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Abstract

Research suggests that not all affirmations of self-worth are created equal—affirming intrinsic aspects of the self (i.e., a person’s 
stable, intrinsic qualities) leads to better outcomes for the individual compared to affirming extrinsic aspects (i.e., a person’s 
deeds and accomplishments). Extending this research to the domain of romantic relationships, the current research compared 
the relational benefits of recalling intrinsic versus extrinsic affirmations from a romantic partner among people high versus low 
in baseline relationship satisfaction. Across three experiments, as predicted, people low but not high in baseline satisfaction 
reported higher relationship quality and more pro-relationship responses after recalling a time of intrinsic compared to 
extrinsic affirmation from a romantic partner. Together, these experiments suggest that affirmations from relationship 
partners may be important for enhancing relationships, but only if they emphasize intrinsic qualities of the self. 
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Individuals in romantic relationships are constantly balanc-
ing their desire for closeness against their need to protect 
themselves from rejection (Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006). 
When something negative happens in a relationship, such as 
a betrayal by one’s partner, it is easy to protect the self and 
respond in kind. However, when individuals respond con-
structively instead, both partners benefit (e.g., Murray, 
Holmes et al., 2006; Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & 
Lipkus, 1991). Such responses enhance the relationship (e.g., 
Gottman, 1979; Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow, 1986) and pro-
mote positive upward cycles.

People in satisfying relationships tend to exhibit pro-
relationship responses to negative partner behaviors. For 
example, they excuse their partners’ transgressions (Rusbult 
et al., 1991), make positive attributions about their partners’ 
negative behaviors (Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 
2000), and communicate constructively with their partners 
(Christensen & Shenk, 1991). By contrast, people in dissat-
isfying relationships may actually create downward spirals 
by responding with equal or greater negativity to negative 
partner behaviors (Rusbult et al., 1991). The present research 
focused on these latter individuals, testing whether recalling 
affirmations from relationship partners that refer to one’s 
intrinsic qualities, compared to affirmations of extrinsic aspects 

of the self, would lead less satisfied individuals to report 
higher relationship quality and respond more constructively 
to negative partner behaviors.

Intrinsic Versus Extrinsic Self-Worth: Affirming 
Who One Is Versus What One Does
Individuals can derive their self-worth from stable sources, 
such as their intrinsic attributes, or from less stable sources, 
such as external standards. Affirmations based on these dif-
ferent sources have different consequences. Feeling affirmed 
for living up to external standards results in constant vigi-
lance and defensiveness, whereas having intrinsic qualities 
affirmed decreases psychological defensiveness (Schimel, 
Arndt, Pyszczynski, & Greenberg, 2001). More concretely, 
research shows that compared to when they receive social 
validation for extrinsic deeds and accomplishments, when 
people receive social validation for their intrinsic qualities, 
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they make fewer downward social comparisons and counter-
factuals, engage in less social distancing and self-handicapping, 
conform less, are less concerned with social rejection, and 
make fewer external attributions about their abilities (Arndt, 
Schimel, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2002; Schimel, Arndt, 
Banko, & Cook, 2004; Schimel et al., 2001).

Relationship partners can be an important source of intrin-
sic and extrinsic affirmations. For example, Courtney may 
feel intrinsically affirmed by her boyfriend when he praises 
her for being a supportive person, or extrinsically affirmed 
when he praises her for having aced an important exam. Do 
intrinsic and extrinsic affirmations from relationship partners 
lead to similar or different relational outcomes?

The Relational Benefits of Intrinsic Affirmations
Both of the preceding affirmations would seem to reflect pos-
itive, relationship-enhancing experiences. However, drawing 
on existing work (Arndt et al., 2002; Schimel et al., 2001; 
Schimel et al., 2004), we propose that affirmations that focus 
on one’s intrinsic qualities—such as praise for being a sup-
portive person—not only reduce defensiveness but also help 
people feel unconditionally accepted and understood by their 
relationship partners. In contrast, extrinsic affirmations—such 
as praise for acing a big exam—do not reduce defensiveness 
and may in fact suggest contingent acceptance from, as well as a 
lack of being understood by, one’s partner.

The reduced defensiveness that results from intrinsic affir-
mations should have relational benefits. When individuals are 
less concerned about protecting themselves against rejection, 
they are more trusting, committed, and satisfied with their 
relationships (e.g., Murray et al., 2005; Murray, Holmes, & 
Collins, 2006). Moreover, defensiveness is thought to be one 
of the four most maladaptive relationship behaviors, along with 
stonewalling, criticizing, and contempt (Gottman, 1994). 
Indeed, spouses who are less defensive with their partners are 
less likely to get divorced (Gottman & Levenson, 2000).

Research also speaks to the relational benefits of feeling 
unconditionally accepted and understood, both of which should 
come with intrinsic affirmations. For example, whereas feel-
ing conditionally accepted by a relationship partner has nega-
tive relationship consequences, unconditional acceptance has 
relational benefits, such as increased relationship satisfaction 
over time (e.g., Baldwin, 1997; Crocker, 2002; Murray, 
Griffin, Rose, & Bellavia, 2006). Along related lines, research 
suggests that people who feel that they are understood by sig-
nificant others, along with feeling that they are validated and 
cared for, perceive their partners as being more responsive to 
their needs, which is critical for building intimacy in relation-
ships (Reis & Shaver, 1988).

Research on self-verification, which refers to being viewed 
and understood by others in a manner consistent with how 
one sees the self—also speaks to the relational benefits of feel-
ing understood. Self-verifying appraisals lead relationship 

partners to hold appropriate expectations of one another, 
resulting in smoother interactions, and have been linked to 
greater relationship commitment and longevity (Swann,  
De La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994; Swann & Pelham, 2002). 
Other work suggests that feelings of verification and authen-
ticity in one’s relationships enhance relationship intimacy 
and quality (De La Ronde & Swann, 1998). As a final exam-
ple, people who have partners who support their autonomy (i.e., 
support them being themselves and making their own 
choices) tend to be more securely attached and intimate with 
their partners, and accordingly, they enjoy more stable and 
satisfying relationships (for a review, see Deci & Ryan, 
2008). In sum, the above literatures suggest that the reduced 
defensiveness, unconditional acceptance, and feelings of 
being understood that result from intrinsic affirmations have 
relational benefits, such as increased relationship quality.

But do intrinsic affirmations have relational benefits for 
all? Various strands of research suggest that people in satis-
fying relationships already exhibit low defensiveness in their 
relationships (e.g., Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006), and 
enjoy feelings of unconditional acceptance and being under-
stood by their partners (e.g., Swann et al., 1994). Accord-
ingly, we hypothesized that the effect of recalling intrinsic 
relative to extrinsic affirmations on enhancing relationship 
quality should be particularly detectable among people in 
less satisfying relationships.

Intrinsic Affirmations: Encouraging Constructive 
Responses to Negative Partner Behaviors
Beyond boosting relationship quality, intrinsic affirmations 
may provide relational benefits by encouraging people to engage 
in constructive, pro-relationship responses to negative partner 
behaviors. In every relationship there are times when partners 
hurt or disappoint each other. When this occurs, people some-
times resist their instinct to defend themselves, replacing nega-
tive responses with constructive responses instead. This may 
involve, for example, construing a partner’s negative behavior 
in a positive light (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Fincham 
et al., 2000). Or, when a partner’s behavior violates relation-
ship norms, it may involve trying to constructively repair the 
problem (e.g., Rusbult et al., 1986; Rusbult et al., 1991) and 
forgiving the transgression (e.g., Fincham, Paleari, & Regalia, 
2002; McCullough et al., 1998). Such pro-relationship responses 
are associated with greater relationship quality and stability, 
and they promote mutual cyclical growth (Wieselquist, 
Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew, 1999).

Once again, people in satisfying relationships already 
tend to exhibit pro-relationship responses to negative rela-
tionship events; this is less true among people in dissatisfy-
ing relationships (e.g., Christensen & Shenk, 1991; Fincham 
et al., 2000; Rusbult et al., 1991). Accordingly, our focus 
was on examining whether recalling intrinsic relative to 
extrinsic affirmations from a relationship partner promotes 
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pro-relationship responses to negative partner behaviors 
among people in less satisfying relationships.

The Current Research
In sum, our overarching hypothesis was that recalling affir-
mations from relationship partners would benefit individuals 
in less satisfying relationships, increasing their relationship 
quality and pro-relationship responses—but only if the affir-
mations affirm their intrinsic, stable qualities. We tested this 
hypothesis across three experiments by having participants 
varying in baseline relationship satisfaction levels recall a 
time when their romantic partner affirmed them for either 
(a) who they truly are as a person (intrinsic affirmation) or 
(b) for a deed or accomplishment (extrinsic affirmation).

Study 1 assessed whether recalling intrinsic relative to 
extrinsic affirmations would boost relationship quality—
namely, relationship satisfaction—for participants who were 
less satisfied at baseline. Studies 2 and 3 examined the influ-
ence of intrinsic and extrinsic affirmations on pro-relationship 
responses to negative partner events as well as on relation-
ship quality. Study 2 participants completed measures of 
pro-relationship cognitions, including attributions of partner 
behaviors and recall of negative partner behaviors, as well as 
a different measure of relationship quality—appreciation in 
the relationship. Study 3 assessed pro-relationship behaviors 
with a measure of willingness to forgive partner transgres-
sions, and relationship quality with a different relationship 
satisfaction measure than the one used in Study 1. This study 
improved on the earlier studies by administering the baseline 
relationship satisfaction measure at a separate time point from 
the laboratory session.

Across experiments, we compared the effects of recalling 
intrinsic versus extrinsic affirmations among people in rela-
tively more and less satisfying relationships at baseline. We 
expected people who reported lower satisfaction at baseline 
to report greater relationship quality and pro-relationship 
responses after recalling a time of intrinsic relative to extrin-
sic affirmation from their romantic partner. We did not expect 
affirmation condition to influence the responses of people 
who reported higher baseline satisfaction.

Study 1
Study 1 explored the effects of recalling intrinsic and extrin-
sic affirmations on relationship quality. We predicted that 
people low but not high in baseline relationship satisfaction 
would report increases in satisfaction in the intrinsic com-
pared to extrinsic affirmation condition.

Method
Participants. Ninety-seven (73 female, 23 male, 1 unknown) 

undergraduates at a large Western university participated in 

small groups for course credit. Thirteen were excluded from 
analyses: Seven guessed the hypothesis and 6 completed the 
affirmation manipulation incorrectly (e.g., did not describe 
any event, described an event that was not an affirmation). For 
the remaining participants, mean age was 20 years (SD = 1.87, 
range = 18-28). Participants in all studies had to be in a roman-
tic relationship to participate. Mean relationship length was 
16.6 months (SD = 16.45, range = 1-91). Eleven students were 
cohabitating and 1 was married.

Procedure. Upon arrival, participants were seated in sepa-
rate computer cubicles and completed all of the study mea-
sures on computers. To minimize suspicion, participants were 
told that the measures were unrelated, included in the study 
by different researchers. Participants first completed a base-
line measure of relationship satisfaction. They were then 
randomly assigned to an affirmation condition as part of a 
writing task. Following this task, participants completed a 
manipulation check, and then another measure of relation-
ship satisfaction, which was different from the baseline mea-
sure so as to minimize response bias and suspicion. After 
completing demographic items, participants were probed for 
suspicion, debriefed, and thanked.

Materials
Baseline relationship satisfaction. Participants completed a stan-

dard five-item measure of relationship satisfaction (Rusbult, 
Martz, & Agnew, 1998) using 9-point Likert-type scales (1 = 
do not agree at all, 9 = agree completely). A sample item is: “I 
feel satisfied with our relationship.” In this sample, a = .94.

Affirmation manipulation. The affirmation manipulation 
involved writing about a time when participants received an 
intrinsic or extrinsic affirmation from their romantic partner. 
In the intrinsic condition, participants were instructed to 
describe a time when

you felt like your partner’s acceptance of you was 
based simply on who you are as a person . . . you felt 
accepted based on acting like yourself and showing 
your inner qualities. These qualities should refer to 
STABLE and ENDURING aspects of who you are, 
rather than temporary deeds or accomplishments.

Participants in the extrinsic condition were instructed to 
describe a time when

you felt like your partner’s acceptance of you was 
based on your meeting expectations . . . you felt 
accepted based on acting a certain way or doing or 
accomplishing something that met your partner’s 
expectations. These deeds or accomplishments should 
refer to TEMPORARY EVENTS rather than to stable 
and enduring aspects of who you are.

Participants were instructed to spend 5-7 min on the task.
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Manipulation checks. Among a set of filler adjectives, par-
ticipants rated four adjectives to assess the effectiveness of 
the affirmation manipulation. Specifically, they rated the 
extent to which the event they had described in the writing 
task made them feel accepted, defensive, understood, and 
insecure using 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly dis-
agree, 7 = strongly agree). After reverse-scoring defensive 
and insecure, a composite was created (a = .80), with higher 
scores indicating feeling more accepted and understood, and 
less defensive and insecure. We expected higher scores for 
the intrinsic relative to extrinsic condition.

Postaffirmation relationship satisfaction. Participants com-
pleted a second standard measure of relationship satisfaction, 
the seven-item Relationship Assessment Scale (Hendrick, 
1988), using 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = not at all, 7 = 
very much). A sample item is: “In general, how satisfied are 
you with your relationship?” In this sample, a = .90.

Results and Discussion
In the following analyses, we regressed manipulation-check 
composite scores and a relationship satisfaction change score 
(standardized baseline satisfaction scores subtracted from 
standardized postaffirmation satisfaction scores) onto stan-
dardized baseline relationship satisfaction scores, affirma-
tion condition (coded as intrinsic = 1, extrinsic = –1), and 
their interaction term.1

Manipulation Checks. The regression for the manipulation-
check composite yielded a significant effect for affirmation 

condition, β = .48, p < .001. As expected, participants in the 
intrinsic condition reported higher composite scores, indicat-
ing that the affirmation event they had recalled made them 
feel more accepted and understood, and less defensive and 
insecure, relative to participants in the extrinsic condition. 
Neither the baseline satisfaction effect nor the interaction 
was significant, βs < .07, ps > .56.

Change in Relationship Satisfaction. The baseline satisfac-
tion effect, β = .79, p < .001, and affirmation condition effect, 
β = .18, p = .001, were significant but were qualified by the 
predicted interaction, β = –.39, p < .001 (see Figure 1). Sim-
ple slope analyses revealed the predicted affirmation effect 
among low-satisfaction participants (i.e., participants 1 SD 
below the mean baseline satisfaction score), B = .38, p < 
.001, such that change scores were larger in the intrinsic rela-
tive to extrinsic condition. In contrast, the affirmation effect 
was not significant among high-satisfaction participants 
(i.e., participants 1 SD above the mean baseline satisfaction 
score), indicating that change in satisfaction among these 
participants did not differ as a function of recalling intrinsic 
versus extrinsic affirmations, B = –.02, ns.2

We also conducted single-sample t tests of the mean 
change score in each affirmation condition. Specifically, we 
first divided the sample into low- and high-satisfaction par-
ticipant groups based on a median split of the distribution of 
baseline satisfaction scores. Among low-satisfaction partici-
pants in the intrinsic condition, the mean change score was 
significantly greater than zero, t(15) = 5.05, p < .001, indicat-
ing that recalling intrinsic affirmations boosted relationship 

Figure 1. Changes in satisfaction as a function of baseline satisfaction and affirmation condition (Study 1)
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satisfaction relative to baseline. In contrast, the mean change 
score among their counterparts in the extrinsic condition did 
not differ significantly from zero (t < 1), indicating no change 
in relationship satisfaction from baseline to postaffirmation. 
These analyses suggest that the predicted affirmation effect 
that we found among low-satisfaction participants mainly 
reflects increases in relationship satisfaction after recalling 
intrinsic affirmations rather than decreases in satisfaction 
after recalling extrinsic affirmations (or both).

For high-satisfaction participants, single-sample t tests 
showed that the mean change score was not significantly dif-
ferent from zero in either affirmation condition, ts = 1.2, ns. 
Thus, consistent with predictions, not only was there no 
affirmation effect among high-satisfaction participants, but 
these participants also showed no significant change in satis-
faction in either affirmation condition.

Overall, Study 1’s results offer initial support for our 
hypothesis that intrinsic versus extrinsic affirmations from 
relationship partners have different relationship consequences, 
particularly among people in less satisfying relationships. 
Among low- but not high-satisfaction participants, recalling 
affirmations for who one is as a person increased relationship 
satisfaction relative to baseline, whereas recalling affirmations 
for one’s deeds and accomplishments did not.

Study 2
Study 2 examined pro-relationship responses to negative 
partner behaviors by assessing attributions about relation-
ship partners’ negative behaviors. People in dissatisfying 
relationships are more likely to view their partners’ behaviors 
in a negative light and make fewer relationship-enhancing 
attributions about them (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990), both of 
which have deleterious relationship consequences over time, 
including declines in satisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 1993; 
Fletcher & Thomas, 2000; Karney & Bradbury, 2000) and 
trust (Miller & Rempel, 2004). In Study 2 we tested whether 
recalling intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirmations from a 
relationship partner would lead to more adaptive attributions 
about negative partner behaviors, particularly among low-
satisfaction participants.

Study 2 also assessed the number and accessibility of 
recalled negative relationship events. Recalling more nega-
tive relationship events and having shorter recall latencies 
imply that negative events in one’s relationship are accessi-
ble (Higgins, 1996). High accessibility of negative relation-
ship events is associated with negative relationship outcomes, 
such as increasing the likelihood of interpreting ambiguous 
relationship events in a negative light (e.g., Downey & 
Feldman, 1996). We predicted that after recalling a time of 
intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirmation from their partner, 
the number of negative behaviors recalled by low- but not 
high-satisfaction individuals would be decreased, and their 
latency in recalling these behaviors would be increased.

Finally, Study 2 included appreciation in the relation-
ship as a measure of relationship quality. Appreciation has 
two aspects—feeling appreciative of one’s partner and feel-
ing appreciated by one’s partner. Appreciation of one’s part-
ner is associated with increased relationship well-being for 
both members of the couple in everyday life and across time 
(Algoe, Gable & Maisel, 2010; Gordon, Impett, Kogan, 
Oveis, & Keltner, 2010), and people who feel appreciated by 
their partners report higher relationship satisfaction (Berger 
& Janoff-Bulman, 2006; Gordon et al., 2010). We hypothe-
sized that low- but not high-satisfaction participants who 
recalled a time of intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirmation 
from their partner would report greater appreciation in their 
relationship.

Method
Participants. One hundred and twenty-six (100 female, 

26 male) undergraduates at a large Western university par-
ticipated in small groups for course credit. Thirteen were 
excluded from analyses: Three guessed the hypothesis, 9 com-
pleted the affirmation manipulation incorrectly (for similar 
reasons described in Study 1), and 1 was uncooperative (used 
her cell phone during the experiment). For the remaining 
participants, mean age was 20.4 years (SD = 3.02, range = 
18-41), and mean relationship length was 22.2 months 
(SD = 20.34, range = 1-108). Fifteen students were cohabi-
tating, 1 was engaged, and 2 were married.

Procedure. The procedure for Study 2 was the same as in 
Study 1 except that postaffirmation participants completed 
(a) a measure of relationship attributions for hypothetical 
negative partner behaviors, (b) a timed task in which they 
had to recall negative relationship events, (c) a measure of 
appreciation in their relationship, and (d) two additional 
manipulation-check items.

Materials
Baseline satisfaction. Participants completed the same 

baseline satisfaction measured used in Study 1 (a = .90).
Affirmation manipulation. Participants were randomly 

assigned to complete either the same intrinsic or extrinsic 
affirmation writing task used in Study 1.

Relationship attributions. Participants reported their attribu-
tions for various hypothetical partner behaviors using the 
Relationship Attribution Measure (Fincham & Bradbury, 
1992). Specifically, participants read three hypothetical neg-
ative partner behaviors (e.g., “Your partner doesn’t give you 
the support you need”) interspersed among two positive part-
ner behaviors that served as filler items. For each behavior, 
participants rated six statements that measured (a) the locus 
of control, (b) the stability of the behavior, (c) the globality 
of the behavior, (d) the intentionality of the behavior, (e) the 
degree to which the partner’s behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns, and (f) the degree to 
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which the partner deserved to be blamed for the behavior. 
The items were rated on 6-point Likert-type scales (1 = 
strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Ratings for the nega-
tive behaviors were summed to create a score reflecting attri-
butions of causality and responsibility for negative partner 
behaviors. Higher scores indicated that participants believed 
the locus of the cause to be within their partner, the cause 
was stable and global, their partner did the negative behavior 
intentionally (with motivation), and blaming the partner was 
justified (a = .84).

Number and accessibility of negative relationship events. Par-
ticipants were given 3 min to “list as many events as you can 
recall where your partner did something that upset you, made 
you unhappy, or let you down” using one complete sentence 
for each event. After typing each event in a textbox, partici-
pants were instructed to press the enter key so that a new 
textbox would appear. In addition to assessing the number of 
events recalled, we assessed participants’ latency of retriev-
ing these events as a measure of their accessibility. Specifi-
cally, for each event, we recorded the time it took from the 
moment a new textbox was displayed until the participant 
started typing the event.

Appreciation. As a measure of relationship quality, partici-
pants completed the 18-item Appreciation in Relationship 
scale (Gordon et al., 2010) using 7-point Likert-type 
scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). This scale 
includes items assessing both feeling appreciative of one’s 
partner (a = .88) and feeling appreciated by one’s partner 
(a = .86). Sample items include: “I appreciate my partner” 
and “My partner makes me feel special.”

Manipulation checks. We once again created a composite 
of participants’ ratings of the adjectives accepted, under-
stood, insecure, and defensive, with the latter two reverse-
scored (a = .83). Participants also completed two additional 
questions about the affirmation writing task using 9-point 
Likert-type scales (0 = not at all, 8 = very much): “How 
much did that task reflect who your partner thinks you really 
are as a person?” and “How much did that task reflect how 
important your partner thinks your accomplishments are?”

Results and Discussion
In the following analyses, we regressed the manipulation-
check variables and each of our outcome variables onto stan-
dardized baseline relationship satisfaction scores, affirmation 
condition (coded as intrinsic = 1, extrinsic = –1), and their 
interaction term.

Manipulation Checks. As in Study 1, affirmation condition 
significantly predicted participants’ responses to the adjec-
tives manipulation check such that intrinsic participants felt 
more accepted and understood, and less defensive and inse-
cure than did extrinsic participants, β = .41, p < .001. Fur-
thermore, intrinsic participants reported that the writing task 
reflected who their partner thinks they really are as a person 

more so than extrinsic participants, β = .36, p < .001. Affir-
mation condition did not affect how much participants felt 
that the writing task reflected how important their partner 
thinks their accomplishments are, β = –.08, ns. Baseline sat-
isfaction did not have a significant effect on any of the 
manipulation checks, nor did it moderate the effect of affir-
mation condition, βs < .11, ps > .27.

Pro-Relationship Responses and Relationship Quality
Attributions. For attributions, there was a baseline satisfac-

tion effect, β = –.33, p < .001, which was qualified by the 
predicted interaction, β = .20, p < .05 (see Figure 2). Simple 
slope analyses revealed an unexpected affirmation effect 
among high-satisfaction participants, B = 1.80, p < .05, 
reflecting fewer negative attributions in the extrinsic relative 
to intrinsic condition, a finding we return to in the General 
Discussion.

Among low-satisfaction participants, the affirmation effect 
was not significant, B = –.83, ns, but the slope was in the 
predicted direction with fewer negative attributions in the 
intrinsic relative to extrinsic condition. Moreover, when 
we conducted simple slope analyses to examine the satisfac-
tion effect in each affirmation condition, we found that whereas 
low-satisfaction participants made more negative attribu-
tions than high-satisfaction participants in the extrinsic con-
dition, B = 3.48, p < .001, low-satisfaction participants who 
recalled an intrinsic affirmation were comparable to their 
high-satisfaction counterparts in the intrinsic condition, 
B = –.86, ns. In other words, consistent with our hypotheses, 
these analyses suggest that recalling intrinsic affirmations 
are more beneficial than recalling extrinsic affirmations for 
low-satisfaction participants in that these individuals were 
comparable to their high-satisfaction counterparts in the 
intrinsic but not extrinsic condition.

Number and accessibility of recalled negative relationship 
events. Before analyzing the number and accessibility of 
recalled negative relationship events, we excluded 2 partici-
pants who did not complete the task at all and 7 who com-
pleted it incorrectly (e.g., wrote the same event repeatedly). 
The analysis of the number of negative events recalled 
yielded a baseline satisfaction effect, β = –.26, p < .01, which 
was qualified by the predicted interaction, β = .24, p < .05 
(see Figure 3, Panel A). As predicted, simple slope analyses 
showed that whereas there was no affirmation effect among 
high-satisfaction participants, B = .41, ns, low-satisfaction 
participants in the intrinsic condition recalled fewer negative 
events than low-satisfaction participants in the extrinsic con-
dition, B = –.91, p < .05.

To create a composite reflecting the latency of recalling 
negative relationship events, we averaged participants’ laten-
cies for the first six events recalled, given that participants 
recalled 5.91 events on average (range = 1-18). This com-
posite was log-transformed to account for the highly skewed 
nature of reaction time data. For this composite, we found 
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the predicted interaction, β = –.22, p < .05 (see Figure 3, 
Panel B). Once again, there was no significant affirmation 
effect among high-satisfaction participants, B = –.08, ns, 
whereas low-satisfaction participants were marginally sig-
nificantly slower to recall negative relationship events in the 

intrinsic relative to extrinsic condition, B = –1.07, p = .057, 
indicating lower accessibility of these events in the intrinsic 
condition, as predicted.

Appreciation. High- relative to low-satisfaction participants 
were more appreciative of their partners after the affirmation 

Figure 2. Attributions of causality and responsibility for hypothetical negative partner behaviors as a function of baseline relationship 
satisfaction and affirmation condition (Study 2)
Higher numbers indicate more partner-blaming attributions.

Figure 3. Number and latency of negative relationship events recalled as a function of baseline relationship satisfaction and affirmation 
condition (Study 2)
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writing task, β = .57, p < .001. There were no other effects 
for how appreciative participants felt. High-satisfaction par-
ticipants also reported feeling more appreciated by their 
partners, β = .47, p < .001, but this effect was qualified by 
the predicted interaction, β = –.18, p < .05 (see Figure 4). 
Simple slope analyses showed that whereas there was no sig-
nificant affirmation effect among high-satisfaction individu-
als, B = –.17, ns, low-satisfaction individuals felt marginally 
significantly more appreciated by their partners in the intrin-
sic compared to extrinsic condition, B = .27, p = .08, as 
predicted.

Overall, Study 2 replicated and extended Study 1 by 
showing that among low- but not high-satisfaction partici-
pants, recalling intrinsic affirmations from relationship part-
ners increased pro-relationship responses and relationship 
quality relative to recalling extrinsic affirmations. Specifi-
cally, low-satisfaction participants in the intrinsic condition 
made adaptive attributions about hypothetical negative 
partner behaviors at levels similar to their high-satisfaction 
counterparts. They also recalled fewer negative relationship 
events, and did so more slowly, and felt more appreciated 
than low-satisfaction participants in the extrinsic condition.

Although the majority of our manipulation-check results 
suggested that our affirmation manipulation was effective, 
extrinsic participants did not report that the affirmation event 
they wrote about reflected their partner’s acceptance of their 
accomplishments more so than did intrinsic participants. This 
may be because the latter individuals, who were feeling all- 
around accepted by their partners, also felt high levels of 
acceptance for their deeds and accomplishments. We return 
to this issue in Study 3.

Study 3

In Study 3, we improved on and extended the first two 
studies in several respects. Specifically, we had participants 
complete the baseline measure of relationship satisfaction 
before the laboratory session, and we added examples to the 
instructions for the affirmation writing task to reduce the 
number of participants who completed the task incorrectly. 
We also assessed pro-relationship responses to negative part-
ner behaviors with a different measure from those used in the 
prior studies—namely, willingness to forgive the transgres-
sions of one’s partner. Partners will inevitably behave in an 
unfavorable way at some point, and people’s willingness to 
forgive their partners facilitates later closeness and commit-
ment (Tsang, McCullough, & Fincham, 2006). Research 
shows that people in less satisfying relationships are less 
likely to forgive their partners (e.g., Allemand, Amberg, 
Zimprich, & Fincham, 2007). Thus, once again, our focus 
was on low-satisfaction participants. Specifically, we pre-
dicted that recalling a time of intrinsic relative to extrinsic 
affirmation would boost low- but not high-satisfaction par-
ticipants’ willingness to forgive.

We also measured relationship quality with a new rela-
tionship satisfaction scale—the Couples Satisfaction Index 
(CSI; Funk & Rogge, 2007)—which is the result of an item 
response theory analysis of 180 items from the most popular 
relationship satisfaction measures. The CSI is designed to 
include items that help capture the most information at both 
the upper and lower ends of the satisfaction spectrum. We 
predicted that, as in Study 1, low- but not high-satisfaction 
participants would report greater satisfaction in the intrinsic 
relative to extrinsic condition.

Method
Participants. Forty-four (40 female, 4 male) undergradu-

ates at a large Western university participated in small groups 
for course credit. Two were excluded from analyses for 
guessing the hypothesis and 2 others were excluded because 
we could not link their baseline and laboratory data. Mean 
age of the remaining participants was 20 years (SD = 2.69, 
range = 18-29). Mean relationship length was 19.68 months 
(SD = 18.64, range = 1-96). Six participants were cohabitat-
ing, two were engaged, and one was married.

Procedure. Participants completed an online baseline mea-
sure of relationship satisfaction on average 1 week before the 
laboratory session (SD = 10.36, range = 0-56 days). In the 
session, participants were given the affirmation writing task 
from the experimenter, who was blind to condition. Next, 
participants were given the forgiveness measure to complete, 
after which they completed the postaffirmation measure of 
satisfaction. Finally, participants completed demographic 
information and manipulation checks, and then were probed 
for suspicion, debriefed, and thanked.

Figure 4. Feeling appreciated as a function of baseline 
relationship satisfaction and affirmation condition (Study 2)
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Materials
Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was 

assessed at both time points using the four-item version of 
the CSI (Funk & Rogge, 2007). Participants rated their 
agreement with each item using a 6-point Likert-type scale 
(0 = not at all, 5 = completely). A sample item is: “How 
rewarding is your relationship with your partner?” The post-
affirmation satisfaction measure was adapted to assess cur-
rent feelings of satisfaction (e.g., “How rewarding is your 
relationship with your partner right now?”). Reliability was 
high at both time points (baseline, a = .88; postaffirmation, 
a = .91).

Affirmation manipulation. Participants were randomly 
assigned to an affirmation condition and given 7 min to 
write about a time when they experienced either an intrinsic 
or extrinsic affirmation from their partner. Participants in 
the intrinsic condition were instructed to describe a time 
when 

you felt like your partner affirmed you for who you 
truly are . . . a time when you felt like your partner 
affirmed and accepted you for acting like yourself and 
showing your inner qualities. These qualities should 
refer to stable and enduring aspects of who you are, 
rather than to temporary deeds or accomplishments.

Participants were given examples of intrinsic affirmations 
such as “compliment a personality trait.” Participants in the 
extrinsic condition were instructed to describe a time when

you felt like your partner’s affirmation of you was 
based on something you did or accomplished . . . a 
time when you felt like your partner affirmed and 
accepted you for doing or accomplishing something. 
These deeds or accomplishments should refer to tem-
porary events rather than to stable and enduring aspects 
of who you are.

Participants were given examples of extrinsic affirmations 
such as “tell us we cooked a great meal.”

Forgiveness. We assessed pro-relationship responses with 
a measure of willingness to forgive (Finkel, Burnette, & 
Scissors, 2007). Using 9-point Likert-type scales (1 = I 
would not forgive at all, 9 = I would forgive completely), 
participants responded to how they would deal with 12 
hypothetical situations in which their partner engaged in a 
negative behavior (e.g., “Your partner is flirtatious with 
his/her ex”; a = .89).

Manipulation checks. As in Study 2, after being reminded 
about the affirmation writing task, participants were asked: 
“How much did that task reflect how much your partner 
affirms and accepts you for who you are as a person?” and 
“How much did that task reflect how much your partner affirms 
and accepts you for your deeds and accomplishments?” 

Participants responded to these items using 9-point Likert-
type scales (0 = not at all, 8 = very much).

To bolster our manipulation checks, we had two coders, 
blind to condition, rate participants’ affirmation narratives. 
Specifically, the coders rated: “How much does this narra-
tive reflect how much the participant’s partner affirms and 
accepts him/her for who he/she is as a person?” and “How 
much does this narrative reflect how much the participant’s 
partner affirms and accepts him/her for his/her deeds and 
accomplishments?” using the same Likert-type scale described 
previously. Coders showed adequate agreement on both ques-
tions (as a person, a = .71; accomplishments, a = .75); thus, 
we averaged their ratings for each question.

Results and Discussion
In the following analyses, we regressed the manipulation 
checks, forgiveness scores, and relationship satisfaction change 
scores (standardized baseline satisfaction scores subtracted 
from standardized postaffirmation satisfaction scores) onto 
standardized baseline relationship satisfaction scores, affir-
mation condition (coded as intrinsic = 1, extrinsic = –1), and 
their interaction term.

Manipulation Checks. Intrinsic participants felt the affirma-
tion event they had described reflected how much their part-
ner affirms them for who they are as a person more so than 
extrinsic participants, β = .33, p < .05. As in Study 2, how-
ever, intrinsic and extrinsic participants did not differ in their 
rating of how much the event reflected their partner affirm-
ing them for their deeds and accomplishments, β = –.14, ns. 
Neither the baseline satisfaction effect nor the interaction 
term was significant for either manipulation check, βs < .14, 
ps > .42.

In terms of the coders’ ratings, narratives from intrinsic 
participants were coded as being more about partners affirm-
ing participants for who they are as a person than were nar-
ratives from extrinsic participants, β = .79, p < .001. In 
contrast, extrinsic condition narratives were coded as being 
more about partners affirming deeds and accomplishments 
than were intrinsic condition narratives β = –.88, p < .001. 
The narratives of low-satisfaction participants were margin-
ally significantly rated as being more about partners affirm-
ing the participants for who they are as people, β = –.20, p = 
.06. Neither the other baseline satisfaction effect nor the 
interaction terms were significant, βs < .12, ps > .21. On bal-
ance, then, our manipulation-check results suggest that our 
affirmation manipulation was effective.

Pro-Relationship Responses and Relationship Quality
Forgiveness. For willingness to forgive, we found the pre-

dicted interaction, β = –.31, p = .05 (see Figure 5). However, 
simple slope analyses revealed an unexpected marginal affir-
mation effect among high-satisfaction individuals reflecting 
marginally significantly more willingness to forgive in the 
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extrinsic relative to intrinsic condition, B = –.45, p = .07. 
Also unexpected, low-satisfaction participants in the intrin-
sic and extrinsic conditions did not differ in their willingness 
to forgive, B = .30, ns. However, the slope was in the pre-
dicted direction, with greater forgiveness in the intrinsic rel-
ative to extrinsic condition. In addition, simple slope analyses 
examining the satisfaction effect in each affirmation condi-
tion showed that low-satisfaction participants in the intrinsic 
condition were willing to forgive their partners at the same 
high levels as high-satisfaction participants in the same affir-
mation condition, B = –.16, ns, whereas low-satisfaction par-
ticipants in the extrinsic condition were less willing than 
their high-satisfaction counterparts to forgive their partner, 
B = .59, p < .05.

Overall, the results for forgiveness were reminiscent of 
those seen in Study 2 for attributions for hypothetical nega-
tive partner behaviors. We discuss the unexpected marginal 
affirmation effect for high-satisfaction individuals in the 
General Discussion. In terms of low-satisfaction participants, 
as was the case for attributions in Study 2, although the pre-
dicted affirmation effect was not significant, recalling intrin-
sic affirmations still appeared to benefit these participants 
more so than recalling extrinsic affirmations in that these 
participants’ likelihood of forgiving was at a level compara-
ble to that of their high-satisfaction counterparts in the intrin-
sic but not extrinsic condition.

Change in relationship satisfaction. For change in relation-
ship satisfaction from baseline to postaffirmation, there was 
a baseline satisfaction effect, β = –.46, p < .01, which was 
qualified by the predicted interaction, β = –.47, p < .01 (see 
Figure 6). Replicating Study 1, simple slope analyses revealed 
the predicted affirmation effect among low-satisfaction 

participants, B = .41, p < .01, such that change scores were 
larger in the intrinsic relative to extrinsic condition. Further-
more, single-sample t tests for low-satisfaction participants 
(determined on the basis of a median split of the distribution 
of baseline satisfaction scores) showed that the mean change 
score was significantly greater than zero in the intrinsic con-
dition, t(6) = 2.71, p < .05, indicating that recalling intrinsic 
affirmations boosted relationship satisfaction. In contrast, the 
mean change score among low-satisfaction counterparts in 
the extrinsic condition did not differ significantly from zero 
(t < 1), indicating no change in relationship satisfaction from 
baseline to postaffirmation. As in Study 1, these analyses 
suggest that the predicted affirmation effect found among 
low-satisfaction participants mainly reflects increases in 
relationship satisfaction after recalling intrinsic affirmations 
rather than decreases in satisfaction after recalling extrinsic 
affirmations (or both).

Turning to high-satisfaction participants, simple slope 
analyses revealed a marginal affirmation effect for change in 
satisfaction such that high-satisfaction participants in the 
intrinsic condition reported marginally significant declines 
in satisfaction from baseline to postaffirmation relative to 
their high-satisfaction counterparts in the extrinsic condi-
tion, B = –.25, p = .07. Single-sample t tests conducted for 
high-satisfaction participants (determined on the basis of a 
median split of the distribution of baseline satisfaction 
scores) showed that recalling intrinsic affirmations resulted 
in a significant decrease in satisfaction, t(11)= –4.4, p < .01, 
whereas recalling extrinsic affirmations led to no change in 
satisfaction, t(5) = –1.7, p = .15.

We cannot know for certain why there was a significant 
decrease in satisfaction in the intrinsic condition among 

Figure 5. Willingness to forgive as a function of baseline 
satisfaction and affirmation condition (Study 3)

Figure 6. Changes in satisfaction as a function of baseline 
satisfaction and affirmation condition (Study 3)
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high-satisfaction participants. This same decrease was not 
seen among Study 1’s high-satisfaction participants in the 
intrinsic condition. To speculate, perhaps the decrease seen 
in this study occurred as a result of participants being asked 
to imagine being betrayed by their partner as part of the for-
giveness measure, coupled with the fact that baseline satis-
faction was high among these participants (M = 5.56 out 
of 6). The same decrease may not have been seen in the 
extrinsic condition because recalling an extrinsic affirma-
tion, and the contingent acceptance it implies, triggered a 
compensatory response among high-satisfaction partici-
pants, a possibility we discuss further in the General Discus-
sion. Overall, more research is needed to explore this 
unexpected effect among high-satisfaction participants given 
that it was not replicated in Study 1. In contrast, our key find-
ings involving low-satisfaction participants in both affirma-
tion conditions were consistent across studies.

In sum, Study 3 largely replicated and extended the find-
ings of the first two studies, even with the use of a separate, 
earlier time point for measuring baseline satisfaction, and the 
use of different measures of pro-relationship responses and 
relationship quality. Low-satisfaction participants who recalled 
a time when their partner affirmed them for who they are as 
a person were willing to forgive their partner’s transgres-
sions at levels comparable to their more satisfied counter-
parts, and reported significant increases in relationship quality 
relative to low-satisfaction participants in the extrinsic con-
dition, who showed no change in satisfaction.

As in Study 2, participants in the two affirmation condi-
tions did not differ in their rating of how much the affirmation 
event they recalled reflected their partner accepting them for 
their deeds and accomplishments. However, blind coders’ 
ratings indicated that the intrinsic narratives were signifi-
cantly more about partners’ acceptance of intrinsic qualities 
than were the extrinsic narratives, whereas the latter were sig-
nificantly more about being accepted for deeds and accom-
plishments than the former. Perhaps then, as suggested earlier, 
intrinsic participants were reporting high levels of accep-
tance for their achievements as a spillover effect of feeling 
highly accepted for who they are as a person.

General Discussion
Past research has shown that intrinsic relative to extrinsic 
affirmations benefit individuals by reducing psychological 
defensiveness in a variety of achievement and social domains 
(Arndt et al., 2002; Schimel et al., 2001; Schimel et al., 2004). 
Our research extends this initial work to the domain of 
romantic relationships by examining the relational benefits 
of recalling intrinsic versus extrinsic affirmations from one’s 
romantic partner. We reasoned that the reduced defensive-
ness, along with the feelings of unconditional acceptance and 
being understood, that are associated with receiving intrinsic 
affirmations should have positive relationship consequences, 

particularly among people in relatively dissatisfying relation-
ships. Supporting this, the results of three studies showed that 
for people low in baseline satisfaction, intrinsic relative to 
extrinsic affirmations are beneficial not just for the individual 
but also for the source of these affirmations in that they encour-
age the individual to respond constructively when the source 
(in the current research, the romantic partner) engages in neg-
ative behaviors, and increase perceptions of the quality of the 
relationship with the source.

Our findings suggest that if people in less satisfying rela-
tionships focus on times when their partner has intrinsically 
affirmed them, or take the time to intrinsically affirm their 
partners, they may be able to start a positive upward cycle in 
their relationship. For example, people who concentrate on 
times when they felt intrinsically affirmed by their partner 
may be more willing to give their partner the benefit of the 
doubt the next time he or she engages in a negative behavior. 
In turn, they may find their partners to be more understand-
ing and forgiving of them.

Relationship Satisfaction as a Moderator
We hypothesized that intrinsic affirmations should have 
relational benefits given research linking reduced defensive-
ness, unconditional acceptance, and being understood—all 
of which should come with intrinsic affirmations—to posi-
tive relational outcomes. However, because various strands 
of research suggest that people in satisfying relationships 
already enjoy these consequences of intrinsic affirmations, 
we predicted that the hypothesis would hold mainly among 
people in dissatisfying relationships. In other words, we pre-
dicted that relationship satisfaction would moderate the effects 
of intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirmations on relationship 
quality and pro-relationship responses.

By treating relationship satisfaction as a moderator vari-
able, we join considerable prior research showing the mod-
erating effects of satisfaction on a variety of relationship 
processes and outcomes (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1992; 
Manne et al., 2007). However, exactly why relationship satis-
faction, a multifaceted construct, serves as a moderator may 
differ depending on the processes and/or phenomena in ques-
tion. We believe that baseline satisfaction moderated the affir-
mation effects in the current studies because of differences 
between low- and high-satisfaction individuals in defensive-
ness and feelings of unconditional acceptance and being under-
stood. Nonetheless, future research that directly tests the critical 
ingredients of relationship satisfaction that account for its 
moderating role in our studies would be useful.

The Role of Intrinsic Affirmations 
in Satisfying Relationships
By and large, people who were high in baseline relationship 
satisfaction reported relatively high levels of pro-relationship 
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behaviors and relationship quality regardless of affirmation 
condition. Perhaps the reason our affirmation manipulation 
did not seem to have an effect among high-satisfaction 
participants is because these individuals regularly receive 
intrinsic affirmations from their partner. Preliminary results 
from a cross-sectional study on affirmations and relation-
ship quality in daily life show that people who are more 
satisfied with their relationships feel more intrinsically 
affirmed by their partners, r(111) = .58, p < .001 (Gordon & 
Chen, 2010). So, for high-satisfaction individuals, recalling 
an intrinsic affirmation may not show any substantive effect 
because they already have a solid foundation of feeling 
intrinsically affirmed.

Interestingly, for two of the seven outcome variables 
examined across our three studies—namely, attributions for 
hypothetical negative partner behaviors (Study 2) and for-
giveness (Study 3)—high-satisfaction participants reported 
higher pro-relationship responses in the extrinsic relative to 
intrinsic condition. We can only speculate on why this 
was the case. These individuals reported that they felt less 
accepted and understood, and more defensive and insecure, 
as a result of receiving an extrinsic relative to intrinsic affir-
mation from their partner, but still responded constructively. 
Research has shown that individuals with high self-esteem 
react to potential threats to the self by responding even more 
positively in their relationship (Murray, Holmes, MacDonald, 
& Ellsworth, 1998). Perhaps our high-satisfaction partici-
pants were reacting in a similar, compensatory manner by 
responding to potential contingent evaluation with behaviors 
that enhance their relationship and ensure their partners’ 
acceptance. Research that directly tests this and other poten-
tial explanations is clearly needed.

Limitations and Future Directions
In Study 2, intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirmations boosted 
how appreciated but not how appreciative low-satisfaction 
participants felt. This may be because intrinsic affirmations 
direct people to consider how their partners feel about them, 
not how they feel about their partners. However, over time 
we would expect that people who are consistently intrinsi-
cally affirmed by their partners would see their partner as 
fulfilling more of their needs and therefore feel more appre-
ciative of their partners than would people who did not receive 
such affirmations. Future research is needed to test this pos-
sibility, but consistent with it, high-satisfaction participants 
in Study 2 reported higher levels of feeling appreciative 
overall. In addition, results from the cross-sectional study 
described previously show a positive association between 
intrinsic affirmations and feeling appreciative, r = .39, p < 
.001, and no such association between extrinsic affirmations 
and feeling appreciative, r = .14, ns.

Our central hypothesis was that intrinsic affirmations 
would have more relational benefits relative to extrinsic 

affirmations among people in dissatisfying relationships. 
However, Studies 1 and 3 included change in relationship 
satisfaction from baseline to postaffirmation as an outcome 
variable. Analyses of this change variable showed that among 
low-satisfaction participants, the predicted affirmation effect 
reflected increases in satisfaction in the intrinsic condition, 
but no change in satisfaction in the extrinsic condition. 
Does this imply that extrinsic affirmations have no effect? 
Given that our other outcome variables were not change 
scores, we cannot answer this question definitively. Per-
haps for some outcomes and/or some individuals, extrinsic 
affirmations exert harmful effects rather than no effect. 
Alternatively, as speculated previously, extrinsic affirma-
tions may trigger compensatory responses among some 
individuals (e.g., high-satisfaction individuals) that actu-
ally lead to better outcomes. More research is needed to 
address this important issue.

To better understand the role of affirmations in romantic 
relationships, we need to conduct research that captures the 
nature of intrinsic and extrinsic affirmations in everyday life. 
Initial results from the same cross-sectional study suggest 
that intrinsic and extrinsic affirmations are frequent in daily 
life. The average level of intrinsic affirmation by one’s part-
ner was 6.28 out of 7 (SD = .90) and the average level of 
extrinsic affirmation was 5.04 (SD = 1.79). Methodology 
such as daily experience sampling may be particularly poised 
to capture affirmations from relationship partners and their 
downstream consequences.

Another important extension of the current work will be 
to examine whether intrinsic affirmations that come from 
someone outside of the relationship will also have benefits 
for that relationship. For example, would receiving words of 
praise at work focusing on one’s stable, intrinsic qualities 
lead people to return home at the end of the day more willing 
to give their partners the benefit of doubt? In reverse, do 
intrinsic affirmations from a significant other have conse-
quences for domains extending beyond the relationship? We 
speculate that our effects are not specific to affirmations 
from one’s romantic partner, such that affirmations from 
outside the relationship could nonetheless affect responses 
within the relationship. Conversely, we speculate that affir-
mations from a relationship partner may influence responses 
outside the relationship. We base these speculations, which 
we hasten to acknowledge await direct empirical testing, in 
the broader literature on self-affirmation. In this extensive 
literature (for a recent meta-analytic review, see McQueen & 
Klein, 2006), researchers have frequently documented the 
effects of an affirmation manipulation (e.g., writing about an 
important personal value, receiving positive feedback) on 
responses in domains that are completely unrelated to the 
affirmation domain (e.g., stereotypical judgments about a 
target, perceptions of health risks). In other words, being 
affirmed in one domain can affect responses in a different 
domain. Thus, it stands to reason that affirmations from 
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outside of one’s relationship can affect the relationship, just 
as affirmations from within the relationship can have an 
effect outside of it.

Another question to ask is whether our findings generalize 
to other relationship types. That is, do intrinsic affirmations 
from friends, parents, or bosses have the same benefits as 
intrinsic affirmations from romantic partners? Research has 
shown that affirmations from even, for example, an experi-
menter can affect participants’ responses (Ben-Ari, Florian, 
& Mikulincer, 1999). Thus, we speculate that affirmations 
from any relationship partner should have the potential to 
impact both responses within and beyond that relationship.

Finally, our research sheds light on the importance of 
recalling intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirmations but does 
not provide detailed information about the effects of actual 
affirmation experiences. Thus, we cannot know from our 
results whether, for example, high-satisfaction people receive 
more intrinsic affirmations from their relationship partners 
or whether they simply recognize, attend to, or perceive more 
intrinsic affirmations from their partners. Although we believe 
that studying the recall of affirmations is an important first 
step, future research that examines the influence of actual 
affirmation events is needed.

Concluding Comments
Taken together, the present experiments suggest that affir-
mations may be important for individual and relationship 
well-being, but not all affirmations are equally beneficial. 
Our findings indicate that for individuals in dissatisfying 
relationships, recalling intrinsic relative to extrinsic affirma-
tions from one’s romantic partner boosts pro-relationship 
behaviors and relationship quality.
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Notes

1. To examine whether differences on our dependent variables 
were due to differences in positive affect after the affirmation 

manipulation, in Studies 1 and 2 we created a composite from 
the filler adjectives in the adjectives manipulation check using 
the adjectives loved, happy, and proud as a proxy for positive 
affect (Study 1, a = .82; Study 2, a = .81). Participants in the 
intrinsic relative to extrinsic condition reported higher compos-
ite scores postaffirmation in both Study 1 (intrinsic, M = 5.94; 
extrinsic, M = 5.20), t(80) = 2.69, p < .01, and Study 2 (intrin-
sic, M = 6.04; extrinsic, M = 4.99), t(111) = 4.39, p < .001. We 
therefore conducted all of the analyses in Studies 1 and 2 con-
trolling for this positive-affect composite. None of the results 
differed substantially from those we have reported, suggesting 
that positive affect does not account for our findings.

2. In Study 1 there was a significant three-way interaction between 
baseline satisfaction, affirmation condition, and gender, β = –.16, 
p < .05, indicating that the interaction between baseline satis-
faction and affirmation condition was stronger for males than 
for females. However, when we examined males and females 
separately, the predicted two-way interaction between baseline 
satisfaction and affirmation condition was in the same direction 
for both males and females and was significant for both gender 
groups (males, β = –.33, p < .05; females: β = –.15, p < .05). In 
Study 2, there were no gender effects. We did not test for gender 
differences in Study 3 given that there were only 4 males. Over-
all, then, we did not find consistent gender differences, but given 
the small percentage of males in all three experiments, the lack 
of gender effects should be interpreted with caution.

References

Algoe, S. B., Gable, S. L., & Maisel, N. (2010). It’s the little things: 
Everyday gratitude as a booster shot for romantic relationships. 
Personal Relationships, 17, 217-233.

Allemand, M., Amberg, I., Zimprich, D., & Fincham, F. D. (2007). 
The role of trait forgiveness and relationship satisfaction in epi-
sodic forgiveness. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 
26, 199-217.

Arndt, J., Schimel, J., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2002). The 
intrinsic self and defensiveness: Evidence that activating the 
intrinsic self reduces self-handicapping and conformity. Per-
sonality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28, 671-683.

Baldwin, M. W. (1997). Relational schemas as a source of if-then 
self-inference procedures. Review of General Psychology, 1, 
326-335.

Ben-Ari, O. T., Florian, V., & Mikulincer, M. (1999). The impact 
of mortality salience on reckless driving: A test of terror man-
agement mechanisms. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 76, 35-45.

Berger, A. R., & Janoff-Bulman, R. (2006). Costs and satisfaction 
in close relationships: The role of loss-gain framing. Personal 
Relationships, 13, 53-68.

Bradbury, T. N., & Fincham, F. D. (1990). Attributions in marriage: 
Review and critique. Psychological Bulletin, 107, 3-33.

Bradbury, T. N., & Fincham, F. D. (1992). Attributions and behav-
ior in marital interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 63, 613-628.

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA BERKELEY LIB on April 18, 2011psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com/


1452  Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 36(11)

Christensen, A., & Shenk, J. L. (1991). Communication, conflict, and 
psychological distance in nondistressed, clinic, and divorcing cou-
ples. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 59, 458-463.

Crocker, J. (2002). The costs of seeking self-esteem. Community 
Involvement: Theoretical Approaches and Educational Initia-
tives, 58, 597-615.

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2008). Self-determination theory: 
A macrotheory of human motivation, development, and health. 
Canadian Psychology, 49, 182-185.

De La Ronde, C., & Swann, W. B. (1998). Partner verification: 
Restoring shattered images of our intimates. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 75, 374-382.

Downey, G., & Feldman, S. (1996). Implications of rejection sen-
sitivity for intimate relationships. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 70, 1327-1343.

Fincham, F. D., & Bradbury, T. N. (1992). Assessing attributions in 
marriage: The relationship attribution measure. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 62, 457-468.

Fincham, F. D., & Bradbury, T. N. (1993). Marital satisfaction, 
depression, and attributions: A longitudinal analysis. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 64, 442-452.

Fincham, F. D., Harold, G. T., & Gano-Phillips, S. (2000). The 
longitudinal association between attributions and marital satis-
faction: Direction of effects and role of efficacy expectations. 
Journal of Family Psychology, 14, 267-285.

Fincham, F. D., Paleari, F. G., & Regalia, C. (2002). Forgiveness 
in marriage: The role of relationship quality, attributions, and 
empathy. Personal Relationships, 9, 27-37.

Finkel, E. J., Burnette, J. L., & Scissors, L. E. (2007). Vengefully 
ever after: Destiny beliefs, state attachment anxiety, and forgive-
ness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 871-886.

Fletcher, G. J. O., & Thomas, G. (2000). Behavior and on-line cog-
nition in marital interaction. Personal Relationships, 7, 111-130.

Funk, J. L., & Rogge, R. D. (2007). Testing the ruler with item 
response theory: Increasing precision of measurement for rela-
tionship satisfaction with the Couples Satisfaction Index. Jour-
nal of Family Psychology, 21, 572-583.

Gordon, A. M., & Chen, S. (2010) [Intrinsic and extrinsic affirma-
tions in everyday life]. Unpublished raw data.

Gordon, A. M., Impett, E. A., Kogan, A., Oveis, C., & Keltner, D. 
(2010). Appreciation and relationship quality in daily life, dyadic 
interactions, and over time. Manuscript submitted for publication. 

Gottman, J. M. (1979). Marital interaction: Experimental investi-
gations. New York, NY: Academic Press.

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

Gottman, J. M., & Levenson, R. W. (2000). The timing of divorce: 
Predicting when a couple will divorce over a 14-year period. 
Journal of Marriage and Family, 62, 737-745.

Hendrick, S. S. (1988). A generic measure of relationship satisfac-
tion. Journal of Marriage and Family, 50, 93-98.

Higgins, E. T. (1996). Knowledge activation: Accessibility, appli-
cability, and salience. In E. T. Higgins & A. W. Kruglanski 

(Eds.), Social psychology: Handbook of basic principles
(pp. 133-168). New York, NY: Guilford.

Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (2000). Attributions in marriage: 
State or trait? A growth curve analysis. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 78, 295-309.

Manne, S. L., Norton, T. R., Ostroff, J. S., Winkel, G., Fox, K., & 
Grana, G. (2007). Protective buffering and psychological distress 
among couples coping with breast cancer: The moderating role of 
relationship satisfaction. Journal of Family Psychology, 21, 380-388.

McCullough, M. E., Rachal, K. C., Sandage, S. J., Worthington, E. L., 
Brown, S. W., & Hight, T. L. (1998). Interpersonal forgiving in 
close relationships: II. Theoretical elaboration and measurement. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 1586-1603.

McQueen, A., & Klein, W. M. P. (2006). Experimental manipula-
tions of self-affirmation: A systematic review. Self and Identity, 
5, 289-354.

Miller, P. J. E., & Rempel, J. K. (2004). Trust and partner-enhancing 
attributions in close relationships. Personality and Social Psy-
chology Bulletin, 30, 695-705.

Murray, S. L., Griffin, D. W., Rose, P., & Bellavia, G. (2006). For bet-
ter or worse? Self-esteem and the contingencies of acceptance in 
marriage. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32, 866-880.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Collins, N. L. (2006). Optimizing 
assurance: The risk regulation system in relationships. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 132, 641-666.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., MacDonald, G., & Ellsworth, P. C. 
(1998). Through the looking glass darkly? When self-doubts 
turn into relationship insecurities. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 75, 1459-1480.

Murray, S. L., Rose, P., Holmes, J. G., Derrick, J., Podchaski, E. J., 
Bellavia, G., & Griffin, D. W. (2005). Putting the partner within 
reach: A dyadic perspective on felt security in close relationships. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 327-347.

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

Rusbult, C. E., Johnson, D. J., & Morrow, G. D. (1986). Impact of 
couple patterns of problem solving on distress and nondistress 
in dating relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 50, 744-753.

Rusbult, C. E., Martz, J. M., & Agnew, C. R. (1998). The Invest-
ment Model Scale: Measuring commitment level, satisfaction 
level, quality of alternatives, and investment size. Personal 
Relationships, 5, 357-391.

Rusbult, C. E., Verette, J., Whitney, G. A., Slovik, L. F., & Lipkus, I. 
(1991). Accommodation processes in close relationships: The-
ory and preliminary empirical evidence. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 60, 53-78.

Schimel, J., Arndt, J., Banko, K. M., & Cook, A. (2004). Not all 
self-affirmations were created equal: The cognitive and social 
benefits of affirming the intrinsic (vs. extrinsic) self. Social 
Cognition, 22, 75-99.

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA BERKELEY LIB on April 18, 2011psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com/


Gordon and Chen 1453

Schimel, J., Arndt, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Greenberg, J. (2001). 
Being accepted for who we are: Evidence that social validation 
of the intrinsic self reduces general defensiveness. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 35-52.

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

Swann, W. B., & Pelham, B. (2002). Who wants out when the 
going gets good? Psychological investment and preference 

for self-verifying college roommates. Self and Identity, 1, 
219-233.

Tsang, J., McCullough, M. E., & Fincham, F. D. (2006). The lon-
gitudinal association between forgiveness and relationship 
closeness and commitment. Journal of Social and Clinical Psy-
chology, 25, 448-472.

Wieselquist, J., Rusbult, C. E., Foster, C. A., & Agnew, C. R. (1999). 
Commitment, pro-relationship behavior, and trust in close relation-
ships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 942-966.

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA BERKELEY LIB on April 18, 2011psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com/

