the survival of relationships, 625

studies accessing aspects of, 624

in the tripartite theory, 619

as a unique construct, 624

moral injunctions, 624

morality, 624

Moreno, 14

mother–infant attachment, oxytocin and vasopressin
systems playing a role in, 602

mother–infant relationships, 186

mothers, awarded physical custody of children, 160

motivated inaccuracy, 525

motivated misunderstanding, 342

motivation, 276

intimacy as, 638

reflecting greater relationship orientation of women,
277

types of commitment exerting differential effects on,
625

motivation to continue, 623 , 624

motivational component of passionate love, 606

motivational systems approach, 233

motives
as affective-experiential preferences, 638

for divorcing, 158

MP (Market Pricing) model, 96

MRI (magnetic resonance imaging), 398

MSI (Marital Satisfaction Inventory), 586, 588

Mudd, Emily, 745

Mulderig, Maureen, 570

multidimensional measures of relationship satisfaction,
586

Multidimensional Satisfaction Scale (MDS), 591

multidimensional scales, 91

multifaceted household relationships, 678

multifinality, 344

multi-functionality of discourse, 341

multilevel data structures, 78

multilevel modeling. See also HLM
development of, 212

statistical methods, 476

multimethod assessment of couple conflict, 447

multiple pair-bonding arrangements, 171

multiplex relationships in networks, 659

multivariate normal mixture analysis, 93

multivariate techniques, 22

multiwave longitudinal research, 588

Murstein, 24

Muslims
arranged marriage prevalent amongst Britain’s,

699

divorce rates, 704

mutual advantage, affiliations based on, 97

mutual antipathies
among children, 182

among fifth graders, 183

correlated with both antisocial behavior and social
withdrawal, 184

identifying among children, 182

incidence of, 183

moderating children in friendship dyads, 186

mutual attraction as a mate characteristic, 275

mutual concern for the other’s well-being, 491

mutual cyclical growth, 628

mutual influence, 333

mutual liking, spirals of, 376

mutual responsiveness during communication, 334

mutual socialization, increasing similarity, 181

mutual trust, 640

mutuality
of disclosure, 413

of friendship, 103

of self-disclosure of couples, 410

NA (negative affectivity)
marital effects found for, 238

as a predictor of relationship quality, 237

representing subtle gradations of responsiveness, 589

NA persons
making more maladaptive attributions, 238

reporting less emotional closeness and greater
irritation, 238

using more exit tactics, 238

narcissism, 629

narcissistic wounds of avoidant individuals, 263

narrative autobiographies, 607

narrative form, people organizing their world in, 607

Narrative Therapy, 745

narratives, evaluating relational partners, 336

National Council on Family Relations (NCFR), 14

National Council on Family Relationships, 211

National Family Violence Survey (1985), 568

National Geographic website, survey posted on, 714

National Health and Social Life Survey, 466

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health,
200, 201

National Opinion Research Center (NORC), 60

national studies, conducted with adolescents, 465

National Survey of Family and Households (NSFH)
analysis of data from, 281

sexual frequency reported by, 467

natural history of personal communities, 665

natural selection, 35

natural support providers, 399

naturalistic studies of intimate relationships, 394

NCFR (National Council on Family Relations), 14

negative affect
both inevitable and potentially useful in

relationships, 677

high reciprocity among dissatisfied married couples,
334

high reciprocity of, 771

relationship satisfaction and, 586

negative affective qualities, 675

negative affectivity. See NA
negative aspects of relationships, social support and,

433–434

negative behaviors
arising from attempts to cope with vulnerable

feelings, 756

association greater among complement members, 591

attachment-related variations in reactions to a
partner’s, 262
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attributing a partner’s to stable and global causes, 260

distinguishing satisfied from dissatisfied couples, 582

examining in the context of the amount of positive
behaviors, 449

inversely associated with relational satisfaction, 344

levels correlated with satisfaction more strongly, 137

physiological effects of observed marital discussions
influenced by, 394

reframed in EFCT, 756

salience of, 771

spouses’ escalation of, 395

stronger effects of, 771

tending to beget negative behavior, 771

negative cognitions of depression in families, 774

negative conflict management styles, 447

negative confrontation model, 449

negative coping
covert and passive forms of, 239

inevitability of some, 512

negative crowding effects, 684

negative dyadic coping
in the Dyadic Coping Scale, 505

more frequent among dissatisfied couples, 506

negative effect of efforts to be supportive, 432

negative emotional responses, intensified to threatening
events, 254

negative emotionality, 233

negative emotions
failed attachment and, 372

generated by not having power, 380

management of, 778

providing a problem in relationships, 357

tied to past relationship injuries, 758

negative events, 357

negative expressions, behaviors expressing, 645

negative feelings, satisfied spouses concealing, 521

negative interaction patterns, 244 , 754

negative interactions
greater salience of, 221

as a predictor of negative outcomes for marriages,
449

negative interpersonal events, vulnerability to, 317–318

negative life events, 512

negative models of both the self and others, 537

negative or aversive relationships, identifying, 182

negative parenting behavior, 316

negative partner behavior, 590

negative reactivity, 451

negative reciprocity, 747

couples exhibiting the more pernicious forms of, 136

high levels of, 136

negative relationship events, 41

negative relationship expectancies, 750

negative relationship-focused coping strategies, 507

negative representations, 362

negative responses, reframing as normal, 758

negative social exchanges, 218

negative strategies, recipients of, 436

negative temperament. See negative emotionality
negative type of loneliness, 486

negative working models, 252

negativity, relationship with positivity, 785

neglect as a passive and destructive approach, 734

neglect tactics. See also passive/destructive behaviors
friends of high PA individuals not displaying during

conflicts, 236

reported by NA persons, 238

negotiation of relationships, 338

negotiation phase of conflict discussion, 452

neighbor relations, across cultures, 702

neighborhood
contacts, 718

disadvantage, 493

discussion list in Netville, 716

exclusion, 493

interaction sites, 682

relationships enhanced by internet based email
systems, 717

work centers, 684

neighboring relationships, 716

neighbors, role in social support, 702

neo-analytic theorists, 193

Neotraditional stepfamilies, 168

NEP, increasing with negative behaviors, 395

Netherlands, incidence of extradyadic sex, 534

Netville suburb, 716–717

network(s). See also personal networks
changes in personal, 664–665

conceptualizing, 658–659

constituting, 659

culture differences in utilization, 701

ego-centered, 659–661

personal, 659

of significant others, 660

of social relationships, 486

sparsely and densely-knit, 719

network approach
to assessing social relationships, 430

understanding the character of contemporary society,
658

network change, late modernity and, 665–667

network configurational characteristics, 659

network context for maintenance activity, 729, 730–731

network members
fostering a change in health-related behaviors, 435

generating the names of, 661

network structure, 661

network systems of English-speaking compared to
Spanish-speaking women, 701

networked individualism
additional attributes, 718

characteristics of, 718

psychological effects of, 721

shift towards, 710

towards a theory of, 717–720

networked individuals, maintaining relatively large
social networks, 718

neural mechanism for attraction, 600

neurobiological structures, 239

neurohormones, 601

neuropeptides, 781

neurotic individuals, 233

engaging in fewer behaviors generating positive
affect, 237

reporting poorer marital adjustment, 238

neurotic spouses, distancing and avoiding tactics of, 238

neuroticism,145. See also personality traits; trait anxiety
associated with dissatisfaction and divorce, 145

as a consistent predictor of poor marital outcomes,
507

forecasting greater marital instability and divorce,
238

less likely than to use empathic responding, 507

measures identified in the Big 5 model, 233
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neuroticism (cont.)
positive association of jealousy with, 542

predicting reduced personal happiness with marriage
in both spouses, 238

related to enduring dynamics in marriage, 146

relation with reduced happiness, 238

representing subtle gradations of responsiveness, 589

neurotransmitters, 600

New England Puritan colonial families, 678

Newcomb, Theodore Mead, 15 , 17

newlyweds, presumed to be highly affectionate, 138

newspapers, collecting self-report data through, 55

NHSLS
reporting a median number of three partners, 466

sexual frequency reported by, 467

no-fault system, legal divorce as, 159

Noller
attachment theory espoused by, 23

interest in communication, 25

marital interaction and satisfaction, 24

nominal relationships, 733

nonaggressive friends, 181

nondisclosure
as psychological inhibition, 421

as suppression, 421

non-face-to-face disclosure, 418

nonfamily households, 214

nonindependence, biasing effects of, 86

nonindependent data
examining effects on a partner’s behavior, 74

issues involved in the analysis of, 74

noninitiators of divorce, 158

noninstitutionalized institution, Western friendship as,
702

noninteractive processes, enacting for relational
purposes, 729

nonkin close ties, 217

nonkin friends, 215

nonkin relationships, 489

nonlinear models, 589

nonmarital cohabitation, 215

nonmarital romantic partners, 124

nonregulated (unstable) couples, 450, 454

nonseekers group of stepparents, 167

nonstudent samples versus convenience, 53

nonsummative approach to typologies, 94

nontraditional gender attitudes, 282

nonverbal behaviors
augmenting and interacting with verbal

self-disclosures, 641

as an index of emotion, 585

interacting with verbal expressions, 645

in married couples, 647

nonverbal communication
concept of skill in, 646

continuous nature of, 646

in intimacy, 645–648

properties of, 646

in responsiveness, 647

secure partners maintaining more positive patterns
of, 262

in the self-disclosure process, 646–647

skill, 648

taking place outside of awareness, 646

nonverbal cues. See also cues
as better indicators of feelings, emotions, and

attitudes than words, 646

decoding accurately, 647

increasing the likelihood of an intimate outcome,
645

in intimate relationships, 645

nonverbal decoding ability, 647

nonverbal disclosure, 420

nonverbal errors, negative emotional impact of, 646

nonverbal expressions, misreading, 647

nonverbal messages
coding a partner’s, 262

of self-disclosure, 411

nonverbal processes, required to create intimacy, 648

nonverbal receptiveness, 647

nonverbal skills, 645 , 647

nonvoluntary dependence, 625

norepinephrine, 387

half life of, 389

levels related to marital satisfaction, 398

SAM-activated endocrine output of, 388

normal families, 168

normal or rational jealousy, 541

normative climate, shaping relationship standards,
491–492

normative or well functioning families, 98

not really a stepfamily group, 168

novel/challenging activities, 242

nuclear families
reconstituted, 168

recreating, 170

nursing home residents, Internet training program for,
222

nursing home staff, maintaining privacy and dignity for
elderly persons, 787

obligatory motives for providing assistance to parents,
217

observational methods
gathering data about marital interaction, 147

obtaining independent ratings of couple
communication and conflict, 447

trade-offs confronted by researchers using, 58–59

in the unstructured dyadic interaction paradigm, 61

observational studies in laboratory settings, 59

observed couple interactions, 582

offline communication patterns, differences between
internet and non-internet users, 713

old age siblings, 102

O’Leary, 24

O’Leary–Porter Scale, 447

Olmstead, 680

online
creating multiple personalities, 711

forming new relationships, 715–716

time spent as largely asocial, 713

online activities
associated with particular kinds of offline activities,

714

best understood considering needs that exist offline,
717

different kinds of, 714

online forums, 720

online identities, 711

on-line measurements of automonic nervous system
activity, 585

on-line processing, 354 , 356

online. See also internet
open families, 98
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Opener scale, 411

openly identified lesbians and gay men, 294

openness
in family relationships, 786

impact on a lesbian relationship, 297

openness and/or closedness, 684

Openness maintenance strategy, 730

opponent process theory, 619

opportunity, personal networks providing, 660

opposites
attraction of, 115

generally don’t attract, 55

not attracting in children’s social relations, 181

optimistic thinking, complementary use of versus
symmetry, 508

O’Rand, A. M., 493

organismic approaches, 674

organismic relationships, 674

organizations
as another source of sociability, 489

founded in the field of personal relations, 14

no association between levels of involvement in and
internet use, 714

orgasm, lesbian couples having high rates of, 301

orientation
preexisting schema influencing each person’s,

94

to relationships with peers, 193

other-benefiting lies, 522

other-focused reasons
for nondisclosure, 416

for self-disclosure, 415

other-oriented lies, 526

“ought to” commitment, 39

outcome variable in HLM, 78, 79

outdoor play areas, 687

outer circle in the social convoy model, 662

out-group members, 266

outness, positively related to gay men’s relationships,
297

overall score, by instruments of relationship
satisfaction, 581

overbenefited associations, 38

overbenefited feeling, 536

overbenefited individuals
in equity theory, 374

in a relationship, 735

reporting a greater number of extramarital affairs,
539

overlapping item content, dilemma caused by, 582

over-protectiveness as a serious problem, 512

overt behaviors, obtaining reports of private, 54

overt conflict, 446

oxytocin, 388, 471, 596

associated with monogamous behaviors, 601

release of, 781, 782

role in mate pair bonding, 388

role played by, 397

as the subject of increasing interest, 398

PA (positive affectivity), 236, 237

pain, research on, 433

pair bond, 97, 536, 781

PAIR Project, 134–135 , 143

pairing off, 198

paradox of close relationships, 433

parallel parenting, 164

parallel relationship
characterized by flexible interaction, 95

control patterns characteristic of, 103

parasympathetic nervous system, 386

parent(s). See also stepparents
control level exerted by, 475

early relationships with, 778

internal working models of relationships with, 44

monitoring of teen’s daily activities, 475

networks of influencing a romantic relationship, 203

power over children, 783

as a primary source from which early adults seek
advice and depend upon, 203

sexual socialization of children, 475

socializing adolescents in the area of sexuality, 475

parent training
breaking into a stress-generation process, 322

for child management problems, 322

enhancing for depressed parents, 322

as an intervention with depressed parents, 321

for a range of child behavior problems, 320

parental adjustment after divorce, 162

parental approval, positive factor for romantic love,603

parental conflict
best predictor of child outcome after divorce, 160

risk factor for marital conflict, 450

parental depression, 319

parental disapproval, 731

parental divorce, 63

parental expectations, 216

parental investment theory, 363 , 608

parental rationales for violence, 569

parental relationships, 97, 447

parental support, 731

parent-centered rationales for violence, 569

parent-centered violence toward children, 569

parent–child bond, 489

parent–child relationships
avoidance and anxiety affecting, 265

central qualities of, 475

dynamics after divorce, 165

exemplifying broader interpretation of intimacy, 644

friendships and, 186

involving divorced and newly-remarried parents, 162

minimized in this volume, 783

perturbations in at puberty, 193

setting the stage for the selection of friends, 202

violence in, 569

parent-child typologies, 101

parenthood
facilitating self-regulation, 435

increasing the gender gap in family work, 282

transition to, 264

parenting
parallel, 164

unique, culture-specific styles of, 701

parenting behavior
in depressed women, 315

role of culture in, 701

parenting dynamics, post-divorce, 162

parenting relationships
depressed patients reporting distress and difficulty in,

315

relationships between depression, parenting
behavior, and parenting stress, 319

parenting skills, depressed mothers and, 322

parenting stress, alleviation of, 321
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parenting styles
as adaptation to specific contingencies, 334

associated with a vulnerability to depression, 317

mediating the influence of, 701

parenting-focused intervention group, 511

parent–son conflict, 316

parent-to-child abuse, 569

participants
contacting prospective by telephone, 55

measuring on self-reports, 92

obtaining descriptive data from, 57

particular other, desiring the companionship and
attention of, 637

particularism dimension of resources, 39

partner(s). See also relationship partners
absence of, 489

availability across cultures, 698

building empathy between, 751

communication with about a jealousy-event, 547

dealing with conflict in marital relationships, 137

discontinuity in perception of, 590

with high self-esteem, 139

idealizing, 729

interacting frequently in close relationships, 518

lying to support and sustain, 523

responding to during troubled times, 734

partner behavior, 772 , 774

partner bond, 488

partner centric attributions, 584

partner choice
during adolescence, 200, 785

continuum across cultures, 698

different models amongst different ethnic groups,
698

negotiated in urban China, 699

partner cohesiveness, 640

partner contract, 624

partner discrepancies, 585

partner effect, 76

in APIM, 78, 83

in SRM, 77

partner preferences
across genders becoming generally similar, 703

over more than a 50-year period, 703

partner relationships
internal working models of, 44

standards regarding, 490

partner responsiveness
as a component of intimacy, 643

perceived, 133

perceptions of, 641

partner variables, including as predictors, 76

partner violence, 562

partner-directed anger, 372

partners’ children, relationships with, 166–168

partner’s disclosure, responsiveness to, 258

Partners in Coping Program, 510

partner’s perspective, tendency to take, 142

partner’s view of the event’s threat, 503

partnerships, divorced individuals dedicated to the idea
of, 166

partner-specific expectations, 240

passion
as a latent dimension of love, 597

in the Triangular Theory, 598

passion factor, 606

passionate attraction, 600

passionate courtship, 145

passionate love, 597, 599

arising from the rapid rate of, 608

biology of, 599–601

characteristics of intense, 600

as a combination of the desire for attachment and
sexuality, 607

declining over the first couple of years, 604

distinguishing from sexual desire, 606

enactment of, 774

evolutionary value of, 781

as a function of changes in intimacy, 376, 599

increasing reported in long-term relationship
partners, 605

inevitable decline not demonstrated, 605

link between attachment style and brain activity
related to, 778

as primarily a motivation system associated with
dopamine pathways, 601

as sexual desire unfulfilled, 606

theories explaining the general decline in, 605

Passionate Love Scale. See PLS
passive hostility, 239

passive versus active dimension, 734

passive/destructive behaviors, 237, 238 . See also neglect
tactics

past experiences, reconstructing, 44

paternity confidence, 545

pathological communication, 343

pathways, linking shorter-term physiological processes
to long-term health, 392

patient
anger and irritable behavior, 509

attachment security, 265

fighting for autonomy, 508

patriarchal heterosexual model, 563

pattern of behavioral exchanges, 639

pattern of interconnections, communication as, 331

patterns
associated with violence, 562

of conflict management, 453

of relationship of relationships, 677

of sexual behaviors in a relational context, 465–467

payoffs
men more affected by perceived, 540

tracking in order to make effective decisions, 373

pedestrian friendly places, 682

peer(s)
as an additional socialization influence on youth

sexuality, 475

supporting experimentation with adult roles, 476

peer group, 203

peer nominations, 58

peer rejection, 181

peer relationships
differing from those with family members, 195

skills developed for maintaining interdependence,
195

peer report methods, 58

people. See also individuals
love construed by ordinary, 596–597

operating to gain rewards and avoid punishments or
costs, 38

Peplau
breakdown, dissolution and/or loss of relationships,25

loneliness, 25

sex and sexual orientation in relationships, 25
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perceived available support, 431

perceived desirability
of the partner and the relationship, 604

of the state of being in love, 604

perceived partner responsiveness, 641

perceived relational superiority, 734

perceived similarity, 602

perceiver variance, 434

perceptions. See also cognitions
of friends’ sexual attitudes and behaviors by

adolescents, 475

of the quality of the partner’s response, 642

of relationships, 776

Perfect Pals co-parenting style, 101, 163 , 786

performance-approach goals, 235

performance-avoidance goals, 235

Perlman, Daniel, 21

permanent separation, 157

permissive attitudes, toward men’s sexual activities,
280

permissiveness standard, 776

Permissiveness subscale, 468

permissiveness with affection standard, 468

permissiveness without affection standard, 468

perpetual problems model, 140

persistence. See also unjustified persistence
in abusive relationships, 626

of close relationships, 25

commitment reliably predicting, 623

person focused sex, 469

personal ads, including characteristics present in a
arranged marriage, 699

personal characteristics, influencing behaviors in
marriage, 145

personal commitment, 619, 622

components of, 619

in the tripartite theory, 619

personal communities
capturing the characteristics, 662

changes in as entirely normal, 665

collecting pertinent data on, 661

comparisons between different, 663

configuration of relationships comprising, 659

containing discrete, non-overlapping network
segments, 667

of every individual, 718

expectation of relative permanency, 666

as the focus of Wellman’s approach, 659

issue of change in, 664

little focus on more mundane changes in, 665

natural history of, 665

personal dedication, 624

personal devaluation as a survival threat, 371, 781

personal development in middle and old age, 213

personal feelings and thoughts, disclosure of, 409

personal investments, working against dissolution,
732

personal life, change becoming more common, 665

personal networks. See also ego-centered networks;
network(s)

changes in, 664–665

impact on dating and marital relationships, 660

impact on marital relationships, 661

major forms drawn on in constructing, 660

plotting substantive differences accurately, 659

positive support of, 661

segmentation of, 667

stability of the aggregate properties of, 665

strong degree of overlap across, 660

structure of, 659

personal prescriptive support, 624

personal relationship researchers, 657

personal relationship search, 666

personal relationships, 192

20th century trends in the study of, 11

in adolescence and early adulthood, 191–204

assumptions influencing couple disclosure, 410

classic definitions of, 3

communication seen as the means of constructing
and maintaining, 331

culture as the forgotten topic in, 695–697

enhancing mental and physical well-being, 285

future trends in the study of, 25–26

geographically dispersed before the internet, 712

helping individuals adapt their identities, 667

helping people develop satisfying, 494

impacting health, 389

individuals drawing on, 667

intimacy in, 637–650

maintaining both local and non-local, 717

mapping, 658

as a multiparadigmatic science, 91

on and off the internet, 709–721

ongoing dialectic between wanting more intimacy
and wanting less, 648

organizational growth as a specialized area of work,
19

research methods for the study of, 51–66

role of culture on, 696

role of specific ignored in the field of social support,
430

self-disclosure in, 409–424

versus social, 95

social organization of people’s, 666

study of in the late 1990s, 22–25

trends between the late 1970s and the 1990s, 19–22

trends in the study of, 16

violence in, 557

Personal Relationships (journal)
articles published on dating and mate selection found

in, 118

brief review of 2002 editions regarding cross-cultural
research, 695

survey of data analytic approaches in, 74

personal retreats, less available to women, 681

personal self-disclosure, 412

personal star. See star of an individual
personal transitions, 664

personalistic disclosures, 411

personality
approaches to the study of, 233–234

approaches to the study of close relationships, 42

connecting to emotional climate in marriage, 145

constructs/measures widely used, 232

differential role played by across cultures, 696

models of, 233

representative review of literature, 236–239

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin (journal), 74

personality characteristics
contributing to loneliness, 490

included in loneliness models, 488

less demanding of a sexual partner in regard to, 470

making dyadic coping more difficult, 506

personality constructs, 232
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personality features, sought in a mate, 363

personality psychology, 231, 233

personality researchers, relationship researchers and,
231

personality traits. See also attachment; neuroticism;
traits

assumed to affect close relationships, 231

effects on close relationships, 231

identifying through the operation of motivational
systems, 233

as markers of approach and avoidance
temperaments, 233–236

as markers of biologically-based systems, 232

models relevant to specific, 240

relationship outcomes and, 776

personality variables, related to jealousy, 542

personified objects, 185

persons living alone, smaller networks of, 489

perspectives, associated with maintenance, 728

perspective-taking, 340, 734

persuasion, 338

PET (positron emission tomography), 398

pets, non-evaluative support from, 392

petting as a jealousy-inducing event, 545

Pew Internet & American Life Project, 714 , 715

philosophical beginnings of research on close
relationships, 13–14

physical aggression in lesbian relationships, 303

physical attractiveness
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 24

more important in short-term flings, 364

physical coercion, men’s greater use of, 279

physical custody of children, 160

physical environments
effects on family relationships, 786

embodying dialectics, 675

influencing disclosure, 419

reducing residents’ connections with community life,
682

of relationships, 677

physical evidence, 526

physical health, loneliness associated with, 491

physical maturation, 199

physical mobility
individuals with severely limited, 494

people with limited, 686

physical proximity, compensating for increases in, 333

physical violence in lesbian relationships, 303

physiological components of commitment phenomena,
630

physiological consequences of marital conflict
discussions, 396

physiological data, 585

physiological function, impact of romantic
relationships on, 394

physiological indicators
of autonomic and endocrine activity, 387–388

methodological and interpretational challenges of
using, 389–390

as predictors of relationship health, 397–398

physiological interrelatedness, 585

physiological linkage
accounting for variance in marital satisfaction scores,

59

degree of prediction obtained with, 393

physiological measures, associations among social ties
and, 390

physiological mechanisms, sexual and global
relationship satisfaction and, 471

physiological methods, 59–60

physiological monitoring, ambulatory, 394

physiological pathways, health implications of,
388–389

physiological reactions to marital conflict, gender
differences in, 286

physiological reactivity
during confrontative interactions, 395

during couple interactions, 298

moderators of spouses during discussions, 396

predicting changes in marital satisfaction, 397

physiological responses
attenuating effects of socially supportive others on

acute, 391

in the study of personal relationship, 386–390

physiological systems
greater synchrony or correspondence among satisfied

couples, 585

relationships effect on the body’s, 385

physiology
interpersonal relationships and, 385–399

role in couple conflict, 451

physiology-attachment link in adults, 397

Piaget, Jean, 178

pit bulls, 564

planned disclosures, 419

plasticity, 278

erotic, as an area of difference between women and
men, 278

in sexuality, 305

Plato, 28

platonic friendships, 602

Plato’s Symposium, 595

playing around (ludus), 217

pleasant events, disclosing, 422

pleasant interactions, addictive nature of, 377

pleasing disposition as a mate characteristic, 275

pleasure, triggered by a perceived gain in power, 379

PLS (Passionate Love Scale), 597

caudate activation significantly correlated with, 601

including items emphasizing sexual desire, 606

scores correlated with activation in a region of the
caudate, 598

pluralistic families, siblings from, 102

pluralistic family communication schema, 99

polite strangers, interacting as with stepchildren, 166

political change and conflict, impact on personal
relationships, 704

polygynous families, 676

poor alternatives, binding abuse victims to partners,
626

poor health
mobilizing network members and increasing support

giving, 491

those in tending to report higher levels of loneliness,
491

positive affect, determinants and consequences of, 615

positive affective qualities, 675

positive affectivity. See PA
positive and negative feelings as rewards and costs,

373

positive behaviors, attributions for, 438

positive conflict management in romantic relationships,
448

positive control strategies, 436
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positive dyadic coping
assessed by the Dyadic Coping Scale, 505

as a predictor of relationship quality, 505

positive elements in marriage, 147

positive emotionality, 233

positive emotions
generated by having power, 380

psychological benefits of disclosing, 422

successful attachment and, 372–373

positive engagement by school-age children, 180

positive event, repeated experience of, 630

positive exchanges, increasing, 748

positive expressions, 645

positive feelings, feeding, 376

positive forces, drawing one to a relationship, 620

positive gay identity, 297

positive illusions, 25

creating a new partner reality, 523

strengthening relationships, 626

positive outcomes, 242 , 244

Positive Parenting Program (PPP), 511

positive partner behaviors, 243

positive regard, perceptions of the partner’s, 139

positive reinforcement, 338

positive relationship event, attribution of, 41

positive relationship-focused coping strategies, 507

positive relationships, spouses in, 438

positive self-concepts, 298

positive self-view, maintained by jealousy, 541

positive temperament. See positive emotionality
positive type of loneliness, 486

positive working models of relationships, 252

positivity, relationship with negativity, 785

positivity bias, displayed by literature on adult
friendships, 103

Positivity maintenance strategy, 729

positron emission tomography (PET), 398

possessive jealousy, 542

post-divorce co-parenting styles, 163

post-divorce families, 786

post-divorce homes, children feeling too open and
exposed in, 685

post-divorce parenting dynamics, 162

post-divorce relationships, 163–168

research and theory on, 157

typology describing, 101

potential alternatives, 622 , 623

potential costs of sexual relationships, 364

poverty
as a correlate of IPV, 567

proportion of the population in relative, 493

power, 283

central to intimate terrorism, 784

contributing to sexual aggression, 473

influence strategies and, 300

in modern relationships, 784

relationship with emotion, 379

shaping emotions, 380

ultimate abuse of, 784

underlying every human interaction, 379

power and control, violence embedded in a general
pattern of, 559

power and equality in same-sex couples, 300

power and status signals, emotions as, 379–380

Power Distance dimension, 105 , 697

power equality, majority of married couples reporting,
283

pragma (logical, “shopping-list” love), 598

pragmatic factors versus hedonistic in partner choice,
699

pragmatic level of meaning, 337

preadolescents, sympathy and self-disclosure in friends,
179

predictability, making for boredom, 375

predictable relationships, apparent desire for, 432

Predicting success or failure in marriage (1939), 580

prediction aim of knowledge structures, 354

predictions about particular relationship events, 750

predictor variables
in the APIM, 78

in HLM with dyad data, 81

predictors of
child outcome after divorce, 160

commitment, 124 , 125 , 623

the developmental course of marriage, 147

divorce, 149, 505

friendship, 217

life satisfaction in individualist nations, 696

marital disruption, 508

marital quality, 700

marital satisfaction, 132

marital satisfaction and divorce, 144

marital stability, 136

negative outcomes for marriages, 449

poor marital outcomes, 507

relational stability, 775

relationship breakup, 40

relationship dissolution, 124 , 358

relationship health, 397–398

relationship quality, 237, 505

satisfaction, 124

social competence, 181

subsequent dissatisfaction and instability, 146

susceptibility to infidelity, 538

the use of maintenance behaviors, 737

well-being among collectivistic cultures, 701

preexistent knowledge structures, 359

preexistent mental dispositions, 356

premarital childbirth, 146

premarital cohabitation as a risk factor for conflict, 451

premarital couples inventory, 102

premarital factors, 62

premarital prevention programs, 455

Premarital Relationship Enhancement Program. See
PREP

premarital relationships typologies, 102–103

premarital sex
relationship stages and, 467–468

research on, 114

retrospective data from adults on, 466

Premarital Sexual Permissiveness Scale, 467

premarriage couples, 102

preoccupation model of secrecy, 421

preoccupied (anxious-ambivalent) attachment, 754

preoccupied attachment style, 43 , 537, 755 . See also
anxious-ambivalent attachment style

preoccupied children, 101

preoccupied parents, 101

preoccupieds, 778

PREP (Premarital Relationship Enhancement
Program), 455

model based on, 455

modifying to address specific couple needs, 456

PREP-M (PREParation for Marriage) Questionnaire, 62
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preschool children
conflict behavior between friends and, 178

cross-sex friendships, 180

describing friends concretely, 179

with secure attachment histories, 186

types of friendships, 103

preschool peer competence, 186

present attractions, 616, 622

“pressure cooker” effect, found among Israeli women,
502

preventative maintenance, 728

Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program,
137

prevention focus as a prime marker of avoidance, 239

prevention programs
for couples, 455

modifying to address specific needs of couples, 456

teaching couples about conflict management, 455

teaching couples to regulate negative emotions, 454

prevention system, 235

prevention-focused people, 241

placing greater weight on partners’ negative
attributes, 244

using avoidance strategies, 237

prevention-focused states, 244

preventive health behaviors, lonely individuals less
likely to engage in, 491

prewedding jitters, 139

primary appraisal
process, 503

stages of, 503

primary attachment figures, 259

primary emotions, 754

primary needs, 246

principle of distributive justice, 735

principle of least interest, 14

privacy, 486

boundaries, 410

considerations regarding sexuality research, 465

definitions of, 27

integrative theory of, 410

providing in public, 689

regulation maximized by planned disclosure, 419

privacy model, 411

private community associations of gated communities,
687

private information, 422

private setting for disclosing personal information,
419

proactive (modern) fathers, 101

proactive actors, people as, 335

problem solving assistance in relationship-focused
interventions, 510

problem solving interactions, partners mind-reading
each other, 358

problem solving paradigm, 394–396

problem solving strategies, 41

problematic behavior, 42

problematic close relationships, 220

problematic friendships, 215

problem-focused coping
assessed by the Dyadic Coping Scale, 505

by both partners, 508

problems, reframing, 452

problem-specific intervention versus maritally-focused,
511

PROC MIXED program of SAS, 81

procedural knowledge, organized around coping
strategies, 253

procedural relevance of relationships to conversations,
335

proceptivity, 600

process
focusing on rather than snapshots, 21

intimacy as a, 642

programmatic research, calling for more, 66

progressive stepfamilies, 169, 170

Prolonged stepfamilies, 169

promotion system, 235

promotion-focus as a marker of an approach
orientation, 237

promotion-focused people, 241

versus prevention-focused people, 237

pursuing multiple routes to attaining their goals, 242

promotion-focused states, 242

propinquity, 121, 602 . See also exposure
prosocial acts, promoting, 629

prosocial friendships, 182

prosocial maintenance acts, 628

prosocial manner, willingness to act in, 142

prospective disclosers, looking for cues, 417

prospective disclosure, social cues from, 417–418

protective buffering, 433

husbands engaging in, 506

as a type of relationship-focused coping, 506

protective families
communication schema, 99

siblings from, 102

prototype approach to the topic of love, 596

prototype theory, 377

prototypes, 774

prototypical friendships, 103

provision of support as threatening to identity and
self-esteem, 148

proximate causes, 36

proximity
eroding the desired separation between homes and

communities, 686

seeking, 203

seeking to significant others, 251

PRs. See personal relationships
psychic divorce, 160–161

psychoanalytic theorists, 193

psychodynamic approaches, 757

psycho-educational intervention, 511

psycho-educational programs, 510

psychological attachment, 618, 623

psychological effects of networked individualism, 721

Psychological factors in marital happiness (1958), 579

psychological femininity, 298

psychological fields, 674

psychological “fusion” or “merger,” excessive between
partners, 300

psychological inhibition, weakening immune function,
421

psychological masculinity, 298

psychological mechanisms in evolutionary theory, 370

psychological well-being, 220

psychologists
with clinical training in the 1990s eminent scholars

list, 23

as primarily the eminent individuals of the 1990s, 23

as senior authors in the relationships field, 13

psychology, cognitive revolution in, 353
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psychology journals, papers on causal conditions, 120

psychophysiology of adult relationships, recent
developments in, 398

psychosocial adjustment, high levels of distress
influencing children’s, 317

psychosocial development
Erikson’s theory of, 213

impact of dating and romantic relationships during
adolescence, 201

psychotherapy, therapeutic alliance effects, 761

puberty, timing of, 194

public housing, 687

public humiliations, 679

public setting, disclosing in, 419

publication literature, empirical analyses of, 12
punching and hitting in a male-male conflict, 303

punctuation differences in interaction, 342

punishing situations, cognitive vigilance to, 234

punishments, avoiding, 38

push–pull couples, 101

QRI (Quality of Relationships Inventory), 433 ,
434

Q-sort method, 92

qualitative approaches to relationship research, 52

qualitative measures of relationship satisfaction, 582

qualitative methods, rise in, 20

qualities of relationships, 194

quality of alternatives, 618, 622

quality of marriage, women’s health more closely tied
to, 286

quality of persons, intimacy as, 638

Quality of Relationships Inventory (QRI), 433 , 434

quantitative approach to relationship research, 52

quasi-experimental designs, 52

quasi-relationships
among children, 184–185

long recognized as worth studying, 177

questionnaires. See also surveys
applicability from one culture to another, 65

data collecting outside the traditional laboratory
setting, 55

methods in social support, 431

questionnaires/surveys, 55

race, related to SCV, 565

racial groups, imbalances in the sex-ratio within, 121

random effects component, restricting for HLM
models, 82

random effects in HLM, 79

rape, genetic basis of, 36

rating and dating complex, 14
rational outcomes, evaluating, 38

reactive (traditional) fathers, 101

reactive jealousy, 542

reactive objects, people as, 335

readiness effect, main direct support for, 603

readiness for falling in love, 603

ready-made strategies, 362

reaffirmation strategy, 730

real behaviors, 27

real self, revealing, 412

reappraisal of the situation, 547

reasons for disclosure as well as nondisclosure,
415

reassurance, 512

recalibration strategy, 730

recall
consistency effect in, 54

memory affecting, 55

recently-formed vs. long standing friendships, 216

receptive friendship, 103

recipient partner variance, 434

reciprocal confrontation, 136

reciprocal disclosures, 643

reciprocal effects of cognitions, 777

reciprocal feedback loops, 245

reciprocal friendships, 103

reciprocal interaction strategy, 60

reciprocal intimacy, 258

reciprocal liking, 602

reciprocal process of disclosure, 410

reciprocated negative behavior, 583

reciprocity. See also disclosure reciprocity
as the basis of relationships, 535

in communal relationships, 783

expected by friends, 179

as invariant in children’s friendship expectations at
all ages, 179

leading to enactment of a symmetrical relationship,
95

recording procedures, 57

recreational orientation to sexual activity, 468

reflexivity property of communication, 334–337

reformulation, 729

refusals of sexual interaction, 472

regulated (stable) couples, 450

regulating an ongoing relationship, 675

regulation, 675

regulatory bodily functions, 391

regulatory goals, 254

regulatory process, 648

reinforcement or reward framework, 16

Reis, 24

Reis and Stiller, 21, 22

rejection
isolation labeled as, 375

results of, 604

sensitivity, 202

relabeling, concept of, 748

relating, social psychological study of, 15

relational activity, geography, 26

relational behaviors
effects of chronic working models on, 256

predicting by attachment theory, 45

relational characteristics
as outcomes of maintenance activities, 733

sustaining desired, 728

relational commitment
high, 142

pioneering theory of, 616

relational communication
anchoring research on communication in personal

relationships, 343

as a consciously staged activity, 776

second level of meaning accounting for, 338

relational competence, theory of, 221

relational conflict, 472

relational context, patterns of sexual behaviors in,
465–467

relational cultures
interface with the larger society, 337

joint construction of roles consistent with, 337

relational development as a bi-directional process, 167
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relational difficulties in adulthood, 220

relational dimensions, contributing to sexual
aggression, 473

relational dyads, 222

relational events, 220

relational features of communication, 332

relational identity, 619, 623

relational insiders, 342

relational intimacy, 341

relational level, relationships typed at, 93

relational maintenance
definitions of, 728

as a new enterprise for relationship scholars, 727

occurring at multiple levels, 787

relational orientation to sexual activity, 468

relational outcomes, jealousy leading to negative, 544

relational partners
acquiring private idioms and other special

vocabulary, 337

sexual partners as, 466

stepping together, 376

using different techniques, 344

relational perspective, authors connected with, 338

relational phenomena
manipulating the presence or absence of, 61

study of, 117

relational pragmatics perspective, 93

relational quality in narratives linked to, 336

relational schemas, situations interfacing with, 232

relational self-construal (RSC), 82

relational self-disclosure, 412

relational standards, 275

relational system context for maintenance activity,
729–730

relational time, 26

relational transgressions, 142

individuals faced with a partner’s, 729

research on, 379

relational types
maintenance in different, 735–737

pure, 735

study examining maintenance behaviors across, 736

relational-interdependent self-construal, 276

relationship(s), 191, 640

appetitive/promotion and avoidance/prevention
orientations in, 235

approach-based motives and situations impacting,
242–243

as aspects of a multifaceted phenomenon, 673

attending to, 729

avoidance-based motives and situations impacting,
243–244

with a balance of functions fulfilled for each
individual, 196

beliefs about as functional or dysfunctional, 700

breakdown, dissolution and/or loss of, 25

bringing greater understanding of all types of close,
personal, 115

built through and by interaction, 733

calls for a grand, unifying theory, 26

categorizations corresponding to the four relational
models, 96

of children with a number of significant others, 185

chosen versus chosen for them, 95

classification of, 93

common properties across types of, 203

concerns about the viability of, 544

connection with communities and societies, 337

considering across cultures, 695

constellation of, 657

as a continuum of social attachment, 115

daily perceptions of the future of, 85

dark side of, 25 , 64–65

destructive effects of IPV on, 568

dialectical model of, 20

different provisions of, 488

differentiation among, 194

differentiation constrained by interrelations among,
195

division into “Personal” and “Social,” 94

divorce and post-divorce, 157–171

as easy to get into and hard to get out of, 732

essential determinants of, 96

forming new online, 715–716

functions of emotions in, 357

fundamental qualities rooted in internal working
models, 194

gender affecting partners’ goals in, 563

identifying as types or kinds of, 92

identifying the fundamental dimensions/topoi of, 93

inseparability with social and temporal contexts, 677

as inseparable from their settings, 673

internet as a means of forming, 719

internet’s role in the formation of new, 716

interrelation of adolescents and early adults, 202–204

intimacy as a quality of, 640

keeping in a specified state or condition, 728

keeping in repair, 728

keeping in satisfactory condition, 728

keeping sustained, 728

key periods for testing, 141

kinds of, 736

linking strategic and routine maintenance, 730

locating on a series of dimensional scales, 91

maintaining, 720, 727–739

maintaining local and long distant, 719

maintaining over greater distance in modern
societies, 718

making and breaking, 719

mentally representing as types, 93

methods for typing, 92–93

moral and social order, 336

as more than the patterns of behavioral exchange, 96

with multiple small groups or individuals, 718

multi-wave longitudinal research on, 588

negative consequences of lies for, 527

nominal, 733

ongoing “work” to maintain, 277

as open systems, 93

openness and closedness, 675

with partners’ children, 166–168

with people from different social backgrounds, 718

perceiving and interpreting events in, 40

positive illusions in, 25

pressures to maintain externally driven, 700

proactively sustaining or eliminating, 221

process of keeping in existence, 728

psychological bases of, 96

qualities of, 194

rejuvenating, 729

socially disapproved, 65

sought out in accordance with existing views, 437

specific techniques for maintaining, 729

stability of, 732
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stable aspects of, 703

study of remaining constant, 28

studying in their full complexity, 26

surface changes in activities, 703

switching between, 720

talk as a marker of, 335

between those who do not share common social
relationships, 719

transitions in during adolescence and early
adulthood, 192–195

as transitory, 718

types as always emergent, 93

types of based on volition and intimacy, 95

types of combinations of, 186

typologies of specific, 98–104

values in, 274–275

what men and women want in, 274–275

why some endure and thrive, 615

relationship aspects of communication, 338

relationship bank account model, 449

relationship beliefs
association with marital quality, 700

unrealistic, 584

Relationship Beliefs Scale, 469

relationship breakup, 40

relationship changes, 703

relationship closeness, 517

relationship commitment. See also commitment
linking to social exchange logic, 39

stabilizing effect of structural, 298

women typically showing greater, 277

relationship conflicts
managed more poorly by prevention-focused people,

244

negotiating, 40

relationship constructs, 232

relationship correlates
of infidelity, 539–540

of jealousy, 543–544

relationship cultures, 336–337

relationship development
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 24

anchoring research on communication in personal
relationships, 343

areas of conflict changing with, 448

author prescriptions for the future direction of, 26

disclosure accelerating with, 413

with an emphasis on progress toward marriage, 114
research on, 124

stages of, 447

relationship dialetics, 675–676

relationship discord, 748–749

relationship dissolution
commitment as a predictor, 124

one of the best predictors of, 358

presence of barriers to leaving a relationship, 298

relationship distress
assessing interaction characteristics predictive of, 446

treatment of, 745–761

viewing as feedback, 589

relationship education, 455

relationship effect in SRM, 77

relationship equity, 640

relationship events
attributions for promoting relationship satisfaction,

584

subjecting to in-depth conscious analysis, 357

relationship expectancies, 202

relationship expectations, 432

relationship experiences, peer group’s dominance of,
203

relationship groups, 74

relationship guidance, 675

relationship health, physiological indicators as
predictors of, 397–398

relationship history
affecting ambiguity in communication, 341

communication rules based on, 333

relationship implications of conversation, 335

relationship initiation of same-sex sexuality, 296

relationship interactions, 362

relationship intimacy, 416–417

relationship judgments
bias and accuracy in, 358–360

evaluative valence of, 358

relationship length, not consistently related to jealousy,
544

relationship lie, 521

relationship maintenance
in the context of severe stress, 512

phenomena, 626

women’s greater “stake” in, 298

relationship models, 96

relationship mutuality by school-age children,
180

relationship narrative/accounts, 336

relationship negotiation, 338

relationship orientation, 276–277

relationship outcomes
connection between conflict and, 449

nonverbal skills essential to, 647

relationship partners
adolescents and early adults as, 192–193

focusing attention on the dynamic interaction
between, 423

information gathering from both, 245

role of, 244

tending to seek relationship threatening information,
525

relationship patterns, 337

relationship problems
derived from emotional injuries, 757

viewing as challenges, 356

relationship processes
examining in subsets, 677

linking approach and avoidance orientations to,
239–245

steady increase in research on, 119

as a theme of articles on dating and mate selection,
119

relationship quality
bringing knowledge of into social support research,

438–439

cognition predicting, 45

expanding cognitive behavioral conceptualizations
of, 42

link with sexual satisfaction, 470

perceptions of, 241

of romantic relationships in adolescence and early
adulthood, 201–202

relationship reality model, 358

relationship representations
modification of, 362

as predictors for early adults, 199
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relationship research
as increasingly multidisciplinary, 51

physiological measures in, 59

relationship researchers
informing design decisions, 683

not engaging in cross-talk with personality
researchers, 231

relationship roles
based on intimacy, visibility, and regulation, 95

involving various levels of social power, 783

occupying multiple at the same time, 783

played by humans, 378

relationship satisfaction. See also marital satisfaction;
satisfaction

addressing the latent structure of, 589

affecting the understanding of support behaviors,
776

assessed using self-report, 581

associated with positive conflict management, 448

association with extra-dyadic sexual activity among
gay males, 302

association with later break-up status, 85

as categorical, 589–590

characterized by lack of adequate theory, 580

conceptualizing as a global evaluation, 587

conceptualizing as a trajectory, 588

constructs studied as simply proxies for, 586

correlates of, 582–586

declining over time, 604

defining as subjective, global evaluations of the
relationship, 587

determinants and correlates, 581

determinants similar for same-sex and heterosexual
couples, 297

developing multidimensional measures of, 586

discontinuity in, 589–590

emergence of interest in, 579–580

identifying the real meaning of, 588

jealousy and, 544

major research findings, 582–586

measures by instruments of, 581

measuring in studies, 785

nature of research, 580–582

sexual frequency related positively to, 471

as a single, continuous dimension, 589

specifying the referents and purposes of different
perspectives on, 588

underlying structure of, 589

unresolved research issues, 586–591

writings focusing almost exclusively on Western
relationships, 580

relationship stability, 297

relationship stages, 467

relationship standards, 486, 490, 491–492

relationship status, 785

relationship structure, 334

relationship theories. See also general relationship
theories

applying to the practical management of relationship
issues, 25

routinely accessed unconsciously, 356

relationship types
alternative, unexpected, 304

diversity across serving to protect against loneliness,
490

explaining variance in sexual frequency, 467

ignoring in research design, 126

relationship typologies
distinctions between, 93–94

as moderator variables, 106

relationship variance, 434

relationship violence, same-sex couples paralleling
heterosexual couples, 303

relationship-driven courtships, 145

relationship-focused coping, 506

personality characteristics and, 506

types of, 506

relationship-focused interventions
compared to psycho-educational programs, 510

components of, 510

relationship-focused reasons
for nondisclosure, 416

for self-disclosure, 416

relationship-reality goals, 360

relationship-related support effects, 434

relationships research
advances in data analytic approaches for, 73–87

prominent journals publishing, 74

relationship-specific attachment, 261

relative dependency, 536

religious beliefs as an internal barrier, 732

religious denomination, homogenity of, 215

religious transgression, divorce as a, 161

remarriage, 165–166 . See also marriage(s)
after divorce, 165

better adjustment after, 786

helping to resolve loneliness, 489

rate in the United States, 165

in the second half of life, 215

slightly more likely to end in dissolution, 165

remarried men with multiple sets of children,
164

REML (restricted maximum likelihood), 81

re-partnering in the second half of life, 214

repeated lies, 522

repeated measurements in HLM, 79

repeated measures, 78, 85

representations of romantic relationships, 199

representative sample, obtaining via the Internet, 55

representativeness versus control, 53

reproductive benefits of extradyadic sex for females,
537

reproductive concerns of men and women, 123

reproductive strategies for men compared to women,
464

research
approach and avoidance orientations affecting

relationships, 236

instruments, 65

methods and tools, 212

methods for the study of personal relationships,
51–66

paradigms to uncover the interdependent nature of a
relationship, 54

stimulated by evolutionary perspectives, 38

suggestions for future, 785–787

typological approaches to, 158

ultimate purpose of, 27

reserve in family interactions, 678

residential stepfathers and nonresidential fathers,
importance to stepchildren, 167

residential step-relationships, 167

respect, 518

respondent mortality, 62
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respondents, difficulty of obtaining a sample long-term,
62

response
in the disclosure process, 417

tendencies conceptualizing interdependence in, 333

responsibility attributions, 41

responsive caregiving, 644

responsive listening, 136

responsive self-disclosure, 258, 778

responsiveness, 641. See also affection
as a determinant of intimacy, 641

of the disclosure recipient, 417

exclusive focus on providing intimacy producing, 644

nonverbal communication in, 647

restraining forces, 616

restricted maximum likelihood (REML), 81

retrospective reports, 54

reward(s)
of being someone’s first or nearly first sexual partner,

470

experienced as positive feelings, 373

experiencing in the presence of a person, 16
of extradyadic sexual relationships, 540

gaining, 38

maximizing, 735

partners deriving from interaction, 124

predicting commitment, 124

predicting satisfaction, 124

reward system, 601

reward value of a disclosure, 412

rewarding stimuli, 234

rhetorical vision of a relationship, 733

rich media, choosing for equivocal or difficult
messages, 709

RIR (Rochester Interaction Record), 57

risk factors, 457

rival
required for jealousy, 545

sensitivity to specific characteristics, 545

role attachment, dissolving during the divorce process,
161

role theory of sexuality, 464

roles. See relationship roles
romantic, passionate love (eros), 217

romantic and premarital relationships typologies,
102–103

romantic attachment, 125–126

romantic attraction. See also initial attraction
associated with a distinct brain system, 607

work on, 595

romantic break-up triggering a major depressive
disorder, 201

romantic commitment, serving a terror management
function, 629

romantic love, 597

biological basis of, 599–602

defining, 596–599

distinguished from more general kinds of love, 597

as a nearly universal phenomena, 595

neuroimaging studies of, 596

observed in every culture, 605

relation to other relationship constructs, 597

scholarly work in the last few decades, 595

in the Triangular Theory, 598

romantic partners
becoming dominant in the relationship hierarchy,

203

similarity to partners, 603

threat to personal control, 53

time spent with in adolescence and early adulthood,
198

romantic relationships. See also personal relationships
in adolescence and early adulthood, 198–202

attachment-related strategies and interpersonal
processes in, 255

attachment-system-functioning within, 252

concepts of, 199–200

consolidation stage of, 259–262

emotional/pair bonding aspects, 470

forming new after divorce, 165–166

initiation stage of, 256–263

interactions in for adolescents and early adults,
200–201

maintenance of a long-lasting, 262–264

markers of approach correlating with various
outcomes in, 237

occupying a middle ground between friendship and
marriage, 102

personality research on, 22

quality of positively related to commitment, 201

research done by personality psychologists, 13
robust effects of markers of avoidance, 238

self-perceived competence, 201

sexual intercourse occuring in the context of, 466

stability of, 730

stages of development of, 254

studies specifically investigating, 116
typing adolescent, 102

women more motivated than men to maintain,
277

Romantic stepfamilies, 168, 170

Romeo and Juliet effect
in American culture, 603

explanations for, 731

room sharing, restrictions on, 685

routines, dissolved during the divorce process, 161

RSC (relational self-construal), 82

Rubin, 24 , 25

rule sets, governing face-to-face discourse, 339

rule-based perspectives, 38

rumination on threat-related concerns, 254

Rusbult, Caryl, 25 , 617

associated with interdependence theory, 23

breakdown, dissolution and/or loss of relationships, 25

commitment, 25

conflict and dissatisfaction, 25

Rusbult’s investment model, 616, 617–619 . See also
investment model

elaborating on processes representing centripetal
forces, 734

extending the claims of interdependence theory,
618

meta-analysis to test, 775

predictor variables, 623

studies designed as direct tests of, 620

studies providing good support for, 624

Russia, marriage beliefs influencing maintenance
efforts, 732

Russian college students, love experiences, 606

sacrifice
of personal interests, 627

strengthening relationships, 626

sadness, 313 . See also depression
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safe haven
behaviors, 203

function, 203

provided by a primary caregiver, 371

safety, types of, 455

safety theory, 455–456

saliva, sampling cortisol levels from, 388

SAM pathway, 386

same-sex antipathies of children and adolescents, 183

same-sex couples
with fewer barriers to relationship dissolution,

297

generally as satisfied and dissatisfied as other-sex
couples, 296

much greater equality in housework among, 282

satisfaction positively associated with partners’
similarity, 296

similarities outnumbering differences with other-sex
couples, 306

using the same basic strategies to maintain their
relationships as heterosexual couples, 297

same-sex relationships
aspects of gender, 563

directions for future research, 304–305

dissolution of, 298–299

gender-related dynamics of, 299–301

maintenance and satisfaction, 296–298

mutual emphasis on dyadic attachment, 296

overview of current research on, 293–306

perceptions of fairness and equity, 296

sexual behavior and satisfaction, 301–302

sexual exclusivity of, 302–303

sharing major family responsibilities after arrival of a
baby, 282

similar levels of stability as heterosexual
relationships, 297

stigmatization of, 294–295

theoretical perspectives on, 294–296

violence, 303

violence and abuse within, 303–304

same-sex sexuality, relationship initiation of, 296

sanctioned love, acting as social glue, 699

satisfaction. See also relationship satisfaction
as a cause of commitment, 623

as the common pathway leading to relationship
breakdown, 580

compared to intimacy, 643

discontinuities in, 589

fluctuations in playing a key role in predicting
breakup, 629

linear model of change in over time, 85

lowered as a determinant of extradyadic sexual
involvement, 539

repeated measures of, 86

strong predictors of, 124

satisfaction level, 622

excessive focus on, 626

individualizing experiences positive versus negative
affect, 618

in interdependence theory, 38

taken account of by commitment models, 620

satisfaction-focus, other literatures blinded by, 626

satisfied couples, able to exit from negative exchanges
early on, 583

satisfied partners, scoring higher on self-report indices
of emotion, 585

satisfied relationships, cognitive distortions important
in, 584

satisfied spouses, experiencing problem solving
interactions as more positive, 585

Saturday Review, articulating values for Victorian
households, 679

scales
for assessing relationships contained in the QRI, 434

designed to measure couple conflict in parental
relationships, 447

for measuring how couples handle conflict, 446

schemas
concerning intimate relationships, 757

hierarchical organization of, 94

school as a focus for collective identity, 704

school returners, Suitor’s sample of, 665

school-aged children. See also children
behavioral differences between friends and

non-friends, 180

greater similarity among friends, 180

“Scientists: Opposites don’t attract,” 55 , 71

script theory of sexuality, 464

scripts, 357, 377, 774

SCV (situational couple violence), 558

effects of, 568

income negatively related to, 565

injuries incurred in, 567

interpersonal dynamics involved in types of, 570

less known about than about IT, 570

men more violent than women, 565

minimal effect of childhood experiences on, 565

more gender symmetric, 563

nature of, 561–562 , 568

no research on personality or attitudinal correlates of
women’s, 564

not strongly related to childhood experiences of
violence, 558

possible number of types of, 566

race related, 565

relationships with multiple incidents of, 566

rooted in the dynamics of family conflict, 559

separate violent incidents looking exactly like those
involved in IT or VR, 562

some elements of gender not implicated in, 564

women’s violence almost entirely, 565

Sears, Robert, 15

second hand manner, obtaining information in a, 423

second level of meaning of a message, 337

Second Wave of the Western women’s movement, 570

secondary appraisal process
evaluating coping resources, 503

of a threat, 503

secondary emotions in attachment theory, 754

Secord, 674

secrecy, setting into motion cognitive processes, 421

secret information, 422

secure adolescents, 265

secure attachment styles, 43 , 252 , 372 , 537, 754

secure attachments, 371

associated with mutually initiated sex and greater
sexual enjoyment, 465

forming, 777

women with, 220

secure base behaviors, 203

secure children, 101

secure clients, 265

secure individuals
experiencing greater satisfaction in close

relationships, 43

less likely to be divorced, 262
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more likely to engage in exploration, 263

more likely to express emotions, 755

offering charitable explanations, 361

reacting to a partner’s negative behavior, 262

reporting higher levels of commitment, 260

scoring higher on self-report measures, 257

secure mothers, 265

secure partners, 258, 437

secure style of attachment, 43

securely attached individuals
adopting a strategy of long-term mating, 538

maintaining more stable romantic relationships, 262

problem-focused coping, 543

rated as having high self-esteem and as being well
adjusted, 44

response to a partner’s infidelity, 543

treating their partner as a primary attachment figure,
259

typical pattern of self-disclosure characterizing, 258

securely attached spouses, transition to parenthood,
264

secures, least likely to experience unrequited love, 604

security
of early attachment, 186

linked to sustaining a committed romantic
relationship, 125

in a particular relationship, 437

security-based strategies, 253 , 256

allowing people to satisfy their attachment needs,
256

in a romantic relationship, 255

Seekers group of divorced individuals, 163 , 165

segmentation strategy, 730

selected groups, studying, 64

selection of friends, 197

selection of partners, 200

selective attention, 749

selective perceptivity. See mate choice
selectivity to discern potentially meaningful

communication signals, 338

self
contrasting concepts, 276

separation from the former spouse, 160

self context. See cognitive context for maintenance
activity

self report inventories, 581

self-acceptance of gay men, 297

self-administered questionnaires, 487

self-citation, guarding against inflation, 23

self-concept, 82 , 642

self-construal, gender and, 276

self-deception, role in close relationships, 521

self-disclosure, 257–258, 641. See also social penetration
theory

as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 24

accounting for variance in ratings of couples’ level of
intimacy, 641

in appropriate situations, 647

association with social exchange processes, 771

as a component of intimacy, 643

contributions of early researchers, 410–411

cultural criteria influencing, 423

cultural impacts on attitudes about, 773

decision to in any given situation, 646

defining, 27, 411–412

depth and breadth of, 413

as a determinant of intimacy, 641

difficult for insecurely attached individuals, 778

extending research to typically under researched
populations, 423

for forming and maintaining intimate relationships,
778

health ramifications versus nondisclosure, 421–423

index of, 411

link with marital satisfaction, 410

literature on, 344

in marital relationships, 410

mental health benefits of, 417

messages, 412

model of decision making, 414

negative social consequences of, 422

nonverbal communication in, 646–647

not a synonymous construct with intimacy, 641

occurrence in real life, 26

to one’s dating partner, 416

only weakly associated with liking for one’s partner,
416

in personal relationships, 409–424

as the primary pathway to intimacy, 637

as a process unfolding over time, 415

reasons for and against, 416

reasons or explanations generated for, 416

role in the development of intimacy, 416

self-administered surveys revealing, 487

studying among friends, 77

types of, 646

validating self-worth and personal identity, 409

varying along a number of dimensions, 412

self-esteem
improving in women after divorce, 161

individual difference variable in jealousy research,
542

jealousy aroused by a threat to, 541

partners with high, 139

self-evaluation maintenance processes, 585

self-expanding activities, 263

self-expansion model, 149, 596, 608

self-expression
few cues available for in email, 720

reflecting both verbal and nonverbal revelation,
646

self-focused reasons
for nondisclosure, 416

for self-disclosure, 415

self-fulfilling prophecy, 416

self-giving love (agape), 217

self-handicapping, 244

self-identity as a barrier to relationship dissolution, 732

selfishness, 584

selfless altruism, 374

self-oriented lies, 523

self-presentation, 257

self-regulating intimacy process, 649

self-regulation
facilitated by both marriage and parenthood, 435

of intimacy in personal relationships, 648

self-regulatory systems, 235

self-report(s)
assessing relationship satisfaction, 581

of attachment anxiety and avoidance, 265

as easy, efficient, and inexpensive to obtain, 54

measuring participants on, 92

peer reports in combination with, 58

reasons for disclosing or not disclosing to a
relationship partner, 415

self-report data, collecting, 55–58
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self-report measures, evaluating process aspects of
intimacy, 642

self-report methods
advantages of, 54

trade-offs confronted by researchers using, 54–58

self-reported communication
assessing about conflictual issues, 446

association with marital satisfaction, 581

self-serving lies, 522

self-verification motives, 139

self-worth, 417

SEM (structural equation modeling), 20, 77, 786

semidetached couples, 101

sensitive caregiving, 261

sensitive parenting, 437

sensitive responsiveness, 261

sentiment override, 586, 749, 776

separate analyses strategy, 76

separate male with a traditional female, 736

Separate marriage category, 100

Separate relational type, 736

separates
families headed by, 100

viewing self-disclosure and openness as incompatible
with autonomy, 413

separation
distress, 518

often difficult or impossible in arranged marriage
societies, 700

permanent, 157

in Victorian houses, 679

sequential interaction patterns, 332

serial cohabitation, 123

serious lies. See also high stakes lies
little data from couples who have worked through,

528

negative consequences of, 527

as the potentially most damaging, 529

told to partners in close relationships, 524

women report being more upset by, 523

servants in Victorian houses, 679

settings
for disclosure messages, 419

real world for observational studies, 59

relationships inseparable from, 673

sex
division of labor by, 281

as love, 606–607

moderating maintenance processes, 737

more central in lives of sexually aggressive men,
474

sex and sexual orientation in relationships, 25

sex differences
in the division of labor, 281–282

on heterosexual mate selection, 275

in jealousy, 545

in mate selection, 363

in the proportion married aged 65 or older, 214

research’s lack of theoretical grounding, 274

sex drive, 599, 607

sex fantasies, 278

sex homogenity, 215

sex ratio, 121

sex roles, demand–withdrawal pattern linked to, 454

sexes
documented differences between, 274

evolved patterns of similarity between, 37

viewing infidelity of members of the opposite sex,
547

sex-role oriented, masculine cultures, 699

sex-role stereotyped beliefs, 474

sexual abuse, investigating potential, 65

sexual achievements, rewarding with increased social
status, 474

sexual activity
amounts of desired in a partner, 469

engaging in undesired to maintain a valued intimate
relationship, 277

frequency more variable for women, 278

preferred frequency of, 279

as a risk factor for current and later problem
behaviors, 201

sexual aggression, 473–474

as an area of difference between women and men,
279

contextual influences associated with, 474

individual traits associated with, 474

relational dynamics of, 473

relatively uncommon by women, 279

sexual and other marital conflict, leading to loss of
esteem for the spouse, 473

sexual aspect of extramarital relationships, 540

sexual assaults, committed against women, 279

sexual attitudes, 467, 468

Sexual Attitudes Scale, 468

sexual attraction in a romantic relationship, 102

sexual behavior
at early stages of relationships, 468

early studies on, 579

expression of likes and dislikes for, 472

patterns of in society, 465–467

sexual beliefs, association with relationship satisfaction,
469

sexual choice. See mate choice
sexual communication, 472

sexual compliance, 280

sexual conflict, 472–473

sexual deprivation, 539

sexual desire
in the absence of emotional attachment, 470

as an area of difference between women and men,
279

describing women’s as periodic, 279

distinguishing from passionate love, 606

men and women differing in definitions of, 278

role in passionate love, 606

sexual dimensions, affecting other relationship
processes, 471

sexual double standard. See double standard
sexual exclusivity in same-sex relationships, 302

sexual experience, prior as desirable for a short-term
sexual relationship, 470

sexual fluidity, 305

sexual frequency
assessed in large national data sets, 467

declining with age and number of years married, 467

high sexual rewards and low sexual costs positively
related to, 476

mediator between sexual and nonsexual relationship
satisfaction, 471

sexual infidelity, 533

versus emotional, 545–547

evoking feelings of betrayal, anger, and repulsion,
546
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more distressing when committed by a
daughter-in-law, 546

sexual infrequency in long-term lesbian couples, 301

sexual initiation and response, gendered patterns of,
280

sexual interaction, deemed as private by society, 465

sexual intercourse
first, 465–466

frequency of, 771

sexual involvement, 466

sexual issues, lying to a romantic partner about, 520

sexual jealousy, 474–475 , 545 . See also jealousy
sexual love, 597

sexual minorities, 294

gender socialization of, 295

intimate same-sex relationships of, 293–306

tendency to maintain close emotional ties after
dissolution, 299

wanting the option of legal same-sex marriage,
304

sexual mores, changing over time, 37

sexual orientation
disclosure opportunities of gay men and lesbian

women, 417

not completely predicting the gender of objects of
passionate love, 607

sexual partners, number of, 466–467

sexual passion, valued traits in a partner, 470

sexual permissiveness scales, 467, 468

Sexual Practices subscale, 469

sexual relationship
considered satisfying by same-sex couples, 301

outside one’s marriage, 533

sexual revolution of the 1970s, 534

sexual satisfaction. See also satisfaction
attachment security associated with, 263

link with relationship quality, 471

of same-sex couples, 301

sexual frequency related positively to, 471

sexual self-concepts of men, 279

sexual system, releasing oxytocin, 781

sexual variety, extradyadic sex as an opportunity for,
539

sexuality
as a 1970s topic continuing to be of interest, 25

as affected by parents and peers, 475–476

areas of difference revealed in men’s and women’s,
278, 280

associating a person’s with his/her mate desirability,
469

beliefs about the role of in relationships, 468–469

in close relationships, 463–477

conceptualizing, 464

dark side of, 473–475

effects of cognitions, 776

as emerging from dyadic interaction, 464

emphasis of in relationships as a area of difference
between men and women, 278

as a facet of an intimate relationship, 640

integrating the study of with the study of close
relationships, 463

methodological advances of researchers, 465

multidimensional nature of, 464

positive attitude toward, 539

in relational context, 467–469

research challenges, 465

role in marriage, 476

viewing in terms of sexual roles and expectations,
464

sexuality behavioral system, 607

sexually satisfied people, 472

sexually transmitted diseases, 544

sexual-minority adolescents, 303

sexual-minority couples, 297

sexual-minority individuals as “gender-inverted,” 295

sexual-minority relationships
directions for future research, 304–305

psychophysiological processes involved in, 397

sexual/romantic partnerships, exclusive monogamous,
304

Shaker communities, 676

shaky bridge study, 603

shared activities of adolescent relationship partners, 200

shared areas of intimacy, 640

shared emotions, 374

shared expanding activities, 263

shared history, 341

Sharing Tasks maintenance strategy, 730

Shaver, 23 , 24 , 25

shelf life of lies, 522

shyness, practical management of, 25

sibling(s)
conflicts between, 186

from consensual families, 102

function in alleviating loneliness of, 489

loss of contributing to loneliness among older
persons, 489

from pluralistic families, 102

positive reframing of negative experiences with, 217

from protective families, 102

sibling relationships, 783

friendships and, 186

not “bridges” to peer relationships, 186

sibling ties in adulthood, 214

sibling typologies, 101–102

signal-contingent studies, 57

signals
emotions as, 371

by the prospective disclosure target, 417

significant others
establishing connections with, 414

networks of, 660

representations of, 245

seeking proximity to, 251

silent support, 432

similarity. See also homogamy
of core relationship theories, 355

egocentrically assuming between partner and self,
584

evident at all ages between friends, 180

as a key predictor of friendship, 217

not the only criterion for interrelations among
relationships, 203

of the other, 602

research on, 115

similarity hypothesis, 125 , 126, 180, 777

Simmel, Georg, 14

Simpson, 23 , 25

single men, lifestyles of, 285

single parent households, 665

singlehood
cohabitation as similar to, 122

physical validation of the legitimacy of, 685

sister–sister relationships, 214
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situational context, governing activation of a
personality trait, 240

situational couple violence. See SCV
situational forces, 244

situational violence, motives for, 562

situational/environmental reasons
for nondisclosure, 416

for self-disclosure, 416

situation-dependence in sexuality, 305

situations
activating approach systems, 242

activating the avoidance system, 243

skills, expression and processing of nonverbal behaviors
as, 646

skills training portion of prevention programs, 455

skin conductance, 387

Sluyterman van Loo Foundation, 494

smoking cessation, 436

snapshots of a marriage, mapping over time, 133

social activity, different domains of, 662

social adaptation, 182

social adjustment of children of divorced parents, 63

social affordances of the internet, 710–711

social analysis
changes occuring in, 28

use of empirical investigations in, 14
social and cultural expectations, contributing to the

initiation of dating, 199

Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults
(SELSA), 487

social and situational influences, sexual attitudes and
behaviors responsive to, 278

social animals, humans recognized as, 3
social appropriateness, 602

social aspects of relationships, dialectic approach to,
677

social backgrounds
communication with people from diverse, 720

intereacting with people from different, 718

social behavior, search for the universals of, 65

social benefits of self-disclosure, 422

social change
role and implications of, 702

routinely occuring across the life course, 665

social circles, remaining in contact with multiple, 711

social cognition
disconnect with clinical research, 41

in intimate relationships, 353–365

links with attachment theory, 360

social cognitive model, 354–358

social cognitive theories, 377–378

social cognitive variables, 41

social comparison
cognitive processes of, 493

downward comparison as associated with greater
satisfaction, 585

social competence, enhanced by socially competent
friends, 181

The Social Consequences of Internet Use, 712

social construction, conceptualizing sexuality as, 464

social constructionism, 37

social constructivist perspective, 37

social contact, positively associated with instability, 732

social contexts
different for sibling relationships and friendships,

186

importance to dyadic relationships, 676

social control, 435

defining how it is exerted, 436

efforts at commonly experienced, 436

negative effects on the marital relationship, 435

quality of relationships suffering from, 436

social convoy approach, 661–664

enabling comparisons to be made across time, 663

flexibility of, 663

in longitudinal studies, 663

not particularly focused on issues of network
configuration, 663

in personal relationships research, 663

researching membership, 662

in social gerontology and aging studies, 664

tracing changes in social networks, 212

social coping, 502

social cues, promoting self-disclosure, 417–418

social embedment, blood pressure benefits of, 391

social engagements, little connection with internet
activity, 714

social environmental context of relationships, 26

social evaluation, varying degree of, 392

social exchange. See also equity theory;
interdependence theory

changes in dating and mate selection research on,
124–125

equity approaches and, 38–40

framework, 535

models, 17, 536

processes, 373–374

social exchange theories, 746, 770–772

analyzing jealousy and extradyadic sexual
relationships, 535–536

assuming sexual outcomes in relationships as
maximizing rewards and limiting costs, 464

role of emotions in, 373–374

selfless altruism and, 374

topics related to, 115
using more proximate levels of explanation, 538

viewing as deeply emotional, 771

social exclusion, people prone to, 493

social forces, influencing sexuality, 475

social gerontology
field of, 212

social convoy model, 662

social groups, lower identification with, 266

social inequality, 493

social integration
association of coronary-associated diseases and

deaths with, 390

increased mortality rates as a function of decreased,
390

promoting health, 390

social interactions, 369, 712 , 716

social isolation, 486 . See also loneliness
interventions for reducing, 222

loneliness not directly connected to, 495

relationship with loneliness, 486

social learning perspective, 449

social learning theory, 747

social life, integrating individuals into, 658

social loneliness, 486, 489

social movements, 682

social network(s)
association with stressful working conditions, 697

continuity from late adolescence, 203

decoupling, 711
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exerting influence on the proper conduct of
friendship, 196

friendships in adolescence and early adulthood, 198

further study of, 26

impact of, 602

included in loneliness models, 488

increasing the number of relationships in, 490

in later life, 787

origins of research, 658

partner as a key structuring influence in, 489

as a proxy term, 660

as resources to sustain close relationships, 731

role in the stability of romantic relationships, 730

spoke model of, 666

support and, 701–702

switching between different, 718

social network school, approach typified by, 659

social network ties, structural indices of, 390

Social Networks maintenance strategy, 730

social norms
casting the male partner as initiator and leader, 284

in collectivist countries, 644

disclosure at the beginning of an interaction
violating, 419

of disclosures, 412

influencing the appropriateness of self-disclosure,
411

social organizations, 474

social participation
styles remaining stable in early adulthood, 197

subjective continuum for, 486

social penetration theory, 410, 641. See also
self-disclosure

social power, 185

social prescriptive support, 624

social presence of computer media, 709

social pressure, 623

social psychological mechanisms, 38

social psychology, 15 , 19, 362

social qualities, friendships varying in, 182

social rejection, self-esteem tracking, 541

Social Relations Model (SRM), 20, 77, 411, 786

social relations, physiological correlates of, 391–392

social relationships
changes in the patterns of, 717

components of the network of, 488–490

little evidence of the internet harming, 713

versus personal, 95

predicting physiological function, 391

social rewards, 239

social roles, 220

social roles and power, 378–380, 783–784

social science approach, 51

social sciences
statistical methods of, 28

writings of founding figures in, 13
social stigma, carried by lonely people, 487

social stigmatization. See stigmatization of same-sex
relationships

social structural barriers, 215

social structures, physiological correlates of, 390–391

social support
aspects of, 430

attachment and, 779

attention from relationship researchers taking a
network perspective, 660

buffering role of, 318

changing the focus to support in the context of
relationships, 431–433

close relationships and, 429–440

compared to companionship, 435

in the context of Bowlby’s work on attachment, 431

in the context of dyadic relationships, 439

dyadic coping distinguished from, 504

higher levels of self-reported naturalistic, 392

higher levels related to numerous physiological
markers of health, 391

importance of specific relationships in the effects
produced by, 429

as an interactive process, 431

interpretations of a partner’s attempt at offering, 775

laboratory measures likely to be less than optimal,
147

levels of analysis in, 434

literature replete with contradictions, 430

measures lacking in reliability and evidence of
validity, 431

measures of perceived as related but dyad specific,
434

mediating the relationship between self-disclosure
and well-being, 417

negative aspects of relationships and, 433–434

networks, 58

research, 391, 432–433 , 438–439

role of culture in defining, 701

search for a new system by divorced individuals, 160

in the second half of life, 216

seeking self-threatening in individualist cultures, 702

significance of friends and neighbors, 702

strengthening weak points in an assessment, 434

as a stronger predictor of well-being among
collectivistic cultures, 701

social ties
correlated with lower levels of resting blood

pressure, 391

health and morbidity outcomes associated with, 390

maintaining by way of short text based online
interactions, 720

mostly weak, 718

social worlds
imaginary companions linked to efforts to

understand, 185

of those involved in romantic relationships, 203

social-cognitive advances, 196

social-learning models, 137

socially disapproved relationships, 65

socially embedded, being, 390–391

socially isolated persons, 393

socially supported, being, 391–392

socially withdrawn friendships, 182

social-psychological perspectives of adolescence, 193

social-psychological theories, viewing relationship
changes, 193

societal characteristics, relationship with life
expectancy, 493

societal connectivity, increasing, 710

societal context
loneliness-provoking factors of characteristics of, 492

relational processes taking place in, 46

societal fairness, 493

societal openness, regarding same-sex sexuality, 296

societal patterning
of social and economic resources, 491

of standards for evaluating one’s social network, 491
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societal structures of the mind, 39

sociobiology
evolutionary positions on close relationships

springing from, 36

providing an alternative perspective of traditional
patterns, 273

sociocognitive perspective, 773 , 774

sociocognitive theories, 772–777

socioeconomic context of loneliness, 492–494

socioeconomic inequality with loneliness, 493

socioeconomic status, link with social network size in
old age, 220

socioemotional selectivity theory, 212 , 217, 221

sociohistorical forces, impact on relationship behavior,
697

sociological forces, bringing similar children together,
181

sociological tradition in the study of marital
satisfaction, 580

sociologists
in the 1990s eminent scholars list, 23

among eminent scholars in the 1970s, 16
speculating on the place of relationships in American

society, 15
sociology, greater understanding of relationships not

defined by formal roles, 116
sociology journals, publishing the highest percentage of

articles on mate choice, 119
sociometer hypothesis, 541

sociosexual orientation, 278

individuals adopting an unrestricted, 539

measuring, 468

Sociosexuality scale, 468

solidarity/closeness (or attachment) dimension for
relationships, 104

solitary activities
of children in their own rooms, 786

encouraging lonely individuals to develop, 494

Solution-Focused Therapy, 745

South Korea. See Korea
Spanish communities, family obligations observed in,

701

sparsely-knit networks, 721

speech acts, 341

speech events, 336

spill over, limiting from one setting to another, 667

spiraling inversion strategy, 730

spiritual divorce, 161

spirituality in old age, 213

“spoke” model of social network formation, 666

sports teams, single sexually aggressive men joining,
474

spousal abuse, research using diverse methods, 65

spousal disagreements, 678

spousal interactions
marital happiness positively correlated with, 56

with one member having a serious medical
condition, 433

spouse(s)
adjusting to each other, 141

attachment to the role of, 161

avoidance of, 547

behaviors, 582

classifying as initiators or avoiders, 395

coding one another’s communication, 342

dissatisfied evincing communication skills with
strangers, 138

enduring characteristics of, 145–146

epistemological status of reports, 582

highly neurotic people reporting greater marital
dissatisfaction, 238

influence on each other, 747

interdependent dynamic between, 396

as observers of their partners’ behaviors, 582

perceptions of their partner’s responsiveness and
contrariness, 133

reports of daily marital behaviors, 582

sheltering from distress, 512

threat of potential loss of interfering with support,
433

trapped in a battle over patient’s behavior, 508

Sprecher, Susan, 23 , 24 , 25

squeeze. See marriage squeeze
SRM (Social Relations Model), 77, 411, 786

stability
of attachment, 780

factors promoting inducing increased motivation to
continue, 623

in the family sciences, 728

as a necessary feature of relational maintenance,
738

preferring over change, 244

of relationships, 732

stable organizations of behavior, 194

Stack, Steven, 60

stage theories, 376–377

Stagnating stepfamilies, 169

stair step metaphor, 376

stalking by jealous individuals, 547

standards, 750 . See also relationship standards
star of an individual, 660

state, intimacy as a, 642

state jealousy, 541

statistical techniques
advances in, 20, 212

traditional assuming independent observations, 74

status, 379

giving as a resource, 39

perceived loss or gain of, 379

status quo as a fixed entity, 728

Status/Resources category, 363

STDs, risk of, 469, 540

stepchildren
responding to affinity building efforts, 167

willingness to accept the stepparent, 170

stepfamilies
preponderance of, 665

presenting challenges for adults and children, 166

trajectories of, 169

types of, 168–169

typologies of, 168–170

stepfathers. See also fathers
biological parent style, 169

detached, 169

developing close relationships with stepchildren, 167

less involved with stepchildren over the first two
years, 167

loss model for residential, 167

residential, 167

substitution model for, 167

stepparents
attempting to elicit liking from their stepchildren,

167

styles, 169–170

typologies of, 169–170

stepparent–stepchild relationship, 166–168
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stereotypes, interethnic relations within
neighborhoods, 702

steroidal chemosignals, effects of, 398

stigma management, 417

stigmatization of same-sex relationships, 294–295

stigmatizing information, potentially, 418

stimuli, generated during interaction, 338

stoical posture, adopted by wives, 507

stored knowledge structures, 354

storge (friendship love), 468, 598

story, love as a, 607

strange situation, identifying types, 92

strangers, attraction between, 362

strategic ambiguity, 341

strategic approaches to reviews of communication,
331

strategic maintenance
linking to routine, 730

during times of perceived uncertainty, 730

use negatively associated with relational length, 738

strategic-functional approaches to relationship
research, 335

stress
classic model of, 502

maladaptive physiological responses to, 389

relationship maintenance in the context of, 512

understanding the body’s systems response during,
386

stress generation process, 319

Stress Generation theory, 319, 320

stress reactivity, role in immune function, 388

stress severity, affecting dyadic coping strategies, 507

stress victim, level of depression in, 508

stress-associated immune modulation, 389

stressful conditions, dyadic appraisals of, 503

stressful events
as a catalyst for relational deterioration, 142

interventions to help couples in the throes of,
509–511

kinds of, 510

stressful marital interaction, 582

stressful thoughts and feelings, 421

stressors
extra-relational, 264

relatively longer-term impact on immune functions,
392

repeated physiological responses to, 391

Stroebe, Wolfgang, 21

strong ties, maintaining, 720

structural commitment, 619, 622

components of, 619

in the tripartite theory, 619

structural equation modeling. See SEM
Structural Family Therapy, 745

structural features of close relationship networks,
213–216

structural properties
of families, 98

sibling typologies based on, 102

studies in relationship research, classifying, 74

styles of influence
gender differences in, 284

no simple way to characterize “men’s” and
“women’s,” 285

stylistic differences in the typical responses to talk
about relationships, 20

subclinical depression, 314

subjective events, accessing, 54

subjective experiences
accompanying social interactions, 57

in intimate relationships, 753

yielded by the types of commitment, 619

substance abuse as a correlate of IPV, 567

substitution model for residential stepfathers and
nonresidential fathers, 167

suburban communities, designed to be separate, 681

suburban era, greater social contacts among family
members, 681

suburban ideal, problems with, 681–683

suburban model, radical alterations to, 683

suburban sprawl, 682

successful attachment, positive feelings and, 372–373

suicide
depression resulting in, 314

relationship with divorce in Canada, 60

supergood stepmoms style, 169

supplementary lies, 522

support
availability, 431, 432

in early phases of partnership/marriage or
parenthood, 660

giver, 434

invisible, 148

in later life, 660

as a mediator and a moderator of stress, 430

negative effect of efforts, 439

personal networks providing, 660

providers, 399

provision in a romantic relationship, 260–261

relationships giving, 265

reported from family members and from friends, 430

scores for questionnaire methods, 431

sources, 392

transations, 432

well-intentioned, but misguided efforts, 433

women sacrificing honesty to communicate, 523

support seeking
coping strategy, 253

relationships, 265

in a romantic relationship, 260–261

in stressful laboratory situations, 260

support stability
in a longitudinal study of old Israelis, 218

for old rural American women, 218

supportive behaviors
giving and receipt of, 583

in marriage, 147

modifying, 392

supportive communication, 148

supportive dyadic coping, 504 , 505

supportive exchanges, continuity of, 218

supportive interactions, 434

supportive transactions, 431

suppression, nondisclosure as, 421
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