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What Constitutes a Healthy Communal Marriage

and Why Relationship Stage Matters

The authors take a position that high-quality
marriages are best defined in terms of theoreti-
cally grounded sets of intra- and interpersonal
processes that promote both individuals’ men-
tal and physical health and the health of their
relationship. On the basis of a long-standing
research program on communal and exchange
relationships, they set forth one set of mar-
ital processes, those surrounding the provi-
sion of mutual responsiveness, that contribute
to marital quality. Then they add an impor-
tant caveat: Relationship stage matters. They
present a model of three additional relation-
ship processes (strategic self-presentation, self-
protection, partner evaluation), each of which
is proposed to be healthy and normative during
relationship initiation but harmful to individuals
and relationship functioning if it does not dimin-
ish or disappear following marital commitment.

In this article, we suggest that marital quality is
best defined by sets of intra- and interpersonal
relational processes that contribute to individual
and relationship well-being, with some pro-
cesses marking good relationships and others
marking poor ones. An understanding of these
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processes is best grounded in theory that identi-
fies the function of these processes and suggests
their antecedents and consequences. Extant pro-
grams of relationship research in social psychol-
ogy are an excellent resource for identifying and
understanding these processes. We identify one
set of processes based on the second author’s
prior theory and research on communal relation-
ships. Then we turn to how relationship stage
matters. Relying on a new program of research
on the initiation of communal relationships led
by the first author, we set forth a model of three
healthy relationship initiation processes that, we
propose, become markers of lower quality rela-
tionships if they persist in established, ongoing
marriages.

WHAT CRITERIA SHOULD RESEARCHERS AND
CLINICIANS USE AS MARKERS OF A

HIGH-QUALITY CLOSE RELATIONSHIP?

Psychologists and writers of popular literature
often characterize relationships as good or bad,
but they rarely explicitly ask the question of
just what the markers of such relationships
are. Instead, the answer is often implicit in
reported research. Typically, an outcome mea-
sure such as stability (does the couple divorce
or remain together?) or satisfaction (is it high
or low?) is used as a marker of relationship
quality, and antecedent markers (e.g., having
cohabited before marriage; Bennett, Blanc, &
Bloom, 1988; having a spouse who was pre-
viously married; Martin & Bumpass, 1989) or
behaviors in the relationship (e.g., expressions of
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criticism, contempt for a partner, defensiveness,
stonewalling; Gottman, 1994) that correlate with
that measure are said to characterize good or bad
relationships.

We take a different approach. We propose
that a high-quality close relationship is best
defined in terms of relational processes (identi-
fied through theory-driven research) that foster
each member’s mental and physical well-being,
as well as the health of the relationship itself. A
relationship is of high quality to the extent that it
is characterized by intra- and interpersonal pro-
cesses contributing positively to those criteria
and simultaneously not characterized by intra-
and interpersonal processes detracting from
those criteria. Why do we believe this approach
is important? First, by focusing on what, the-
oretically, predicts (and detracts from) broad
positive outcomes of marriage, researchers are
more likely to identify not only negative rela-
tional processes that detract from marital quality
but also positive relational processes essential
to marital quality. It is surprising that positive
processes have been relatively neglected in spec-
ifying the quality of marriages. This is, perhaps,
because distressed marriages are those that come
to clinicians’ attention, and it is natural to focus
on why they are distressed. It also may be due, in
part, to negative or bad things being more likely
to capture attention than are positive or good
things (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, &
Vohs, 2001; Fiske, 1980), for researchers them-
selves can be subject to such biases. Second,
we believe that focusing on the implications of
relationship theory and research is most effec-
tive for uncovering early, subtle predictors of
later marital problems that may not be obvious
signs of problems to either clinicians or members
of marriages. Accomplishing this is essential to
understanding the often-long pathways to severe
marital dysfunction (and to optimal marital func-
tion). In turn, understanding those pathways
seems essential to practitioners’ ability to devise
interventions (and preventative steps) relevant
to enhancing the quality of marriages.

WHAT PROCESSES CHARACTERIZE
HIGH-QUALITY MARRIAGES?

We cannot identify all processes that contribute
to or detract from high-quality marriages here.
Instead, we identify some of the processes that
characterize high- and low-quality marriages
(and friendships and family relationships more

generally) that a long-standing program of
research on communal relationships in social
psychology suggests (Clark & Lemay, 2010;
Clark & Mills, 1979, 1993, in press; Clark
& Monin, 2006). We use that program of
research to identify one set of processes that
we believe is crucial to high-quality marriages
and another set of processes that detracts from
marital quality. We hasten to add that many
other psychologists studying relationships have
identified overlapping and additional processes.
Moreover, our list certainly does not represent
a comprehensive set of all processes that
inform marital quality. Such a list of processes
(and measures of those processes) might be
assembled by integrating knowledge from many
theories of relationship functioning and the
research testing those theories.

WHAT WORK ON A QUALITATIVE DISTINCTION
BETWEEN COMMUNAL AND EXCHANGE
RELATIONSHIPS SUGGESTS ABOUT THE

NATURE OF A HIGH-QUALITY MARRIAGE

Work on communal relationships began in the
late 1970s by drawing a qualitative distinction
between norms ideally governing the giving
and receiving of benefits in close relationships
(including marriages, as well as other family
relationships, romantic relationships, and friend-
ships) versus relationships between people doing
business with each other, acquaintances, and
strangers. For purposes of the theory, benefits
were defined as anything of value that a person
intentionally provides to a partner, and the cat-
egory of benefits might include goods, services,
information, advice, expressions of affection,
encouragement, inclusion of the other in joint
activities, and even restraint one might exercise
to promote the partner’s welfare.1 Communal
relationships were defined as ones in which
each person feels a special concern for the
partner’s welfare and provides benefits to that
partner noncontingently, with the aim of promot-
ing that partner’s welfare. The partner accepts
those benefits without feeling debt. Commu-
nal relationships were contrasted with exchange

1Benefits excluded rewards that people might derive from
a relationship but that the other person did not intentionally
transfer. A partner’s good looks, for instance, might please
a person and be rewarding, but we did not consider that a
benefit.
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relationships, in which benefits are given contin-
gently with the expectation of receiving compa-
rable benefits in return or in response to benefits
received in the past (Clark & Mills, 1979; Mills
& Clark, 1982).

Initial studies demonstrated that when peo-
ple desire a communal relationship with another
person and give benefits to him or her, they
like that person best (and do not feel exploited)
when the other person does not offer repayment,
whereas the reverse pattern applies when people
do not desire a communal relationship. Simi-
larly, if people desire a communal relationship
and have received a benefit, they like a partner
who does not request repayment better than one
who does, whereas the reverse is true if they
desire an exchange relationship (Clark & Mills,
1979; Clark & Waddell, 1985). Additional work
found that when people desire or already have
a communal relationship with each other, they
do not keep track of contributions to joint tasks,
whereas if they do not want a communal relation-
ship, they keep track (Clark, 1984; Clark, Mills,
& Corcoran, 1989). Work also revealed that
when people desire close, communal relation-
ships, they keep track of partners’ needs (Clark
et al., 1989; Clark, Mills, & Powell, 1986),
more readily provide support to partners (Clark,
Ouellette, Powell, & Milberg, 1987), react with
enhanced support and show no decrements in lik-
ing when partners express emotion (Clark et al.,
1987; Clark & Taraban, 1991), feel good about
themselves and experience better moods when
they do provide support (Williamson & Clark,
1989, 1992; Williamson, Clark, Pegalis, &
Behan, 1996), and feel especially bad when they
do not provide support (Williamson & Clark,
1992; Williamson et al., 1996). In contrast,
when people have low desire for a communal
relationship, they are not especially responsive
to partners’ needs (Clark et al., 1987); do not
respond favorably to partners’ expressions of
emotion (Clark et al., 1987; Clark & Taraban,
1991); and actually may experience more neg-
ative mood states after providing support to
partners, especially if they have chosen to do
so, as opposed to having been required to do so
(Williamson & Clark, 1989; Williamson et al.,
1996).

A recent longitudinal study of engaged, then
married couples suggests that adherence to a
communal norm is people’s ideal for marital
relationships (Clark, Lemay, Graham, Pataki, &
Finkel, in press). Moreover, partners’ reported

adherence to a communal norm—as well as
their perceptions of their spouse’s adherence
to that norm—have been linked to greater
relationship satisfaction (Clark et al., in press).
Others’ work has shown that high levels of
the individual difference variable of exchange
orientation are negatively related to satisfaction
in close relationships (Buunk & Van Yperen,
1991; Murstein, Ceretto, & MacDonald, 1977;
Murstein & MacDonald, 1984) and that insecure
attachment interferes with the ability to follow
communal norms comfortably, as well as to
avoid exchange norms (Bartz & Lydon, 2006;
Clark et al., in press).

On the basis of these findings, we suggest that
one broad beneficial process—perhaps the most
important beneficial process in close relation-
ships—involves each member being noncontin-
gently responsive to his or her partner so as to
promote the welfare of that partner. (Respon-
siveness includes giving all the types of benefits
referred to above.)

Noncontingency is an important aspect of this
process for several reasons. First, if benefits are
given on an exchange basis, the motivation for
giving benefits includes the donor’s desire to
receive repayment or to repay the partner for
a past benefit. The recipient’s needs or desires
or the donor’s desire to enhance the recipient’s
welfare do not necessarily play into the process.
This means that the recipient’s needs may not be
met. The second reason concerns the symbolic
meaning of giving and receiving benefits for
both the donor and the recipient. If benefits are
given noncontingently, the recipient can infer
that the donor is caring. So, too, may the donor
infer through self-perception (Bem, 1967, 1972)
and projection of his or her own caring actions
(Lemay & Clark, 2008; Lemay, Clark, & Feeney,
2007) that he or she is caring. These inferences
are important for promotion of the recipient’s
sense of security. They are also important for
individuals’ feelings of love for and commitment
to the partner. The cumulative symbolic value
of a noncontingently given benefit in terms of
enhancing security and promoting connection is
likely more important than are many—probably
most—of the actual benefits given.

Such noncontingent responsiveness can sup-
port mental and physical health in myriad ways.
Most obviously, the benefit itself may alleviate
stress by taking care of an immediate problem.
Yet the sense of security that emerges from non-
contingent support ought to promote health in
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many other ways. If one feels safe in a part-
ner’s company and if one’s partner has one’s
back, then the need to be constantly vigilant to
one’s surroundings decreases, likely with atten-
dant decrements in blood pressure and in fear.
One can safely seek help when needed with-
out fear of being rejected. Moreover, one can
engage in and enjoy joint activities without fear
that a partner will judge one negatively. Of
course, attachment theorists (for a review, see
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) have long advo-
cated just these sorts of benefits of security;
here, we emphasize that the process of non-
contingent mutual responsiveness results in felt
security.

Distinct from noncontingent responsiveness
is contingent giving and, indeed, contingent
acceptance of benefits, a process that Clark and
Mills (1979; see also Mills & Clark, 1982) noted
is a fair way to exchange benefits and a good
characteristic of many relationships but a harm-
ful process for communal relationship quality.
Contingent giving and contingent acceptance
are harmful because they call into question the
communal basis of the relationship. If one will
support a spouse only if he or she provides a
benefit in return, it is unclear that one cares
about the spouse’s welfare and that the support
will continue or even be linked to his or her
needs. Perhaps less obviously, if one repays a
noncontingently given benefit, it suggests to the
donor that the benefit was misperceived as hav-
ing been contingently given, that one may not
wish to have any future responsibility for the
other’s welfare, or that the recipient doubts the
donor’s noncontingent motivation. Any of these
explanations detract from the communal nature
of the relationship.

The importance of noncontingency suggests
a host of specific interpersonal processes whose
appearance in marriages likely indicates a less-
than-optimal quality marriage. These include
record keeping, requesting repayments, and
offering repayments for benefits received. These
behaviors signal lack of trust in partners and thus
can be symptoms of problems. Experimental
work has shown that they are uncommon when
communal relationships are desired and in early
marriage (Clark, 1984; Clark et al., in press),
that they reduce liking (Clark & Mills, 1979),
and that their appearance in a relationship
is associated with anxious attachment just
before marriage and with decreased relationship
satisfaction during marriage (Clark et al., in

press). Appealing to an exchange norm, we
assume, threatens a sense of feeling secure in
one’s partner’s care.

Because behaviors conforming to an exchange
norm are fair and actually called for and bene-
ficial in other relationships (e.g., those between
business associates, strangers, or initial acquain-
tances), and because the general population
does not explicitly make a qualitative distinc-
tion between communal and exchange norms,
spouses and many therapists may be hard pressed
to express why behavior conforming to an
exchange norm can be distressing and dysfunc-
tional in marriage. Requesting repayment may
seem reasonable, and although it may be dis-
comforting to receive explicit repayments, it is
certainly difficult to complain about them.

Turn taking in task performance in marriage
is generally a positive sign and ought to be
distinguished from—and ought not be mistaken
for—adherence to an exchange norm (although
it can also be compatible with that norm). Con-
sider this example: Both members of a couple
hate washing dishes. If needs are equivalent in
this regard, turn taking is a solution that is per-
fectly compatible with a communal norm and,
indeed, even dictated by that norm. How might
healthy turn taking and adherence to an exchange
norm be teased apart? From an outsider’s view-
point, doing so requires stepping back from
the immediate behavior and observing patterns
across time, as needs of the individual relation-
ship members vary. Suppose a couple takes turns
washing dishes. Then the husband contracts the
flu. If his wife takes over, washes dishes for a
week, and then upon his recovery the husband
states that he now owes her a week worth of
dish washing, the couple is likely operating on
an exchange basis. That is not a sign of a high-
quality marriage. If, however, they simply return
to turn taking, their behavior suggests adherence
to a communal norm and the existence of a
healthy marriage.

Broadly speaking, we believe that mutual
noncontingent responsiveness is the overall pro-
cess most central to high marital quality and that
contingent responsiveness detracts from rela-
tionship quality, but many subprocesses ought to
facilitate or detract from noncontingent respon-
siveness and thus also may mark high marital
quality. For mutual responsiveness to be opti-
mal, there must be flexibility in one’s relational
focus of attention (Clark, Graham, Williams,
& Lemay, 2008). A person’s relational focus
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of attention ought to move fluidly and flexibly
between the partner (and what the self can do
for the partner) when the partner’s need is high;
between the self (and what the partner can do
for the self) when one’s own need is high; and
on mutually beneficial activities (rather than on
the self or partner) when both members can
benefit from doing so. There should be routine
monitoring of both own and partner needs and
desires (Clark, Dubash, & Mills, 1998; Clark
et al., 1986), and these needs and desires should
guide relational focus of attention.

Self-disclosure and expression of emotions
reflecting each person’s authentic nature and
current needs (or lack thereof) are additional
processes indicative of a high-quality marriage.
After all, it is difficult, if not impossible, for a
partner to be responsive to one’s needs with-
out communication about those needs (Zaki,
Bolger, & Ochsner, 2008, 2009). A willing-
ness to express negative emotions has been
shown to help college students build relation-
ships and receive help from close partners
(Graham, Huang, Clark, & Helgeson, 2008)
and theoretically should promote responsive-
ness in marriages as well (Clark, Fitness, &
Brisette, 2004). Moreover, a recent study of
long-term marriages has shown that when one
spouse is ill and the other provides care, emo-
tional expression (happiness, compassion, guilt)
by the recipient of care is associated with lower
caregiver stress and improved sensitivity of care-
giving (Monin, Matire, Schulz, & Clark, 2009).
Happiness presumably conveys that caregiving
has been successful and expressions of compas-
sion and guilt ought to suggest that the recipient
has concerns for the caregiver. That a recipi-
ent’s compassion and guilt regarding a caregiver
enhances marital function is yet another sign that
it is often not the benefits given, in and of them-
selves, that are the only aspect of responsiveness
important to the relationship—the ongoing sense
of mutual care is crucial. In contrast to the
value of emotional expression, suppression of
emotional expression and an absence of self-
disclosure (behaviors that may be valuable in an
exchange relationship) signal lower relational
quality, both because they interfere with respon-
siveness and because emotional suppression
itself has physiological costs (Gross & Leven-
son, 1993; Roberts, Levenson, & Gross, 2008).
As with offering repayments for benefits, not
expressing negative emotions (e.g., anxiety, fear,
sadness, anger) may not seem to be an obvious

marker of a lower quality marriage. Indeed, sup-
pression might seem to be a good process. Yet
in the context of communal relationships theory,
it indicates a weakness in the relationship.

It is certainly not the case that the more emo-
tion expressed, the better the relationship is. A
lack of authenticity in emotional expressiveness
in the form of exaggerating one’s own needs
or emotions and minimizing the partner’s needs
or emotions is an additional marker of a poor
relationship, not because it interferes with the
partner’s ability to be responsive but because it
exploits the partner’s concern for one’s welfare
(Mills & Clark, 1986) and represents inauthen-
ticity in the relationship.

Note that loss of behaviors characteristic of
communal functioning (e.g., expressing emo-
tions) and emergence of behaviors characteristic
of exchange functioning (e.g., record keeping)
are likely to be early signs of marital dysfunc-
tion. We suspect that they emerge well before
more dramatic signs of dysfunction such as hos-
tile conflict appear. We suggest that a rise in
exchange behaviors often follows a loss of faith
in communal functioning, but we acknowledge
that adherence to exchange behaviors still rep-
resents a way to civilly interact with a partner.
However, it is an unsatisfying means of interac-
tion, and as inequities inevitably will be found,
such a stage of contingent benefit giving likely
precedes yet another switch in relational behav-
ior—to behaviors indicative of pure self-interest
including, perhaps, exploitative behaviors.

Thus far, we have emphasized behavioral
processes that promote and detract from
optimal communal functioning in marriages.
The theory also suggests that certain cognitive
processes may signal well-functioning or poorly
functioning marital relationships. We offer
just one example from recent research (Beck
& Clark, 2010) that may indicate higher
versus lower quality marriages. A communal
relationship requires noncontingent giving of
benefits. If the norm is followed, both members
ought to perceive that benefits they receive were
freely given. In turn, the perception that benefits
have been given voluntarily ought to encourage
mutual, cyclical growth (Wieselquist, Rusbult,
Foster, & Agnew, 1999) of the relationship,
with attendant increases in recipients’ felt
security. But what if people fear closeness and
dependence in a relationship? What if they are
not ready to trust and depend on the partner? One
solution is to protect themselves from risking
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dependency by perceiving benefits that were
voluntarily given as having been nonvoluntarily
given. If benefits were not given on a
noncontingent, voluntary basis, then remaining
at a distance from the person and not increasing
trust is justified. Our recent research suggests
that avoidantly attached individuals (i.e., people
who are uncomfortable depending on others; see
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) show such biases in
marriage. In a diary study, each member of newly
married couples reported all benefits given to
and received from each other and whether those
benefits were voluntarily or involuntary given.
People high in avoidance—more so than those
low in avoidance—misperceived benefits that
their partner gave them as involuntarily given,
controlling for spouses’ own reasons for having
given benefits (Beck & Clark, 2010). Thus, yet
another marker of a lower quality marriage might
be the presence of cognitive biases that prevent
increases in trust and willingness to depend on a
spouse when necessary.

IMPLICATIONS OF A QUANTITATIVE DIMENSION
OF COMMUNAL RELATIONSHIPS AND OF

RELATIONAL HIERARCHIES FOR MARITAL
QUALITY

Following the qualitative distinction between
communal and exchange relationships (Clark
& Mills, 1979, 1993), scholars noted that not
all communal relationships are equal: Some are
stronger than others (Mills & Clark, 1982; Mills,
Clark, Ford, & Johnson, 2004), with strength
referring to the degree of responsibility that one
assumes for a relationship partner. Yet another
sign of marital health (and one that may vary
by culture) is each person’s felt communal
strength toward the partner (Mills et al.,
2004). Greater communal strength suggests
greater noncontingent responsiveness and more
potential benefits for each person. Thus, high
levels of communal strength between partners
likely enhance marital quality. Moreover, at least
in Western culture, spouses feeling equivalent
levels of communal strength or, in other
words, feeling equivalently responsible for one
another’s welfare (even though needs may be
unbalanced) should enhance marital quality.

We all have sets of communal relationships
and do not feel the same degree of responsibility
for everyone in the set, even though we may
follow communal norms in each one. We all
place responsibility for our own welfare within

our hierarchies of communal relationships,
typically high in those hierarchies. We suggest
that most people have a few very strong
relationships, more middling ones, and many
weak ones, in which very low-cost benefits are
given on a communal basis.

We do not take a strong position on particular
hierarchies that will be optimal for marriage.
What is optimal almost certainly varies by
culture. However, we assert that both the
formation of hierarchies and the alignment
of partners’ hierarchies are very important to
marital quality. First, having complementary
hierarchies will facilitate high-quality marital
functioning. For instance, a husband who places
the needs of his newborn infant at the top of
his hierarchy, followed by his wife’s needs and
his own needs (which share a tied position),
paired with a wife who also puts the infant at the
top of her hierarchy, followed by her husband’s
needs (which share a tied position with her own
needs) will have a more smoothly functioning
relationship than will a husband who places
himself at the top of his hierarchy, then his wife
and then his infant, paired with a wife who places
the infant’s needs at the top, followed by herself
and her husband, who have equal ranks. The
conflicts, misunderstandings, and hurt feelings
that will arise from such a mismatch seem
straightforward and will be negative relational
processes. Even more important, placing oneself
alone at the top of one’s hierarchy and at a
higher position than one’s spouse will detract
from marital quality in many ways. Doing
so likely precludes forgiveness and sacrifice
in marriage, processes that have been shown
to be beneficial in committed relationships
(McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997;
Van Lange, Rusbult, Drigotas, Arriaga, &
Witcher, 1997) so long as a partner’s behavior
is not extremely negative (McNulty, 2008). So,
too, is placing oneself below one’s spouse in
one’s hierarchy a negative sign for marriage.
Doing so may prevent a person from seeking
the noncontingent support he or she needs or
expressing emotions and self-disclosing in ways
that signal needs, behaviors we have already
identified as important to high-quality marriages.
The likely importance of the nature and match
of communal hierarchies suggests that clinicians
interested in marital health might have couples
map their own hierarchies and, when they detect
problems, discuss the nature of the maps and
design interventions.
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STAGE OF RELATIONSHIP MATTERS

Here, we add an important caveat: In evaluating
the quality of relationships that lead to marriage
in terms of intra- and interpersonal processes, the
stage of relationship matters. Some processes are
healthy and functional in the context of one stage
of a relationship and unhealthy or detrimental in
another stage. We describe the research relevant
to relationship initiation in more detail than
research described in the prior sections because
it is more recent and less well known.

Relationship Initiation

Healthy relationship initiation may entail a
set of interpersonal processes that, in many
ways, are qualitatively different from those
that characterize healthy marital relationships.
Although researchers know a great deal about
factors that cause people to become romantically
attracted to each other, as well as about the
nature of interpersonal processes that occur in
marriages, little research has examined how
people transition from initial attraction to healthy
relationship functioning. In fact, we assert,
many of the processes characterizing the healthy
initiation of relationships that will become
marriages cannot be considered simple and
gradual increases in processes appropriate to
and healthy in established marital relationships.
Instead, we propose that people have special
concerns during relationship initiation that must
be managed at the same time that they strive to
behave in ways appropriate to close, established
relationships: concerns, for instance, with
protecting themselves from possible rejection
and presenting themselves as an especially
desirable partner. We suggest that the outcome
of this balancing act is a set of interpersonal
processes that are self-oriented and healthy in
the context of relationship initiation that become
unhealthy and detrimental to relationships if they
persist across formal commitments to marital
partners.

We propose that the initiation stage of roman-
tic relationships normatively involves at least
three interpersonal processes: strategic self-
presentation, covert evaluation of whether to
commit to a relationship with the potential part-
ner, and self-protection from rejection. After
initial attraction to a potential partner, peo-
ple must strategically present themselves as a
desirable relationship partner to win over that

potential partner. They also must covertly eval-
uate the communal qualities of their potential
partner to determine whether he or she has desir-
able characteristics and will be responsive to
their own needs, and thus whether to make
a commitment to that partner. All the while,
they must protect themselves from rejection and
exploitation as they negotiate the potential rela-
tionship, keeping themselves from becoming too
vulnerable until it is clear that both individuals
want the relationship and that the partner will be
communally responsive. If people win over the
potential partner, determine that the relationship
is viable, and ultimately decide to commit to that
relationship, the initiation stage typically will
end.

We posit that these three proposed pro-
cesses—strategic self-presentation, evaluation
of whether to commit to the potential part-
ner, and self-protection from rejection—are
normative, healthy, and functional in the con-
text of relationship initiation but likely become
unhealthy or detrimental in the context of marital
relationships. In marital relationships, strate-
gic self-presentation may mean that partners
do not get the support they need because they
do not express their true desires, hopes, and
emotions. A more functional presentation of the
authentic self, which will facilitate the partner’s
responsiveness, should replace strategic self-
presentation. Similarly, in marital relationships,
self-protection may interfere with a person’s
willingness to express needs and vulnerabilities
and to depend on the spouse, thus diminishing
the amount of high-quality support that per-
son can and will receive. Willingness to accept
and even to seek appropriate dependence on
the partner should replace self-protection. In
marital relationships, continued evaluation of
whether one really should have committed to
a relationship with that partner can call that
relationship into question. Evaluation should
be replaced with acceptance and the goal of
implementing a mutually responsive relation-
ship. Indeed, acceptance of the partner and
movement toward a communal relationship are
facilitated by positive illusions about the partner
(Murray & Holmes, 1997; Murray, Holmes, &
Griffin, 1996a, 1996b), accommodation in the
face of routine ups and downs in the relationship
(Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus,
1991), tendencies to forgive (Rusbult, Hannon,
Stocker, & Finkel, 2005), and even tendencies to
find virtues in partners’ mundane faults (Murray



306 Journal of Family Theory & Review

& Holmes, 1993).2 In the following sections, we
discuss each relationship initiation process, its
functional role, and some ways the process may
be detrimental to enacting the types of noncon-
tingent responsiveness that are so important to
high-quality marital relationships.

Strategic self-presentation. At the relationship
initiation stage, we propose that people already
feel some attraction toward a potential partner
based on factors such as physical attractiveness,
information from third parties, and first impres-
sions of personality attributes. At this point,
one of the most salient tasks is to strategically
present oneself as a desirable partner to that
potential partner. After all, there is little hope for
a relationship without reciprocal interest. Once
a potential partner has been identified, a person
must convey that he or she would be a good,
communally responsive partner for that person
per se. The person ought to strategically present
him- or herself as especially attentive, capable,
and motivated to understand, accept, and care
for that person (Reis & Patrick, 1996; Reis &
Shaver, 1988). Offering support is one example
of behavior that can convey that people are kind,
compassionate, capable, generous, and attentive
to others’ needs—all qualities that characterize
a desirable communal relationship partner. If a
potential partner accepts gestures of support and
does not offer specific repayment, that partner
has conveyed information implying interest in
a communal relationship (see Clark & Mills,
1979, Study 1), which suggests one’s strategic
efforts have been effective.

Of course, ultimately, these relationships
should involve mutual responsiveness, and
determining whether the other cares for you is
also part of evaluating the emerging relationship.
Whereas asking for support is just as necessary
and appropriate to an established communal
relationship, in the context of relationship
initiation, it may be a worse self-presentation
strategy than offering support. Offering support
suggests one is generous, kind, and attuned

2This is not to say that a person should not respond
to severe or persistent violations of communal norms
(e.g., physical abuse, ignoring serious needs across time)
with reevaluation and reconsideration of commitment (see,
McNulty, 2008; McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 2008).
Instead, evaluation should no longer be a routine and daily
process in committed, mostly well-functioning marriages.

to the other’s needs. Seeking support does
not. Moreover, seeking support can convey
faults and neediness and make one vulnerable
to rejection (thereby interfering with self-
protection processes also at play in relationship
initiation).

One outcome of strategic self-presentation
should be that people offer more support than
they seek at the relationship initiation stage.
We tested this hypothesis by asking people
to report their willingness to offer or request
different types of support from a potential partner
(the relationship initiation condition) or a close
partner (the close relationship condition; Beck &
Clark, 2009). Participants were asked to identify
either someone with whom they would like to
initiate a relationship or someone with whom
they already had a close, communal relationship.
Then participants in each condition were asked
to rate their likelihood of either asking that
person for a variety of commonly occurring
types of support (e.g., ‘‘If you needed a ride
to the train station and this person had a car,
how likely would you be to ask for a ride?’’)
or offering that person identical support (e.g.,
‘‘If this person needed a ride to the train station
and you had a car, how likely would you be to
offer him or her a ride?’’). Results revealed that
people were more likely to offer than request
support from partners in both the relationship
initiation and the close relationship conditions.
As predicted, people were more likely to request
support from partners in the close relationship
than in the relationship initiation condition; that
is, the asymmetry between offering and seeking
support was attenuated for close relationships.
Early on, people were strategically presenting
themselves as good, communally responsive
relationship partners and were avoiding a
negative impression of appearing needy (as
well as protecting themselves from potential
rejection) by not seeking as much support.

Strategic self-presentation should decrease
as the potential partner indicates relationship
interest (or lack thereof). If the potential
partner demonstrates willingness to pursue the
relationship, strategic self-presentation should
diminish because such efforts conflict with
determining how responsive he or she would
be in a close, communal relationship. Ideally,
strategic self-presentation should end once
people make a commitment to their partner, and
the nature of support provision should change
in a number of ways. First, support provision
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should become more mundane and automatic.
Second, the motivation behind giving support
should change from presenting the self positively
to simply meeting the needs and desires of the
partner as those needs and desires arise and
this may cause support levels to drop a bit
(Clark et al., in press). Third, expectations that
one’s offers will be accepted and that one’s
requests will be fulfilled should increase, with
both behaviors becoming routine, thus quelling
the uncertainty that may surround offers and
requests of support early in a relationship.

In fact, the process of strategic self-
presentation by offering more support than
one seeks appears to be normal and healthy
when relationships are being initiated but likely
becomes unhealthy when needs are equivalent
in ongoing relationships and there has, ideally,
been a mutual commitment to the relationship.
Partners ought to have accepted one another at
that point and a need to strategically present
the self to win over the partner ought to disap-
pear. A continuing asymmetry between offering
and seeking support after formal commitments
to a partner (in the absence of inequalities in
needs) is a signal of unhealthy relational func-
tioning. In particular, it is likely a sign of the
person giving more support being characterized
by what Helgeson and Fritz (1998) have called
unmitigated communion (also labeled compul-
sive caregiving [Kunce & Shaver, 1994] or
being overly nurturant [Horowitz, Rosenberg, &
Bartholomew, 1993]), in which a person cares
for the partner while neglecting the self. Unmiti-
gated communion has been linked to poor health
outcomes and psychological distress, including
symptoms of depression (Helgeson & Fritz,
1998). Furthermore, the partner may not wel-
come unmitigated communion if it takes the
form of giving undesired or unnecessary help
or intrusive caregiving to a partner, whose own
needs to accomplish tasks on his or her own and
to provide nurture, feel generative, and reap the
benefits of doing so may be thwarted.

As previously mentioned, high-quality close
relationships ought to be characterized by both
partners presenting themselves honestly and
authentically to each other—by, for example,
disclosing their hopes, needs, and desires and
expressing their true emotions to one other—all
of which can facilitate mutual responsiveness. A
sense of being understood by one’s partner can
engender confidence and security that that part-
ner is willing and able to respond supportively

to one’s needs, desires, and goals. Indeed, peo-
ple want their partners to understand them and
to provide feedback that confirms their views
of themselves (Reis & Shaver, 1988; Swann,
1987). In fact, measures of caregiving often
assess understanding of one’s partner’s needs
(Kunce & Shaver, 1994), and wives’ supportive
behaviors have been linked to more accurate
perceptions of their husband’s specific attributes
and abilities (Neff & Karney, 2005). Partners
also may want feedback that verifies their own
views of themselves because those views can
help them negotiate social interactions and antic-
ipate future outcomes (Swann, 1987; Swann,
Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992). To that end,
spouses may depend on each other to disconfirm
feedback that conflicts with their own self-views
(De La Ronde & Swann, 1998; see also Swann
& Predmore, 1985).

Of course, people desire to be positively
regarded by their relationship partners (Leary &
Baumeister, 2000) and to be understood by them.
Although these needs may conflict with each
other (Shrauger, 1975; Swann, Griffin, Pred-
more, & Gaines, 1987), most partners seem to
positively regard their spouses when it comes to
global attributes and to perceive them accurately
when it comes to specific attributes (Neff & Kar-
ney, 2002, 2005), which may result in partners
feeling both valued and understood.

The stage of relationship also plays an impor-
tant role in desires for being positively regarded
and for being understood, which may reinforce
self-presentation processes in the context of
relationship initiation and an authentic, hon-
est presentation of the self in the context of a
marital relationship. Marriage may bring about
a transition from a desire for positive evalua-
tions (which suggest that one’s strategic efforts
to win over a partner have been effective) to
a desire for evaluations that verify one’s own
self-views (Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon,
1994), which may not only facilitate receipt of
appropriate support from partners but also lead
partners to seek the sorts of support one is best
able to provide and turn elsewhere for the sorts
of support one is not well able to provide or
that would interfere with the potential support
giver’s own needs. Consistent with the notion
that marriage may, indeed, bring about a tran-
sition in the types of evaluations people desire
from partners, research has shown that people
who were dating reported greater intimacy when
their potential partner viewed them positively,
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regardless of whether the partner confirmed their
views of themselves (Swann et al., 1994), which
may reinforce self-presentation processes at the
stage of relationship initiation. In contrast, mar-
ried couples reported higher levels of intimacy
in their relationship when their spouse’s views
of their attributes confirmed their own views of
themselves, regardless of whether they were pos-
itive or negative (De La Ronde & Swann, 1998;
Swann et al., 1994). Presenting the self in an
authentic and honest manner will help serve the
need to be understood by one’s partner and, in
turn, facilitate the noncontingent responsiveness
that we have argued is so important to high-
quality marital relationships. If people resist a
more functional presentation of their authentic
self to their spouse following marriage, they may
jeopardize the very quality of their marriage.

Self-protection. Just as people strategically
present themselves as desirable communal rela-
tionship partners at the relationship initiation
stage, they also strive to protect themselves
from the possibility that their potential partner
may not reciprocate interest. The nature of com-
munal relationships requires partners to depend
on each other for mutual responsiveness (Clark
& Mills, in press; Reis & Shaver, 1988), but
risking dependency is not easy. As Murray,
Holmes, and Collins (2006) have noted in their
risk-regulation model, people must balance the
desire to seek interpersonal connectedness with
the need to protect themselves from rejection.
Rejection, even mild rejection, hurts (MacDon-
ald & Leary, 2005). Therefore, self-protection
should occur as soon as people have become
attracted to a potential partner and have begun to
strategically present themselves to that partner.

Confidence in a partner’s care and regard
buffers against the threat of rejection and allows
people to risk seeking relational dependence
(Murray et al., 2006), but this raises a paradox
for initiating close relationships. People may
want to express interest in developing a close
relationship with a potential partner and depend-
ing on him or her, but they may be reluctant
to do so because they have not yet established
evidence of that partner’s care and regard. How-
ever, it may be difficult to assess care and regard
without risking at least some rejection (Holmes,
1991). A motive to protect the self from such
rejection may be an important reason why one
of the strongest determinants of liking a poten-
tial partner in the first place is whether that

person likes you (Curtis & Miller, 1986; Kenny
& Lavoie, 1982; Secord & Backman, 1964),
why those who are anxious or insecure may be
especially sensitive to a potential partner’s lik-
ing (Sperling & Borgaro, 1995), why negative
feedback that confirms one’s self-views may
be particularly threatening in the context of a
budding relationship (Campbell, Lackenbauer,
& Muise, 2006; Swann et al., 1994), and why in
one study only 3% of participants reported that
they would ask an attractive woman on a date
if they had no information about how she might
respond (Muehlenhard & Miller, 1988).

The research on people giving more sup-
port than they seek early in relationships—
described above in connection with strate-
gic self-presentation—also relates to self-
protection. Murray, Holmes, and Collins’s
(2006) relationship risk-regulation model pro-
vides a broader perspective on our findings that
people offer more support than they request,
particularly during relationship initiation, when
confidence in the partner’s care and regard
has not yet been established. Offering (but not
requesting) support can promote a potential part-
ner’s interest in—and, if accepted—dependence
on a communal relationship without risking
increases in one’s own dependence.

First, offering support promotes a communal
relationship without opening oneself up to
rejection. When people offer support they can
choose offers that might indicate interest in
their desired partner, but that also could be
explained in other ways, allowing them some
self-protection in case their offer is declined. For
instance, people might offer the potential partner
a ride to the train station—conveying a desire
to be communally responsive—but say that they
will be driving by anyway—providing another,
self-protective, reason for the offer in case
they are turned down. Second, offering support
allows for the potential partner’s acceptance
(increasing his or her dependence) and for
voluntary reciprocal offers, which will help a
person assess that partner’s responsiveness to his
or her needs and interest in the relationship. If the
potential partner voluntarily makes a reciprocal
offer—especially an offer that interferes with his
or her own self-interest (e.g., Holmes & Rempel,
1989; Murray & Holmes, 2008)—it will signal
his or her responsiveness and interest and allow
the recipient to risk more relational dependence.

Although asking for support from a potential
partner—especially support that may interfere
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with that partner’s own self-interest—is a more
direct and diagnostic way to evaluate that per-
son’s care, regard, and relationship interest
(Holmes & Rempel, 1989; Murray & Holmes,
2008), we believe that people adopt a more
cautious strategy of offering, then waiting for
acceptance and/or reciprocation at the rela-
tionship initiation stage, which allows them to
protect themselves from rejection or exploitation
and to present themselves as a desirable, respon-
sive relationship partner. When people do not
seek support, they avoid revealing their own vul-
nerabilities, which could make them seem like an
especially needy, selfish, or burdensome com-
munal relationship partner. They also protect
themselves from the possibility that their request
might be ignored or rejected—or even worse,
that their vulnerabilities might be exploited.

However, it is not just the relationship initia-
tor’s efforts to act communally toward a potential
partner that require some self-protection. Other
forms of self-protection also exist. For example,
people may suppress aspects of their authentic
self given the fear that their potential partner
may dislike or even ridicule them. People may
refrain from self-disclosing negative informa-
tion, or they may hide their true emotions as
those, too, may make them vulnerable.

Yet after gaining some evidence and trust
that their partner does care, such self-protective
strategies should not only decrease but also, ide-
ally, disappear following marital commitment.
Although protecting oneself from rejection may
be healthy in the context of relationship initia-
tion, it likely becomes harmful to high-quality
marriages if it persists past commitment and
interferes with being dependent on and authentic
with the partner. To establish a communal rela-
tionship, people must convey their own needs to
their partner and allow and seek that partner’s
noncontingent care. Attaining a mutual commu-
nal relationship requires partners to be volun-
tarily responsive to each other and to depend
on each other for such responsiveness (Clark
& Mills, in press; Reis & Shaver, 1988). Risk-
regulation theorists suggest that people with low
self-esteem avoid dependency on relationship
partners, whereas those with high self-esteem
risk dependency regularly and with beneficial
effects, which suggests that it is good and healthy
to do so (Murray et al., 2006; Murray & Holmes,
2008). In fact, trust in the partner’s care may
be the most critical component in maintaining
satisfying, functional close relationships (see

Simpson, 2007). If spouses do not feel com-
fortable accepting support or expressing their
needs, concerns, emotions, or vulnerabilities,
they challenge the very nature of what it means
to be involved in a close, communal relationship
and potentially forgo many of the psychologi-
cal and physical benefits of such a relationship.
Putting together points raised in the previous two
sections, we again suggest that asymmetries in
offering and seeking support are normative and
healthy during relationship initiation but become
signs of a troubled marriage if they continue to
manifest themselves past marital commitment
(in the absence of true asymmetries in needs).

Covert evaluation of whether to commit to the
potential relationship. Evaluation of whether to
commit to a relationship with one’s partner is a
third process that may facilitate relationship ini-
tiation but harm committed marital relationships.
Once people have become attracted to a potential
partner, they must evaluate whether that person
will be a good, communally responsive rela-
tionship partner for them in particular. Notably,
evaluation of whether to commit to a relationship
with the potential partner should be covert for at
least two reasons. First, because such evaluation
is a self-focused process, if overtly pursued, it
may interfere with efforts to strategically present
oneself as primarily concerned with the poten-
tial partner’s needs. Second, evaluation of the
potential relationship may convey an interest
in the other, and individuals may wish to hide
such interest to protect themselves from possible
rejection.

To some extent, people can evaluate whether
the potential partner will be a good, commu-
nally responsive relationship partner by simply
observing his or her behavior. Does the per-
son offer support noncontingently? Is the person
willing to seek support, reveal vulnerabilities,
and express emotions? Yet a partner’s behavior
also depends on people’s own behavior. If people
do not seek help or reveal vulnerabilities, desires,
and needs, it will be difficult to gauge the poten-
tial partner’s responsiveness and willingness to
accept their weaknesses. The felt need to evalu-
ate the potential relationship should increase as
people become more serious about the relation-
ship and must decide whether to make a marital
commitment to the partner. After commitment,
evaluation of whether to have committed to
that particular partner should decrease dramat-
ically, and indeed, processes such as holding
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positive illusions about one’s partner (Murray
et al., 1996a, 1996b; Murray & Holmes, 1997),
accommodating when faced with ups and downs
in the relationship (Rusbult et al., 1991), forgive-
ness (Rusbult et al., 2005), and finding virtues in
the partner’s mundane faults (Murray & Holmes,
1993) should maintain and even increase rela-
tionship commitment.

Existing literature on mind-set theory and
close relationships (Gagné & Lydon, 2001a,
2001b; Gagné, Lydon, & Bartz, 2003) may
inform the process of evaluating whether to com-
mit to a potential relationship partner. Mind-set
theory proposes that evaluating which goals to
pursue versus planning the execution of estab-
lished goals results in different cognitive orien-
tations, known as deliberative and implemental
mind-sets, respectively (Gollwitzer, 1990; Goll-
witzer & Bayer, 1999). Research applying mind-
set theory to close relationships (Gagné et al.,
2003; Gagné & Lydon, 2001a, 2001b) indicates
that deliberative and implemental mind-sets lead
to different ways of evaluating information about
partners. When people are deliberating about
their own competing relationship goals, they are
motivated to accurately understand their rela-
tionship partner as they try to make the best
possible choice. We suspect that this deliber-
ative mind-set would be especially useful in
evaluating whether a potential partner would be
a responsive, caring, and compatible relation-
ship partner in the long term. If people’s initial
evaluations of the potential partner indicate that
the partner reciprocates their interest and cares
about their welfare, then they can move toward
implementing a committed relationship. In con-
trast, if initial evaluations of the potential partner
indicate that the other would not be a respon-
sive and caring relationship partner, then people
can extricate themselves before commitment.
Clearly perceiving one’s potential partner and
covertly deliberating about whether to continue
the relationship may be functional during the
relationship initiation stage (Gagné et al., 2003;
Gagné & Lydon, 2001a, 2001b), lest one over-
look that person’s negative qualities and commit
to a relationship with someone whose negative
qualities ultimately undermine relationship sat-
isfaction (Clements, Stanley, & Markman, 2004;
Markman, 1979, 1981).

In contrast, once people have decided to pur-
sue a particular relationship goal—for instance,
to commit to marriage with their partner—and
are committed to determining how, when, and

where to implement that goal, they are moti-
vated to enhance that partner to facilitate goal
pursuit. This implemental mind-set elicits more
positive illusions about the partner (Gagné &
Lydon, 2001a, 2001b), which help promote a
partner’s positive growth in close, established
relationships (Murray et al., 1996a, 1996b; Mur-
ray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2003).

Although covertly and continuously evalu-
ating whether to commit to a relationship (or
continue in a relationship) with one’s partner
ought to be healthy and normative in the con-
text of relationship initiation, it likely becomes
detrimental to high-quality marriages if it con-
tinues past commitment.3 We and others (e.g.,
Swann et al., 1994) have suggested that the
relationship initiation stage involves a sense
of mutual evaluation coupled with a sense of
fairly low commitment, as potential partners
assess whether the other person will be a good,
communally responsive relationship partner for
them per se. High-quality established marital
relationships should be inherently less evalua-
tive, however. Spouses already have decided to
commit to each other and are better off dropping
an evaluative focus and putting their efforts into
following communal norms, pursuing mutual
and enjoyable goals, and attending to their part-
ner’s needs and giving support and to their own
needs and seeking support. It would be difficult
to move forward in a marriage if partners contin-
ued to evaluate whether they really should have
committed to the relationship in the first place.

In fact, Gagné and Lydon’s (2001b, Study 2)
findings point to how threatening continued
evaluation of whether to have pursued a close
relationship may be in the context of a com-
mitted relationship. As expected, individuals
high in relationship commitment and those low
in relationship commitment increased positive
illusions about their partner when an imple-
mental mind-set was induced. When a deliber-
ative mind-set was induced, however, strongly
committed—but not weakly committed—indi-
viduals buffered against the threat of evalu-
ating their relationship with their partner by

3We hasten to add that this does not apply if one’s partner
is abusive, severely neglectful, and/or lacks communal
motivation. Such strong signs that the relationship is bad
should retrigger evaluation. We return to this point later.
Rather, constant day-to-day evaluation of normal ups and
downs in the relationship should be harmful to marital
quality.
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increasing positive illusions about that partner.
Commitment appeared to foster certainty about
people’s decision to maintain a close relation-
ship with their partner; this sense of certainty, in
turn, should properly encourage responsiveness
toward the partner and willingness to depend on
the partner, thereby enhancing marital quality.

Thus, efforts to evaluate a potential partner
(typically in a covert way) seem healthy and
functional during relationship initiation. Indeed,
it would be troubling if people did not engage
in such a process. Yet the ability to let go
of evaluative processes and to hold positive
illusions about one’s partner seem healthy in
committed relationships. Debating about one’s
partner’s strengths and weaknesses—as well as
about whether it was wise to have committed to
a relationship with that partner—may be another
sign of relationship distress in an ongoing rela-
tionship.

A Note About Relationship Deterioration

Thus far, we have emphasized what our research
and theorizing about communal relationships
suggests about high-quality marriages and have
argued that what characterizes normative and
healthy romantic relationship initiation may be
distinct in many ways. Most of the differences
in what is healthy in the two stages may be cap-
tured by saying that it is fine and even good to be
self-focused during relationship initiation (and
to be concerned with self-presentation, partner
evaluation, and self-protection) as long as one
knows how to self-present to win over a commu-
nal partner and how to conceal one’s evaluative
and self-protective efforts. However, it is not
fine to be biased toward benefiting the self in
ongoing marriages. High-quality marriages do
not require one to let go of self-interest but to
balance it with equivalent interest in and con-
cern about one’s spouse. One’s focus of attention
ought to be flexible, moving to the self and how
the partner can support the self in times of con-
cern about one’s own welfare, the partner and
how the self can support the partner in times
of concern about the partner’s welfare, and on
mutual activities when doing so benefits the self,
partner, and relationship (Clark et al., 2008).

But what about when things go seriously
wrong in a marriage? For instance, what if a part-
ner is physically abusive, thereby not only failing
to be responsive but actually being harmful? It
is fair to say that, although the marriage may

remain intact, its communal nature has largely
disappeared, and returning to two of the inter-
personal processes we identified as important
during relationship initiation—partner evalua-
tion and self-protection—becomes functional
and healthy for the self and perhaps for the
relationship. That is, once a partner has reached
the point of abuse or severe neglect, it makes
good sense for the spouse to return to evaluation
and to seek remedies or decide to exit the rela-
tionship. The relationship is now a poor-quality
one, but we would judge it to be a relatively
better quality relationship if people return to
evaluating it and to protecting the self while
avoiding harming the partner and strategically
trying to improve the relationship.4 So, again,
relationship stage makes a difference as to which
interpersonal processes mark a better and which
mark a worse marriage.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

We have proposed that the best way to identify
high-quality marriages is by intra- and interper-
sonal processes that promote (or detract from)
individual and relationship health. Extant theo-
retically driven programs of empirical research
on close relationships provide a good place
to start. To illustrate, we have used our own
program of research on communal relation-
ships to highlight supportive (e.g., noncontin-
gent responsiveness, expressing emotion) and
nonsupportive (e.g., contingent responsiveness,
record keeping) processes that might be used to
help gauge marital health. We also have empha-
sized that the stage of a relationship likely
makes an important difference when gauging
relational health. During relationship initiation,
a person’s goals and tasks are distinct in many
ways from a person’s goals and tasks after com-
mitment to marriage. Precisely because goals
and tasks vary by relationship stage, so, too, do
behaviors that are optimal (and suboptimal) for
a high-quality relationship. Certain behaviors
and patterns of behaviors arising from strategic
self-presentation, self-protection, and the need

4Although we suggest that a return to evaluation and self-
protection makes sense when a marriage has deteriorated, we
would not suggest that a return to strategic presentation of
the self to the partner makes sense. Continued authentic self-
presentation is likely best at this stage because it should aid
in relationship evaluation and in decision making regarding
whether to stay in or leave the marriage.
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to evaluate the potential relationship—such as
offering more help than one seeks (even when
needs are equal)—are healthy and fine during
relationship initiation but become signs of an
unhealthy relationship once a commitment has
been made. This assertion suggests not only that
sets of healthy and unhealthy relationship pro-
cesses may vary according to relationship stage
but also that examining the trajectory of relation-
ship processes across time is a useful strategy
for assessing whether members of marital cou-
ples have made a good and healthy transition to
marriage.
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Gagné, F. M., & Lydon, J. E. (2001b). Mindset and
relationship illusions: The moderating effects of
domain specificity and relationship commitment.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27,
1144 – 1155.

Gagné, F. M., Lydon, J. E., & Bartz, J. A. (2003).
Effect of mindset on the predictive validity of rela-
tionship constructs. Canadian Journal of Behav-
ioral Science, 35, 292–304.

Gollwitzer, P. M. (1990). Action phases and mind-
sets. In E. T. Higgins & R. M. Sorrentino (Eds.),
Handbook of motivation and cognition: Founda-
tions of social behavior (Vol. 2, pp. 53 – 92). New
York: Guilford Press.

Gollwitzer, P. M., & Bayer, U. (1999). Delibera-
tive versus implemental mindsets in the con-
trol of action. In S. Chaiken & Y. Trope
(Eds.), Dual-process theories in social psychology
(pp. 403 – 422). New York: Guilford Press.

Gottman, J. M. (1994). What predicts divorce? Hills-
dale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Graham, S. M., Huang, J., Clark, M. S., & Helge-
son, V. S. (2008). The positives of negative emo-
tion: Willingness to express negative emotions
promotes relationships. Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 34, 394 – 406.

Gross, J. J., & Levenson, R. W. (1993). Emo-
tional suppression: Physiology, self-report, and
expressive behavior. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 64, 970 – 986.

Helgeson, V., & Fritz, H. (1998). A theory of unmit-
igated communion. Personality and Social Psy-
chology Review, 2, 173 – 183.

Holmes, J. G. (1991). Trust and the appraisal pro-
cess in close relationships. In W. H. Jones &
D. Perlman (Eds.), Advances in personal relation-
ships (Vol. 2, pp. 57 – 104). London: Kingsley.

Holmes, J. G., & Rempel, J. K. (1989). Trust in close
relationships. In C. Hendrick (Ed.), Close relation-
ships (pp. 187 – 220). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Horowitz, L. M., Rosenberg, S. E., & Bartholomew,
K. (1993). Interpersonal problems, attachment
styles, and outcome in brief dynamic psychother-
apy. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychol-
ogy, 61, 549 – 560.

Kenny, D. A., & LaVoie, L. (1982). Reciprocity of
interpersonal attraction: A confirmed hypothesis.
Social Psychology Quarterly, 45, 54 – 58.

Kunce, L. J., & Shaver, P. R. (1994). An attachment-
theoretical approach to care giving in romantic
relationships. In K. Bartholomew & D. Perlman
(Eds.), Attachment processes in personal relation-
ships (Vol. 5, pp. 205 – 237). London: Kingsley.

Leary, M. R., & Baumeister, R. F. (2000). The nature
and function of self-esteem: Sociometer theory.
In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental
social psychology (Vol. 32, pp. 1 – 62). San Diego,
CA: Academic Press.

Lemay, E. P., Jr., & Clark, M. S. (2008). How the
head liberates the heart: Projection of commu-
nal responsiveness guides relationship promotion.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 94,
647 – 671.

Lemay, E. P., Jr., Clark, M. S., & Feeney, B. C.
(2007). Projection of responsiveness to needs and
the construction of satisfying communal relation-
ships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 92, 834 – 853.

MacDonald, G., & Leary, M. R. (2005). Why does
social exclusion hurt? The relationship between
social and physical pain. Psychological Bulletin,
131, 202 – 223.

Markman, H. J. (1979). The application of a behav-
ioral model of marriage in predicting relationship
satisfaction of couples planning marriage. Jour-
nal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 4,
743 – 749.

Markman, H. J. (1981). Prediction of martial distress:
A 5-year follow-up. Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology, 49, 760 – 762.

Martin, T. C., & Bumpass, L. L. (1989). Recent trends
in marital disruption. Demography, 26, 37 – 51.

McCullough, M. E., Worthington, E. L., Jr., &
Rachal, K. C. (1997). Interpersonal forgiving in
close relationships. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 73, 321 – 336.

McNulty, J. K. (2008). Forgiveness in marriage:
Putting the benefits into context. Journal of Family
Psychology, 22, 171 – 175.



314 Journal of Family Theory & Review

McNulty, J. K., O’Mara, E. M., & Karney, B. R.
(2008). Benevolent cognitions as a strategy of
relationship maintenance: ‘‘Don’t sweat the small
stuff’’ . . . But it is not all small stuff. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 94, 631 – 646.

Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007). Attachment
in adulthood: Structure, dynamics, and change.
New York: Guilford Press.

Mills, J., & Clark, M. S. (1982). Exchange and com-
munal relationships. In L. Wheeler (Ed.), Review
of personality and social psychology (Vol. 3,
pp. 121 – 144). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Mills, J., & Clark, M. S. (1986). Communications that
should lead to perceived exploitation in communal
and exchange relationships. Journal of Social and
Clinical Psychology, 4, 225 – 234.

Mills, J., Clark, M. S., Ford, T. E., & Johnson, M.
(2004). Measurement of communal strength. Per-
sonal Relationships, 11, 213 – 230.

Monin, J. K., Matire, L. M., Schulz, R., &
Clark, M. S. (2009). Willingness to express emo-
tion to caregiving spouses. Emotion, 9, 101 – 106.

Muehlenhard, C. L., & Miller, E. N. (1988). Tra-
ditional and nontraditional men’s responses to
women’s dating initiation. Behavior Modification,
12(3), 385 – 403.

Murray, S. L., & Holmes, J. G. (1993). Seeing virtues
in faults: Negativity and the transformation of
interpersonal narratives in close relationships.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65,
707 – 722.

Murray, S. L., & Holmes, J. G. (1997). A leap of
faith? Positive illusions in romantic relationships.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 23,
586 – 604.

Murray, S. L., & Holmes, J. G. (2008). The com-
mitment-insurance system: Self-esteem and the
regulation of connection in close relationships.
In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental
social psychology (Vol. 40, pp. 1 – 60). Amster-
dam: Elsevier.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Collins, N. L. (2006).
Optimizing assurance: The risk regulation sys-
tem in relationships. Psychological Bulletin, 132,
641 – 666.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W.
(1996a). The benefits of positive illusions: Ideal-
ization and the construction of satisfaction in close
relationships. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 70, 79 – 98.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W.
(1996b). The self-fulfilling nature of positive illu-
sions in romantic relationships: Love is not blind,
but prescient. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 71, 1155 – 1180.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W. (2003).
Reflections on the self-fulfilling effects of positive
illusions. Psychological Inquiry, 14, 289 – 295.

Murstein, B. I., Cerreto, M., & MacDonald, M. G.
(1977). A theory and investigation of the effect of
exchange-orientation on marriage and friendship.
Journal of Marriage and the Family, 39, 543 – 548.

Murstein, B. I., & MacDonald, M. G. (1984). The
relationship of ‘‘exchange-orientation’’ and ‘‘com-
mitment’’ scales to marriage adjustment. Interna-
tional Journal of Psychology, 18, 297 – 311.

Neff, L. A., & Karney, B. R. (2002). Judgments of
a relationship partner: Specific accuracy but
global enhancement. Journal of Personality, 70,
1079 – 1112.

Neff, L. A., & Karney, B. R. (2005). To know you
is to love you: The implications of global adora-
tion and specific accuracy for marital relationships.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88,
480 – 497.

Reis, H. T., & Patrick, B. C. (1996). Attachment and
intimacy: Component processes. In E. T. Higgins
& A. W. Kruglanski (Eds.), Social psychology:
Handbook of basic principles (pp. 523 – 563). New
York: Guilford Press.

Reis, H. T., & Shaver, P. R. (1988). Intimacy as
an interpersonal process. In S. Duck, D. F. Hale,
S. E. Hobfoll, W. Ickes, & B. M. Montgomery
(Eds.), Handbook of personal relationships: The-
ory, research and interventions (pp. 367 – 389).
Oxford, UK: Wiley.

Roberts, N. A., Levenson, R. W., & Gross, J. J.
(2008). The cardiovascular costs of emotion sup-
pression cross ethnic lines. International Journal
of Psychophysiology, 60, 82 – 87.

Rusbult, C. E., Hannon, P. A., Stocker, S. L., &
Finkel, E. J. (2005). Forgiveness and relational
repair. In E. L. Worthington, Jr. (Ed.), Hand-
book for forgiveness (pp. 185 – 206). New York:
Brunner-Routledge.

Rusbult, C. E., Verette, J., Whitney, G. A., Slovik,
L. F., & Lipkus, I. (1991). Accommodation pro-
cesses in close relationships: Theory and prelim-
inary empirical evidence. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 60, 53 – 78.

Secord, P. F., & Backman, C. W. (1964). Social psy-
chology. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Shrauger, J. S. (1975). Responses to evaluation as a
function of initial self-perceptions. Psychological
Bulletin, 82, 581 – 596.

Simpson, J. A. (2007). Foundations of interpersonal
trust. In A.W. Kruglanski & E.T. Higgins (Eds.),
Social psychology: Handbook of basic principles
(pp. 587 – 607). New York: Guilford Press.

Sperling, M. B., & Borgaro, S. (1995). Attach-
ment anxiety and reciprocity as moderators of
interpersonal attraction. Psychological Reports,
76, 323 – 335.

Swann, W. B., Jr. (1987). Identity negotiation: Where
two roads meet. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 53, 1038 – 1051.



Healthy Communal Relationship Processes 315

Swann, W. B., Jr., De La Ronde, C., & Hixon, J. G.
(1994). Authenticity and positivity strivings in
marriage and courtship. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 66, 857 – 869.

Swann, W. B., Jr., Griffin, J. J., Predmore, S. C.,
& Gaines, B. (1987). The cognitive-affective
crossfire: When self-consistency confronts self-
enhancement. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 52, 881 – 889.

Swann, W. B., Jr., & Predmore, S. C. (1985). Inti-
mates as agents of social support: Sources of
consolation or despair? Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 49, 1609 – 1617.

Swann, W. B., Jr., Stein-Seroussi, A., & Giesler,
R. B. (1992). Why people self-verify. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 62, 392 – 401.

Van Lange, P. A. M., Rusbult, C. E., Drigotas, S. M.,
Arriaga, X. B., Witcher, B. S., & Cox, C. L.
(1997). Willingness to sacrifice in close relation-
ships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 72, 1373 – 1395.

Wieselquist, J., Rusbult, C. E., Foster, C. A., &
Agnew, C. R. (1999). Commitment, pro-relation-

ship behavior, and trust in close relationships.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77,
942 – 966.

Williamson, G. M., & Clark, M. S. (1989). Providing
help and desired relationship type as determinants
of changes in moods and self-evaluations. Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56,
722 – 734.

Williamson, G. M., & Clark, M. S. (1992). Impact of
desired relationship type on affective reactions to
choosing and being required to help. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 18, 10 – 18.

Williamson, G. M., Clark, M. S., Pegalis, L. J., &
Behan, A. (1996). Affective consequences of
refusing to help in communal and exchange
relationships. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 22, 34 – 47.

Zaki, J., Bolger, N., & Ochsner, K. N. (2008). It takes
two: The interpersonal basis of empathic accuracy.
Psychological Science, 19, 399 – 404.

Zaki, J., Bolger, N., & Ochsner, K. N. (2009).
Unpacking the informational bases of empathic
accuracy. Emotion, 9, 478 – 487.


