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ABOUT THE BOOK

Dominik Schoebi and Belinda Campos

The study of factors and processes that make for strong and enduring relationships has gained increasing scholarly attention in recent years. This shift has been accompanied by important advances in understanding different relationship contexts as well as a growing awareness of the diversity that characterizes relationships within and across societies. New Directions in the Psychology of Close Relationships brings together leading scholars in this area of research who wrote chapters that offer a state-of-the-art overview of current directions and point readers toward the important novel directions that are the future of this field. As such, this volume has much to offer for both novice relationship researchers and the older hands among us.

We have organized this book to offer three parts. The first part summarizes cutting-edge understanding of important factors and processes that are essential for the development of strong relational bonds among couples at different stages across the life span and it ends with a chapter on close friendships, a literature that is closely related and complementary but poorly integrated with romantic relationship research. The second part spotlights selected contexts for future advances in close relationships research. This includes chapters on culture and gender as exemplars of contexts that richly contribute to diversity in relationships and its processes as well as chapters on health and sexuality as exemplars of domains with complex multi-directional links to relationship functioning. In the third part, a chapter on state of the art analytic possibilities in relationship research complements the first two parts, recognizing that insight and advances in the study of close relationship are fueled by data visibilized through the lens of data analytic techniques. A final synthesis of the book chapters highlights the promising next steps that we foresee will inspire advances in the field in the years to come.




A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

Dominik Schoebi and Belinda Campos

Many people skip reading a book’s introduction. We want you to read this one and this is why: context. This introduction provides readers with the context needed to appreciate the trajectory of the study of relationships in psychology that brings our group of authors to the current directions they write about in this book. Context is also a key conceptual theme of this book. Humans, and their relationships, occupy specific contexts and relationship researchers are increasingly starting to rise to the challenge of understanding relationships within their contexts.

Let’s begin by setting the stage. The centrality of close relationships to psychology hinges on two considerations. First, it is what matters most to people. If you ask people what is most important in their lives, close relationships top the list. Second, all empirical evidence indicates that this priority has a sound basis – close relationships are crucial to survival, happiness, and health. Despite this, the study of close relationships has been a subtle weave only lightly visible on psychology’s rich tapestry of subfields and specific areas of study for much of the history of the field. That tapestry includes the ground-breaking insights of John Bowlby’s studies of attachment bonds, Harry Harlow’s studies of the necessity of love, and Ellen Berscheid’s studies of romantic attraction (to name a few), but the prominence of close relationships as an area of study in its own right is relatively recent. Today, close relationship scholars study couples, friends, and families with research programs that focus on factors and processes spanning cognition, emotion, and behavior, as found within the person, within relationships, and within larger societal structures. A common thread binding the past, present, and possible future is the question: what makes relationships work? In this book, we sought to unite perspectives on state of the art knowledge that provide answers to this question, and also to foreshadow promising future directions that will help provide ever more comprehensive answers to this question.


So, what makes relationships work? In answering this question, the field has focused on factors (e.g., commitment), then processes (e.g., emotion exchanges within interpersonal interactions), and, toward the end of the 1990s, there started to be a more explicit focus on context (e.g., relationship type, life stage, culture). Currently, the field is starting to see research that brings it all together – studying factors and processes within contexts. At the same time, scholars and laypeople alike want to understand how relationships work in ways that go right. Historically, research on the ways in which relationships can go wrong seemed most urgent and thus received the most scholarly attention, but it is now widely recognized that understanding how relationships can go wrong requires a deep understanding of how relationships can go right. For all of these good reasons, interest in factors, processes, and contexts that make for strong, thriving, and enduring relationships is greater than ever before.

The chapters of the current volume highlight a variety of tasks that individuals face in making their relationships work, particularly with respect to their romantic relational life at different stages of the life course. This includes first romantic experiences, attraction, and establishing intimate bonds. Notably, these bonds may or may not be meant to last for life. If intended to last, they may or not involve established social contracts (e.g., marriage). This also includes the longer-term perspectives on relationships that are adopted once partners build firmly established intimate relationships. Inescapably for most relationships, however, the satisfaction and stability of a bond is challenged by internal and external factors, and partners need to actively engage in efforts to maintain a happy and stable relationship. This engagement, termed relationship maintenance, includes building resources that render a relationship strong and resilient, that allow relationships to thrive, and that support relationship repair when needed. Finally, these processes do not happen in a social vacuum, but go along with cultivating other close adult relationships, such as close friendships. The study of close friendships highlights several important parallels with romantic relationships, and offers an opportunity for a comparative perspective that can synergistically inform theorizing and research on both types of close relationships.

One important goal of this volume was to widen the focus on romantic relationships, acknowledging the many spaces and life stages in which they can exist and thrive. The necessity and promise to do so has been increasingly recognized in the past years, but often, nevertheless, theorizing and the empirical study of romantic relationships has – intentionally or unintentionally, and explicitly or inexplicitly – oriented itself towards a more narrow range of relationships. For example, we aimed at broadening the view of relationships across the lifetime, including chapters that center more strongly on early adulthood alongside others that examine the developmental course from young adulthood into the middle-aged years, and the changes and shifts of relationships into older age. Furthermore, the chapters on friendships and cultural variation aim at providing a perspective that acknowledges the broader context. Besides different life stages, another area where diversity has been increasingly recognized by relationship scholars is sexual orientation. In many Western societies, the recognition of non-heterosexual romantic bonds is slowly but steadily making ground in explicit and implicit legal and social norms; this progress is also evident in the science of romantic relationships. A key to full inclusion of non-heterosexual relationships into generalized or generalizable theory and empirical work is to appreciate the relevance or irrelevance of gender, and Chapter 6 offers an up-to-date discussion on the topic.


It is also fascinating to see that some aspects of romantic relationships are unique and defining, remaining powerful features that affect whether romantic relationships flourish or perish across time and relationships types. We include two of the most important of these into this volume: sexuality and interpersonal responsiveness. Both are factors that are often at the core of the processes that cause relationships to falter or thrive, and have long-lasting effects on the well-being and health of partners. Although the importance of factors and processes such as these may generalize beyond cultures, the norms and meaning individuals assign to their experiences, and the strategies they use to fulfill social norms and individual or relational need, can be highly variant across cultural contexts. The study of cultural context and its importance for shaping relational processes and outcomes has been a relatively neglected area for a long time. Yet it is a necessary requisite for the field’s ability to recognize and incorporate variation in romantic relationship functioning into general theorizing, not only across the life span and relationship types, but also across regions, borders, and other social layers.

Finally, progress in empirically founded theoretical work is difficult to achieve without analytic tools that allow for the statistical modeling of the defining properties of the theoretical models. The data analytic tools that are readily available to researchers represent a bottle-neck for progress in the field. Those who study close romantic relationships, like that of other dyads or multi-member systems, face particular challenges, as they have to deal with assumptions about more than one individual, engaging in interdependent processes across time and situations, while incorporating the possibility that effects and associations vary across relationship types and contexts. For this reason, this volume includes a chapter that offers an accessible introduction to dyadic data analysis and building upon basic model types, calls attentions to important questions to ask and decisions to make. The chapter also outlines important advanced analytic directions for tackling different types of research questions.

Incorporating research on what makes relationships strong, for multiple genders in multiple types of relationships, at different stages of the life course, and in various socio-cultural contexts, within broad frameworks of flexible, generalizable theory, is a tall order. It is also a necessary one that that stands to advance our understanding of the diverse paths that individuals take on their way to establishing and maintaining relational bonds that provide them with safety and security.

The chapters in the current book were selected to respond to the notions outlined in the preceding paragraphs. A first section of the book includes chapters that cover important developmental stages of close relationships across the lifespan. Andrea Meltzer and James McNulty describe the latest developments in research on relationship formation and romantic relationships in early adulthood. In the following chapter, Justin Lavner and Thomas N. Bradbury identify some of the most important insights on the causes and conditions associated with success or failure to maintain satisfactory relationships in mid-life. Claudia Haase and Michelle N. Shiota recount recent advancements in research on close romantic relationships in older age, and highlight research on changes in these relationships with increasing age. Beverley Fehr and Cheryl Harasymchuk complement this section with a chapter that highlights close friendships as an important resource throughout adult life. Their chapter also offers a look on beneficial relational bonds beyond romantic relationships.


A second section of the book sets the focus on a selection of important factors and processes that emerged as broadly important for the development of strong and healthy relationships. The section includes two chapters that highlight recent insight and current trends on key moderators of relationship processes. Michael Boiger offers a perspective on culture and the importance of the cultural context for relationship functioning, a topic that was neglected for too long in research on close romantic relationships. Nathalie Meuwly and Ashley K. Randall examine another highly relevant variable, gender, trying to understand the reasons and ways that gender acts as a moderator of processes at the core of strong relationships. A unique opportunity to understand the nature of gender effects in a broader sense is offered by the integration of their treatment of gender with a discussion of the latest insights on similarities and differences between relationships involving different sexual orientations. The section also includes chapters on two examples of relationship processes that gained increased attention in the recent years. Sarah C. E. Stanton, Richard B. Slatcher and Harry T. Reis highlight promising trends in research on responsiveness, and the pathways through which this core goal and outcome of strong relational communication patterns contributes to well-being and health. Another highly intimate sphere of communication and interaction that couples need to navigate is sexuality. Emily A. Impett and Amy Muise offer an up-to-date perspective on important insights made in this area of research.

This book would be incomplete without a chapter on the data analytic requirements of quantitative empirical research on close romantic relationships. This chapter by Randi L. Garcia and Thomas Ledermann offers readers an overview of the methodological toolbox that widens the bottleneck between theory and empirical progress. Geared toward relationship scholars at the beginning of their career, the chapter clarifies key concepts and terms in dyadic data analysis. Furthermore, it identifies important questions to ask when designing an empirical study and when developing a data-analytic strategy. As such, it provides useful introductions and further directions to advanced modeling of relationships and interpersonal processes. As the reader reaches the end of this book, they will find a brief synthesis that aims to integrate some of the most promising directions for the advancement of the field that set the focus on core aspects of strong relationships while recognizing diversity across contexts and life stages.


As a whole, the current collection of chapters offers an incomplete, but rich, valuable, and well-balanced space of scientific insight and ideas. Each topical chapter offers a selective perspective on important and recent scientific progress to understand the development of strong and healthy relationships, written by scholars at the forefront of scientific research in the area. Altogether, we think this book will prove to be a fertile ground for new growth in the psychology of close adult relationships.fZDSF




PART I

Thriving relationships across the life-span

Factors and processes





1

RELATIONSHIP FORMATION AND EARLY ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

Andrea L. Meltzer and James K. McNulty

Romantic relationships are critical to well-being. Not only are they the primary source of reproduction, they strongly predict physical and mental health (Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010; Proulx, Helms, & Buehler, 2007; Robles, Slatcher, Trombello, & McGinn, 2014). Indeed, whereas relationship dissolution poses significant health risks (Liu & Umberson, 2008), merely being married reduces mortality risk (House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988). In fact, the effect of poor relationship quality on mortality is as strong as the effects of better-known risk factors, such as smoking and alcohol use, and even stronger than other important factors, such as sedentariness and obesity (Holt-Lunstad etal., 2010). In this chapter, we review recent research on the early stages of these important relationships.

There are many important questions one could ask regarding the early stages of relationships. What do people look for in a partner? Do such preferences affect people’s mate choices? Do they affect how they feel about their choices? Relationship scientists have been addressing these and other questions for decades, and they have made substantial progress in providing some answers to them. Unfortunately, though, as this chapter will reveal, the answers are not always easy to discern, nor are they straightforward or certain. Thus, we conclude our review with suggestions for novel measures and methods for studying these issues that we hope will help offer better insights.


A historical perspective of research examining partner preferences

Much of the early work on relationships focused on issues related to initial attraction, including what factors people are attracted to and thus seek in a mate, also referred to as partner preferences. In psychology, this early work on partner preferences was guided by two rather independent perspectives: a social-psychological perspective and an evolutionary perspective.


Although research on interpersonal attraction dates back to the early part of the last century (e.g., Terman, Buttenwieser, Ferguson, Johnson, & Wilson, 1938), it was not until the late 1950s and 1960s that the science of interpersonal attraction began to flourish in psychology. Two early summaries of the literature were pivotal. In 1969, Berscheid and Walster published a book, Interpersonal Attraction, and, in 1973, Byrne and Griffitt authored the first-ever chapter on attraction for the Annual Review of Psychology. In reviewing this literature, we were struck by how much these early works focused on attitudes. For example, Berscheid and Walster (1969) began their book with a long discussion of the concept and measurement of attitudes. Likewise, although Byrne and Griffitt (1973) did not refer specifically to attitudes, they devoted ample space to Clore and Byrne’s (1974; also see Byrne & Clore, 1970) model of attraction that conceptualizes the development of attraction as “an implicit affective response which is assumed to fall along a subjective continuum that is characterized as pleasant—unpleasant” (p. 328). Their model describes attraction in a manner that parallels the modern definition of an attitude—a summary association between an object and one’s evaluation of that object (see Fazio, 2007). Modern research has tended to move away from considering the role of attitudes in relationships, and we believe there is a lot of value in returning a bit to this way of thinking about attraction. Not only does the study of attitudes offer a large theoretical and empirical literature upon which to draw (see Cooper, Blackman, & Keller, 2015), considering these elements highlights the affective nature of attraction (see Zajonc, 1980). We return to this issue toward the end of this chapter.

Over the subsequent decades, social psychologists organized the literature on attraction into five key factors: physical attractiveness, similarity, proximity, familiarity, and reciprocity. That is, we are attracted to others who are (a) physically attractive, (b) hold similar attitudes, (c) are easily accessible, (d) are familiar, and (e) like us. Berscheid summarized this early work in the first chapter on attraction for the Handbook of Social Psychology (1985), then in its third edition, added the notion of rewards—that is, we like others who have rewarding characteristics (i.e., attractiveness and similarity), can grant us access to such characteristics (i.e., are easily accessible and familiar), and who are willing to give us such access (i.e., like us).

It is notable that much of this research did not focus exclusively on mixed-sex attraction but instead focused on why people like one another generally. For example, the idea that familiarity breeds attraction drew from work on mere exposure (e.g., Pliner, 1982; Zajonc, 1968), some of which was based on inanimate objects such as juices and Chinese characters. Much of the work on similarity drew from work on same-sex friendships (e.g., Izard, 1960; Newcomb, 1956). Even much of the work on physical attractiveness was based on liking that occurred between same-sex others (e.g., Cash, Begley, McCown, & Weise, 1975; Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972) or evaluations of children (e.g., Clifford & Walster, 1973; Dion & Berscheid, 1974). One exception was a classic demonstration that physical attractiveness predicted wanting to see an opposite-sex date again (Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman, 1966). The fact that early theories of attraction drew so heavily from research on non-romantic relationships likely stems from the fact that the study of interpersonal attraction was new and novel; there was much more research on non-romantic relationships from which to draw. Accordingly, this early work focused on general aspects of the social environment, including norms and pressures stemming from culture that shapes such preferences. The work seldom focused on sex differences in partner preferences (for an exception, see Stroebe, Insko, Thompson, & Layton, 1971), although early research did highlight one notable sex difference in the domain of similarity: women demonstrated a preference for older men whereas men demonstrated a preference for younger women (Bolig, Stein, & McKenry, 1984; Harrison & Saeed, 1977).


Shortly after this social-psychological perspective emerged, but somewhat independently of it, other scholars used an evolutionarily oriented perspective to understand partner preferences and explore potential sex-differentiated preferences. This perspective was guided by the field of evolutionary biology, and most notably, Robert Trivers’ (1972) parental investment theory. According to parental investment theory, a theory informed by Darwin’s (1871) sexual selection theory, males and females of any given sexual species require different minimal investments to successfully reproduce, and those minimal investments directly impact their reproductive strategies. Among humans, for example, women are obligated to contribute more time and energy to successfully reproduce a single offspring—at a minimum, they invest 40 weeks for gestation followed by up to several years of lactation—whereas men are obligated to contribute far less time and energy to successfully reproduce a single offspring—at a minimum, they invest mere minutes for copulation. Although men can (and often do) contribute much more time and energy than their required minimal investment, parental investment theory could be used to argue that women’s (versus men’s) greater minimum obligatory investment leads women to be more selective when choosing their reproductive partners. Moreover, these differential investments lead men and women to face different adaptive problems and thus, to some extent, seek different qualities in their partners.

David Buss and Douglas Kenrick are two of the most notable social psychologists who adopted this evolutionary perspective to address romantic relationships. In one of the earliest applications, Buss and Barnes (1986) provided evidence demonstrating that although both men and women prefer partners who are kind, exciting, and intelligent, other partner preferences are sex differentiated. Specifically, this work provided evidence that men and women differentially prefer partner physical attractiveness and partner earning potential, with men more than women preferring partners who are physically attractive and women more than men preferring partners who demonstrate good earning potential. Buss (1989) also demonstrated that these sex-differentiated partner preferences emerged across 37 cultures, suggesting their universality and thereby providing some evidence that such differences do not emerge from social structural sources alone.

Importantly, however, this work should not be taken to mean that such sex-differentiated preferences are not susceptible to the influence of context. Not too much later, Buss and Schmitt (1993) developed sexual strategies theory and Kenrick and his colleagues (Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993) developed their own contextual perspective regarding the nature of sex-differentiated partner preferences. Both perspectives independently suggested that men’s and women’s partner preferences stem from the adaptive challenges they faced when choosing partners in the ancestral environment, which vary depending on the extent to which people are seeking long-term versus short-term relationships. Among other nuances, for example, both perspectives posit that sex-differentiated preferences are more pronounced among those individuals seeking long-term partners and more attenuated among those individuals seeking short-term partners (also see Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002). What is important to realize about these perspectives is that although such adaptations likely developed in response to conditions in our ancestral environments, and although the biological sources of these differences may be stable, they continue to interact with modern conditions that are the same as, or merely resemble, the conditions that shaped their development (e.g., Makhanova, McNulty, & Maner, 2017; see Kenrick, Griskevicius, Neuberg, & Schaller, 2010; Li, van Vugt, & Colarelli, 2018). For example, although sports cars, gold watches, and dollar bills did not exist in the ancestral environment, people likely respond to them today because these stimuli are cognitively associated with a partner quality that people (especially women) evolved to prefer—status. Likewise, although make-up did not exist in the ancestral environment, men may respond to it because it enhances a partner quality men evolved to prefer—youth.


Some scholars have challenged these evolutionary underpinnings of sex-differentiated partner preferences, though not necessarily the preferences that men and women equally prefer (e.g., Brehm, 1985; Cameron, Oskamp, & Sparks, 1977; Eagly & Wood, 1999). Such challengers, for example, have argued that sex-differentiated preferences follow more directly from socialization pressures that differ between men and women rather than from evolutionary pressures. In one of the more notable social-psychological criticisms, Eagly and Wood (1999) reanalyzed Buss’s (1989) cross-cultural study to suggest that women’s relatively stronger preference for partner earning potential could alternatively be explained in terms of social structure—more specifically, gender inequality. Notably, men’s relatively stronger preference for partner physical attractiveness appeared not to be susceptible to such inequality.

We do not highlight these social and evolutionary perspectives, their independence, and these disagreements to imply that they are intrinsically incompatible, however. Not only do both perspectives emphasize resource exchange and often times imply the same or similar predictions, both perspectives highlight the importance of immediate contextual circumstances to relationships—even the more biologically oriented evolutionary perspective. Indeed, Buss and Barnes (1986) acknowledged early on that, “mate characteristics that lead to marital happiness and survival may be precisely those that correlate with reproductive (including parental) investment” (p. 568). Kenrick and Keefe (1992) similarly noted that, “an evolutionary approach is not incompatible with the approaches typically taken by [social] psychologists” (p. 91). We believe recognizing the role of context, as well as the idea we highlighted earlier that attraction may resemble an attitude, will go a long way to resolving some of the recent controversies and mixed findings we highlight in the next section.




Contemporary developments on partner preferences, mate choice, and early relationships


Partner choice

Recently, there has been greater crossover between these social and biological perspectives (e.g., Durante, Eastwick, Finkel, Gangestad, & Simpson, 2016), and such work has provided mixed results. Coinciding with this crossover was the advent of a novel methodology for studying attraction—speed-dating paradigms—that has been used to examine the extent to which people’s stated mate preferences predict their actual mate choices. In one of the more notable, comprehensive, and early speed-dating studies, Eastwick and Finkel (2008) recruited 163 heterosexual undergraduate students at Northwestern University to state their partner preferences, participate in a speed-dating session where they interacted with up to 13 opposite-sex targets, and, following the session, indicate whether they would like to meet each target again. Results, surprisingly, demonstrated that although men stated stronger preferences for partner physical attractiveness than did women, targets’ physical attractiveness did not differentially impact the extent to which men and women actually wanted to further interact with the targets. Likewise, although women stated stronger preferences for partner earning potential than did men, targets’ earning potential did not differentially impact the extent to which women and men actually wanted to further interact with the targets.

Notably, other scholars have demonstrated somewhat similar non-sex-differentiated, speed-dating effects. For example, data drawn from speed-dating events hosted by the company HurryDate (Kurzban & Weeden, 2005) revealed that target physical attractiveness equally predicted men’s and women’s mate choices and, surprisingly, target earning potential did not predict men’s or women’s mate choices. Likewise, speed-dating studies comprising college students (Luo & Zhang, 2009) and the general public (in Germany; Asendorpf, Penke, & Back, 2011) demonstrated that partner physical attractiveness did not differentially predict men’s and women’s mate choices.

We believe it is important to point out, however, that speed-dating paradigms may not be the ideal paradigm with which to test the validity of people’s stated mate preferences for their partner choices. There are at least two notable limitations. First, speed-dating paradigms may lack the contextual precision necessary to test sex-differentiated partner preferences, such as preferences for partner physical attractiveness and earning potential. Such sex-differentiated preferences are most likely to emerge in long-term relationship contexts (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). In fact, some evidence suggests that, in short-term relationship contexts, men and women equally value partner physical attractiveness and earning potential (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Li & Kenrick, 2006). Given this contextual nuance, it is essential that scholars test the validity of stated long-term partner preferences for partner choice in long-term contexts. Nevertheless, it is unclear whether participants in speed-dating studies are seeking short- versus long-term partners. Although some participants may be seeking long-term partners, it is quite likely that other participants are seeking short-term partners. Many speed-dating studies utilize undergraduate students as participants—a population that engages in particularly frequent short-term mating (Owen, Rhoades, Stanley, & Fincham, 2010), minimizing the likelihood that all participants are seeking long-term partners. Moreover, the context of “speed” dating may actually prime participants for short-term relationships—even for those who may initially be seeking long-term partners.


Second, it is likely that participants in many speed-dating studies are not representative of the broader dating pool because they lack variability on a variety of notable traits, and thus, findings from many speed-dating studies lack generalizability to the broader population (Li & Meltzer, 2015). Many participants in speed-dating studies, due in part to their shared college-student status (for campus events) or young-professional status (for non-campus events) often share similar earning potential, range of physical attractiveness, and other traits that are desirable when choosing a partner. For example, in the Eastwick and Finkel (2008) speed-dating study described earlier, all participants were undergraduate students at Northwestern University, who presumably came from economic backgrounds that could afford the US$30–US$40K tuition per year and who likely scored in the top 10% of their high-school graduating class (82% of the incoming freshman class in 2004–2005 were in the top 10% of their graduating high-school class; Northwestern University, 2005, 2013). In other words, these studies likely disproportionately sampled young, intelligent, wealthy people who were (at least) moderately attractive, thus limiting the likelihood that these types of traits would influence mate preferences compared to contexts where there was more variability in these traits.

Of note, we are not suggesting that speed-dating paradigms cannot be used to assess the validity of stated mate preferences for actual partner choice. Instead, we venture to argue that such paradigms may be a useful way to objectively measure stated preferences and partner traits before a romantic connection interaction occurs (so that such preferences and self-reported traits are not biased), and then empirically assess whether those preferences and traits play a role in partner choice. Nevertheless, it is paramount that scholars who use this methodology acknowledge its limitations and address those limitations accordingly. For instance, because speed dating likely attracts both short- and long-term-seeking individuals, scholars should consider assessing participants’ mating motivations before, during, and after each interaction (in the event that their motivations change during the interactions) and test whether such motivations moderate people’s mate choices. Such tests would help to rule out the possibility that effects driven by short-term mating strategies are “washing out” potential long-term strategies. In fact, in their follow-up assessment, Eastwick and Finkel (2008) separately assessed participants’ desire to engage in a one-night stand (e.g., short-term) and a serious relationship (e.g., long-term) with each target—when reporting their interest for a serious relationship, partner physical attractiveness more strongly predicted men’s choices than women’s choices (whereas no sex differences emerged when reporting their interest for a one-night stand).


Consistent with the idea that speed-dating paradigms can indeed be a useful methodology when scholars a priori address potential limitations, Li etal.’s (2013) modified speed-dating study supported the possibility that limited variability in target traits may have minimized Eastwick and Finkel’s (2008) ability to detect their predicted sex-differentiated effects. Specifically, they recruited undergraduate students to meet and briefly interact with targets who spanned a wider range of earning potential—they recruited “low status” individuals from the community who possessed low status jobs (e.g., fast-food employees, gas-station attendants) and “moderate status” individuals from a nearby university—and a wider range of physical attractiveness—they recruited “unattractive” and “moderately attractive” individuals from a nearby university. Their results demonstrated that, when the targets are more representative of the broader population, the predicted sex-differentiated mate preferences emerged: partner earning potential more strongly predicted women’s (versus men’s) choices (Study 3) and partner physical attractiveness more strongly predicted men’s (versus women’s) choices (Study 4). Addressing the short- versus long-term contextual issue, Li and colleagues (2013) additionally demonstrated that these sex-differentiated effects only emerged when participants were considering long-term relationships but not when they were considering short-term relationships.



Consequences of partner choice

Recent research has also examined the extent to which partner preferences predict relationship outcomes. After all, to the extent that certain partner traits provide people with social rewards or reproductive benefits, people should not only choose such partners, their relationships should benefit to the extent that they do so. Indeed, in Clore and Byrne’s (1974) model of attraction, preferences can be construed as unconditioned associations between various partner qualities (e.g., warmth, income, attractiveness) and positive and negative affective response that then become associated with the people who possess those qualities. For example, the idea that people prefer warm (versus cold) partners suggests that people should experience relatively positive affective responses to warm partners, which theoretically become associated with the partner. Early empirical work supports this notion. People are indeed more satisfied with their romantic relationships to the extent that their partners are relatively warm (Davis & Oathout, 1987). More generally, people are most satisfied with their romantic relationships to the extent that their current partners closely match their stated partner preferences (e.g., warmth, intelligence, supportive, exciting; see Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999, Study 6).


To the extent that some long-term partner traits provide men and women with sex-differentiated levels of social rewards or reproductive benefits, men and women should not only differentially choose such long-term partners, their relationships should benefit to the extent that they do so. For example, if partner physical attractiveness is indeed more important to men than it is to women, men’s (versus women’s) long-term relationships should be more successful to the extent that their partners are relatively physically attractive. With the help of our colleagues, we set out to test this possibility (Meltzer, McNulty, Jackson, & Karney, 2014a). Specifically, we used four independent 4-year, 8-wave longitudinal studies of newlywed couples to test whether men’s and women’s long-term relationship outcomes were differentially impacted by their partner choices. Results demonstrated that husbands were more satisfied at the beginning of their marriages and remained so across the subsequent four years to the extent that their wives were physically attractive; wives, in contrast, were no more or less satisfied initially or over time to the extent that their husbands were physically attractive. Most importantly, the significant effect of wives’ attractiveness on husbands’ satisfaction was significantly stronger than the non-significant effect of husbands’ attractiveness on wives’ satisfaction, indicating that, partner physical attractiveness more strongly impacts husbands’ long-term relationship outcomes than wives’ long-term relationship outcomes.

Our longitudinal research was met with some opposition, however. Specifically, a meta-analysis of 97 studies demonstrated that partner physical attractiveness and partner earning potential were each similarly associated with a very general measure of people’s sentiment toward their ongoing relationships (Eastwick, Luchies, Finkel, & Hunt, 2014). That is, men’s and women’s relationships equally benefit to the extent that their partners are relatively attractive and to the extent that their partners have relatively high earning potential. Moreover, these scholars later argued that if the data from our four longitudinal newlywed studies were added to their meta-analysis, the sex differences continue to emerge as statistically nonsignificant (Eastwick, Neff, Finkel, Luchies, & Hunt, 2014). Nevertheless, we noted in a response to their critique (Meltzer, McNulty, Jackson, & Karney, 2014b) that although meta-analyses are a powerful methodological paradigm, they lacked the nuance necessary to test the key hypothesis (also see Li & Meltzer, 2015). Given that sex-differentiated partner preferences are most likely to emerge in long-term relationships, and given the implications of women’s attractiveness and men’s earning potential for reproductive success, such sex differences are most likely to emerge in studies of reproductively viable, long-term couples. Moreover, because women’s fertility would have been most strongly correlated with objective qualities of their physical appearance rather than their own potentially biased perceptions (or their partners’ potentially biased perceptions) of their physical appearance, such sex differences are most likely to emerge in studies that isolate the effects of objective features of physical appearance. Indeed, the only study in the 97-study meta-analysis that included reproductively viable long-term couples and utilized objective assessments of physical attractiveness was one of the samples included in Meltzer etal. (2014a; see McNulty, Neff, & Karney, 2008), which provided evidence of the sex-differentiated effect. In sum, we argue that there are indeed sex differences in preferences for and consequences of partner attractiveness, but acknowledge they are not always observed because they emerge only in theoretically relevant situations not always captured across studies.




Advancements in the importance of partner similarity

As we noted earlier, early work demonstrated that people are attracted to others who share similar values, attitudes, and background (see Simpson & Harris, 1994). More recent research, however, has suggested that perceived similarity—the extent to which an individual believes that he or she is similar to another individual—more reliably predicts attraction and relationship formation compared to actual similarity—the extent to which an individual actually is similar to another individual. One recent study, for example, demonstrated that the actual similarity between a participant and a confederate did not predict the extent to which that participant liked the confederate whereas the participant’s perceived similarity to the confederate predicted his or her liking and desire for future interaction (Sprecher, 2014; also see Tidwell, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2012). Likewise, a meta-analysis of 313 laboratory and field studies revealed that actual similarity had a moderate effect on attraction in initial interactions involving previously unacquainted individuals and no effect in studies of existing relationships; perceived similarity, however, had a strong effect on attraction in both contexts (Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 2008).



Does familiarity breed liking or contempt?

As we additionally noted earlier, there has been a longstanding belief that familiarity leads to increased liking. As Berscheid and Regan (2005) noted, “the familiarity principle of attraction is perhaps the most basic” tenet of attraction (p. 177). More recent research, however, has challenged the notion that familiarity leads to liking, suggesting instead that familiarity leads to contempt (Norton, Frost, & Ariely, 2007). Across five studies, Norton and colleagues demonstrated that the more information individuals have about other people, the more they perceived dissimilarity between themselves and those targets, which was associated with greater contempt for those targets. Reis and colleagues (Reis, Maniaci, Caprariello, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2011a) responded by arguing that Norton etal.’s methodologies lacked the natural social interactions that are present in most relationship development. Accordingly, Reis and colleagues conducted two experiments that utilized a live-interaction paradigm in which two previously unacquainted same-sex individuals engaged in a closeness induction task (for one study; see Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot, 1999) or chatted online (for the other study) for varying amounts of time. Results demonstrated that the more two individuals interacted, they more they perceived one another as responsive and the more they enjoyed their interactions, which was associated with greater liking.


This conflicting empirical evidence led to a recent back-and-forth commentary (see Norton, Frost, & Ariely, 2011; Reis, Maniaci, Caprariello, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2011b). In an effort to better understand the role that familiarity plays on subsequent liking, these groups began an adversarial collaboration, and together, developed a broader perspective suggesting that whether familiarity breeds liking versus contempt depends, in part, on the relationship stage (see Levinger & Snoek, 1972) and the presence of various psychological principles at each stage (Finkel etal., 2015). In addition to proposing a framework from which to further examine the role of familiarity on subsequent attraction, this collaboration also provided a model for how such adversarial collaborations can help to move science forward rather than intensify empirical disagreements.



Looking ahead: considering novel assessments and the role of context


Implicit assessments

One way to improve our understanding of attraction and early relationship processes may be through the use of performance-based implicit measures. We mentioned earlier that we would return to Clore and Byrne’s (1974) argument that “attraction is essentially associated affect” (p. 146). As a reminder, their model posits that people become attracted to specific others because they become conditioned to the fact those others activate positive feelings in them. In more colloquial terms, people experience positive affect with a particular person, whether it be out to dinner, watching television, or engaging in sexual behaviors, and such positive affect becomes automatically associated with that person and thus activated upon subsequent encounters. Demonstrating that attraction toward even an existing marital spouse can indeed be conditioned in this way, McNulty, Olson, Jones, and Acosta (2017) recently used an evaluative-conditioning paradigm that simultaneously paired pictures of participants’ marital spouses with positive words and images for several weeks to successfully improve the positivity of their automatic partner attitudes and thus general marital satisfaction.

In Clore and Byrne’s (1974) model, preferences and attraction can be considered associative processes, which Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006, p.
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