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Abstract

This study examined the role of congruity in couples’ social support behaviors
on relational outcomes. Participants (N=123 couples,Mage = 26.91, SD=8.46)
completed surveys on relationship satisfaction and discord. Positive and neg-
ative behaviors were then observed during supportive interactions. Results
revealed that the detrimental effect of negative behaviors on satisfaction
was buffered by a partner’s engagement in fewer negative behaviors or
intensified by more negative behaviors. Further, the beneficial effect of
positive behaviors on reducing discord was amplified by a partner’s
engagement in more positive behaviors or offset by fewer positive behaviors.
Last, the detrimental effect of negative behaviors on discordwas buffered by a
partner’s engagement in more positive behaviors. These findings highlight
the complex nature of dyadic relationships and provide insights for develop-
ing interventions focused on improving romantic relationship quality.

Romantic partners are often regarded as the most
important source of social support in adulthood
(Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998; Cutrona, 1996). Social
support, namely, the behavioral and affective ex-
changes between two partners, provides a unique lens
for understanding relationship functioning (Bradbury,
Fincham, & Beach, 2000; Reis & Shaver, 1988). Numer-
ous studies on social support have revealed associations
between couples’ social support behaviors, emotions
(e.g., positive and negative), and relationship function-
ing (Bradbury et al., 2000). Unfortunately, existing liter-
ature rarely goes beyond the effects of individuals’ social
support behaviors on their own or their partners’ per-
ceptions of relationship quality. Consequently, little is
known about the role of congruity, or the conjoint effect
of two partners’ social support behaviors, in explaining
relationship functioning, above and beyond each
partner’s individual-level characteristics. Contemporary
statistical methods for analyzing dyadic data (e.g., the
moderated actor–partner interdependence model) may
prove useful in examining the effects of individual
partners’ characteristics, as well as the interaction or
joint effects of both partners’ characteristics, on various
relational outcomes (Chow, Claxton, & van Dulmen,
2015; Garcia, Kenny, & Ledermann, 2015; Wickham
& Knee, 2012). Therefore, addressing the role of
congruity in couples’ social support behaviors on
relationship quality represents a timely step towards
understanding the complex dynamics of relationship
functioning. Along with contemporary dyadic data
analysis, the current study utilized observational and

self-report methods to investigate the role of congruity
in partners’ positive and negative behaviors during sup-
portive interactions on relationship quality outcomes.
According to the interpersonal process model of inti-

macy, social support exchanges in close relationships
play an important role in determining relationship
functioning (e.g., intimacy) between two partners (Reis,
Clark, & Holmes, 2004; Reis & Shaver, 1988). This
model emphasizes the interdependence of self-
disclosure and support-giving during social support in-
teractions and how these behavioral exchanges may
have profound impacts on long-term relationship
quality. Accordingly, although self-disclosure may
trigger intimate interaction, it is not the sole factor that
leads to intimacy between two partners. Instead, the
manner in which a partner responds is also critical in
the process of social support exchanges. Having a sup-
portive partner who shows understanding and valida-
tion plays a crucial role in an individual’s development
of perceived responsiveness, which in turn serves as a
foundation for long-term relationship quality, including
intimacy and satisfaction (Reis et al., 2004). In contrast,
relationship distress arises when partners fail to engage
in adequate social support or when partners are insensi-
tive and unresponsive to the needs of their counterpart.
Indeed, numerous relationship researchers have argued
that social support interactions represent one of the
most important dyadic processes, serving as a key to un-
derstanding relationship quality in couple relationships
(Barbee & Cunningham, 1995; Cutrona, 1996; Reis
et al., 2004).
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Consistentwith the propositions set forth by the inter-
personal process model of intimacy, existing research
suggests that laboratory observations of couples’ social
support behaviors are related to their relationship qual-
ity (Bradbury et al., 2000). Specifically, research has
consistently demonstrated that more positive and fewer
negative behaviors observed during social support inter-
actions are related to higher marital satisfaction, both
concurrently and longitudinally (Julien, Chartrand,
Simard, Bouthillier, & Bégin, 2003; Pasch & Bradbury,
1998; Sullivan, Pasch, Johnson, & Bradbury, 2010;
Williamson, Altman, Hsueh, & Bradbury, 2016). For
instance, positive behaviors, such as expression of
positive affect, responsiveness, and supportiveness, are
related to higher relationship satisfaction (Pasch &
Bradbury, 1998). In contrast, negative behaviors, such
as expression of negative affect, criticism, and aloofness,
are related to lower relationship satisfaction (Pasch &
Bradbury, 1998). Furthermore, a recent study found
that observed social support behaviors played an impor-
tant role in forecasting whether couples remained
married or divorced after 10 years (Lavner & Bradbury,
2012). In the same longitudinal study, it was found that
couples who divorced displayed more negative affect
during their early social support interactions than
couples who remained married.
Despite a large body of research demonstrating the

linkages between couples’ positive and negative behav-
iors during social support interactions and relationship
satisfaction, the congruity of partners’ social support
behaviors and its effect on relationship satisfaction has
yet to be examined. Interdependence theory has long
suggested that relationship outcomes are dependent
on the combined behavioral decisions of two partners,
above and beyond the behaviors of each partner
separately (Kelley et al., 2003; Kelley & Thibaut,
1978). Specifically, this theory proposes that three
components underlie the pattern of any relationship
outcome: actor control, partner control, and joint con-
trol (Kelley et al., 2003). In some earlier work, these
components were also termed as reflective control, fate
control, and behavior control, respectively (Kelley &
Thibaut, 1978). Actor control refers to an individual’s
direct influence on their own outcome, partner control
refers to an individual’s direct influence on their part-
ner’s outcome, and joint control refers to twomembers’
joint influence on each other’s outcomes. When this
framework is applied to the current research, it is rea-
sonable to argue that an individual’s perceptions of rela-
tionship quality should be related to their own support
behaviors (actor control), their counterpart’s support
behaviors (partner control), and the interaction be-
tween the two members’ support behaviors (joint con-
trol). Interdependence theory has been adopted by
some dyadic coping theorists who have offered insight
into the importance of examining complex interactions
between partners’ behaviors and relationship outcomes
(Badr, 2004; Chow, Buhrmester, & Tan, 2014;
Revenson, 2003; Velotti et al., 2016). Although not in
the area of social support behaviors, these perspectives

lay a foundation for speculating possible interaction
patterns between two partners’ social support behaviors
and their role in relationship quality.
According to a dyadic coping framework, relationship

functioning depends on the congruity of two partners’
coping behaviors (Bodenmann, Meuwly, & Kayser,
2011; Revenson, 2003). This coping framework posits
that high congruity, or coordination, in partners’
positive behaviors may foster mutual reinforcement of
positive coping behaviors and, therefore, better rela-
tionship functioning (Velotti et al., 2016). Indeed,
research indicates that couples with congruous adaptive
coping styles report higher relationship quality (Badr,
2004; Chow et al., 2014; Ptacek & Dodge, 1995).
Although congruence between partners’ positive coping
is associated with better relationship functioning, such
an association may not be true for congruent negative
coping (Bodenmann et al., 2011). For example, past
research indicates that partners who both use
maladaptive coping styles report lower relationship
quality (Chow et al., 2014).
The dyadic coping framework posits that couples may

experience poorer relational outcomes when the
maladaptive (e.g., avoidance or rumination) coping
style of one partner undermines the adaptive (e.g.,
problem-focused) coping style of the other partner
(i.e., non-congruency; Bodenmann et al., 2011;
Revenson, 2003). However, more recent elaboration
of the dyadic coping framework suggests that non-
congruent coping stylesmay not always lead to negative
relational outcomes. Rather, the framework posits that
opposing coping styles may reflect complementarity
when the negative effects of one partner’s maladaptive
coping are buffered by another partner’s adaptive cop-
ing (Badr, 2004; Chow et al., 2014). In support of this
perspective, research suggests that the negative impact
ofmaladaptive avoidance coping on relationship quality
is buffered by another partner’s low engagement in
avoidance coping or high engagement in adaptive
coping (Badr, 2004; Chow et al., 2014).
Although the dyadic coping framework addresses

congruity of coping styles, research and theory have
yet to provide insight into the different possible dyadic
combinations of social support behaviors and how these
combinations may impact romantic relationship func-
tioning. For example, research has yet to examine
whether beneficial effects of positive social support
behaviors might be impeded by a partner’s negative
behaviors, or whether detrimental effects of negative
social support behaviors might be buffered by a
partner’s positive behaviors. Therefore, the current
studywill be the first to examine the effects of congruity
of social support behaviors on relationship quality in
romantic couples.

The Current Study

The current study had two primary goals. The first goal
was to address how positive and negative social support
behaviors are related to two partners’ self-reported
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relationship quality, conceptualized as relational
satisfaction and discord. Research on romantic relation-
ship quality has generally relied on satisfaction and
discord (e.g., conflict) dimensions to capture both
positive and negative features of a relationship (Howes
& Markman, 1989; Gable & Reis, 2001). Researchers
argue that positive and negative features of a relation-
ship should be treated and examined as functionally
independent constructs (Gable & Reis, 2001). Indeed,
some cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have
focused on romantic conflict in relation to romantic sat-
isfaction (Cramer, 2000; 2004; Noller & Feeney, 1998).
Due to the lack of a strong theoretical framework, we
did not make specific hypotheses about possible
differences between discord and satisfaction as rela-
tional outcomes. Rather, we took an exploratory ap-
proach by considering both dimensions independently,
yet simultaneously, in this study. Specifically, we
hypothesized that more positive behaviors and fewer
negative behaviors exhibited by individuals would be
related to individuals’ own reports of higher relational
satisfaction and lower relational discord (Pasch &
Bradbury, 1998). We also hypothesized that more
positive behaviors and fewer negative behaviors
exhibited by individuals would be related to their
partners’ reports of higher relational satisfaction and
lower relational discord.
The second goal of the study was to examine how the

congruity of social support behaviors among couples re-
lates to relationship quality. On the basis of interdepen-
dence theory and dyadic coping research, we
hypothesized that different combinations of positive
and negative social support behaviors would be related
to relationship quality, above and beyond the main ef-
fects of each partner individually (Badr, 2004; Chow
et al., 2014; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Revenson, 2003).
In the case of high congruity, we hypothesized that part-
ners who were both high in positive behaviors would
experience more relational satisfaction and less rela-
tional discord. We also hypothesized that partners who
were both high in negative behaviors would experience
less relational satisfaction and more relational discord.
On the basis of the dyadic coping framework, we hy-
pothesized that the potential benefits of positive behav-
iors on higher satisfaction and lower discord would be
offset by partners’ engagement in fewer positive behav-
iors or more negative behaviors (Revenson, 2003). On
the basis of more recent coping research, we also
hypothesized that negative behaviors would be related
to lower satisfaction and higher discord, but that such
associationswould be buffered by partners’ engagement
in more positive behaviors or fewer negative behaviors
(Chow et al., 2014).

Method

Participants

Participants were 123 heterosexual romantic couples
residing in the Southwestern region of the United

States. This sample was part of a larger study on social
support and romantic relationship quality. Couples
were recruited through flyers posted at a local univer-
sity, university e-mails, and Internet postings. Couples
involved in a romantic relationship for at least 6months
were eligible to participate. Participants’ ages ranged
from 18 to 60 years (Mage = 26.91, SD = 8.46). Couples’
relationship duration ranged from 6 months to approx-
imately 27 years (Myears = 4.77, SD = 5.58), with 68%
dating and 32% married. Approximately 53.9% of the
sample was White (14.3% Hispanic, 13.1% Asian,
1.2% Black, and 8.5% other). The remaining partici-
pants chose not to report their ethnicity. Of the sample,
71 couples received monetary compensation of $50 for
their participation in the study and 52 couples received
research credits for psychology classes in which one
partner was enrolled.

Procedure

Couples were scheduled for a laboratory session and
were informed that they would complete a series of
questionnaires and a video-recorded interaction. Upon
consent, partners completed a series of questionnaires
assessing their relationship features, psychological
health, and demographic information. To protect their
privacy, partners completed the questionnaires on lab
computers located in two separate rooms. All self-report
measures used in this study were completed in the first
phase of the study. Then, partners participated in a
video-recorded social support interaction. A trained re-
search assistant asked partners to recall recent upset-
ting or stressful events that occurred outside of the
relationship (e.g., problems with a job or school).
When both members had a topic in mind, they were
informed that each partner would have a turn to dis-
cuss the issue with their partner. One of the members
was randomly selected to begin the discussion session
that lasted for 6 minutes. The second partner was
asked to respond to the discloser spontaneously in
order to simulate natural interactions that would occur
outside the lab. After the first discussion, another
6 minutes was dedicated to the discussion of the
second partner’s stressful event.

Measures

Relationship satisfaction. Participants completed
the relationship satisfaction subscale of the Investment
Model Scale (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998). The sat-
isfaction subscale measured the degree to which partic-
ipants’ current relationship fulfilled their needs for
intimacy, companionship, security, and emotional in-
volvement (five items). One satisfaction item is, “I feel
satisfied with our relationship.” Participants rated how
descriptive each item was of their current relationship
from 1 (do not agree at all) to 9 (completely agree). Internal
consistency of the satisfaction subscale was satisfactory
for both men (α = .93) and women (α = .93).
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Relationship discord. Participants completed the
relationship discord subscale of the Network of Rela-
tionships Inventory (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985).
The discord subscale (15 items) measured negative as-
pects of participants’ current relationships, including
conflict (e.g., “How often do you and this person
disagree and quarrel with each other?”), criticism (e.g.,
“How often does this person point out your faults or
put you down?”), pressure (e.g., “How often does your
partner push you to do things that you don’t want to
do?”), dominance (e.g., “How often does this person
get you to do things his/her way?”), and exclusion
(e.g., “How often does it seem like this person ignores
you?”). Participants rated how descriptive each item
was of their current relationship from 1 (Never or hardly
at all) to 5 (Always or extremely much). Internal consis-
tency of the discord subscale was satisfactory for both
men (α = .88) and women (α = .87).

Social support. Behavioral observations were used
to assess partners’ behaviors during social support inter-
actions. The Brief Romantic Relationship Interaction
Coding Scheme (BRRICS) was adopted and modified
to capture positive and negative affective behaviors ex-
hibited by couples during these interactions (Humbad,
Donnellan, Klump, & Burt, 2011).1 The positive dimen-
sion of the BRRICS captured affective behaviors such as
smiling, laughing, making humorous statements, and
responses intended to make a partner feel understood
and validated. The negative dimension captured affec-
tive behaviors such as facial and verbal expressions of
distress or sadness, numbing or avoiding emotional re-
actions, and rehashing negative emotions or experi-
ences. These dimensions were coded on the basis of a
scale from 1 to 6, where 1 = Never, 2 = 1–2 instances,
3 = A few/several instances, 4 = Moderate amounts—about
half of the time, 5 = Substantial amounts—over half the time
but not the entire time, and 6 = Constantly throughout the
interaction.
Two undergraduate research assistants coded the so-

cial support interactions. Coders met with a trained
graduate student to learn the coding system by viewing,
rating, and discussing a set of training videos. After
achieving high reliability in the training videos, coders
independently rated 25% of the couples, and both
coders rated 50% of the couples to establish reliability.
For the interactions viewed by both coders, composite
scores were computed by averaging the two ratings.
Interrater reliabilities were adequate for all dimensions.
Intraclass correlations for the positive behaviors dimen-
sionwere .77 and .75 forwomen andmen, respectively.
Intraclass correlations for the negative behaviors dimen-
sionwere .66 and .74 forwomen andmen, respectively.

Analysis Plan

We first conducted a series of preliminary analyses to
examine descriptive statistics and correlations for target
variables. A moderated actor–partner interdependence
model was then used to examine the main hypotheses
(APIM; Chow et al., 2015; Garcia et al., 2015; Kenny,
Kashy, & Cook, 2006). As depicted in Figure 1, the
moderated APIM estimates the effect of individuals’ ob-
served social support behaviors on their own relation-
ship quality (actor effect) and on partners’ relationship
quality (partner effect) simultaneously and indepen-
dently. Furthermore, the model accounts for the degree
of interdependence between partners in the predictor
and outcome variables (reflected as correlations).
Finally, to examine the congruity hypotheses, a total
of four product terms between the actor and partner
scores on observed positive and negative behaviors
were estimated (i.e., actor positive * partner positive, ac-
tor positive * partner negative, actor negative * partner
positive, and actor negative * partner negative). A signif-
icant interaction would indicate that a particular combi-
nation of partners’ positive and negative behaviors
relate to a relationship quality outcome (satisfaction or
discord), above and beyond the effects of two partners’
behaviors on the outcome individually. In order to facil-
itate the interpretation of results, we standardized all
predictors (positive and negative support behaviors)
on the basis of grand means (irrespective of gender),
and we computed interaction terms on the basis of the
standardized variables (Aiken & West, 1991). The
general moderated APIM depicted in Figure 1 was used
to examine the effects of social support behaviors on
relational satisfaction and relational discord with two
separate models.
The APIMs proposed above were estimated with

structural equation modeling implemented by R with
the “lavaan” package (Rosseel, 2012). Because issues re-
lated to gender differences are central to research on so-
cial relationships (Garcia et al., 2015; Wickham& Knee,
2012), gender differences in actor, partner, and interac-
tion effects were evaluated by examining nestedmodels
with χ2 difference tests. Tests for gender differences in
the current study served twomajor purposes. For a the-
oretical purpose, tests for gender differences examined
whether the directions and strengths of the actor, part-
ner, and interaction coefficients differed for men and
women. These analyses would provide insight on the
extent to which the importance of social support pro-
cesses differs in relation tomen’s and women’s relation-
ship quality (Garcia et al., 2015). For a statistical
purpose, tests for gender differences compared path co-
efficients across men and women. If these coefficients
were not found significantly different across men and
women, they would be constrained to be equal in the
structural equation modeling framework, which would
improve the power of significance tests for the path
coefficients (Garcia et al., 2015).
A series of nestedmodels was estimated inwhich gen-

der differences in actor, partner, and interaction effects

1Although the original BRRICS scale is coded for reciprocal positive and

negative behaviors, the current study coded behaviors exhibited by in-

dividual partners instead of the reciprocity of these behaviors. Focusing

on specific behaviors shownby individual partners, rather than themu-

tuality or reciprocity of these behaviors, produced more satisfactory

interrater reliabilities.
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were constrained to be equal in multiple steps. Specifi-
cally, a baseline model was first estimated in which all
actor, partner, and actor–partner interaction effects
were estimated freely across gender, resulting in a satu-
rated model. A second model was then estimated in
which the interaction terms were constrained to be
equal (Garcia et al., 2015). This approach examined
whether the moderating roles of partners’ positive and
negative behaviors were different for men and women.
Because the tests for gender differences in the interac-
tion termswere independent from the actor and partner
effects (Garcia et al., 2015), a model in which actor ef-
fects were constrained to be equal across gender was
then estimated. This model examined whether the
effects of individuals’ positive and negative support
behaviors on their own relationship quality differed
for men and women. Following that, a model was esti-
mated in which partner effects were constrained to be
equal across gender. This model examined whether
the effects of individuals’ positive and negative support
behaviors on partners’ relationship quality differed for
men and women. Finally, in order to examine the ex-
tent to which social support behaviors were related to
self-reported and partner-reported relationship quality
differently, we constrained actor and partner effects to
be equal for men and women. A significant decrease
in the model fit would suggest differential effects of so-
cial support behaviors on self-reported versus partner-
reported relationship quality. Two-tailed tests were
utilized for all proposed analyses.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Means, standard deviations, correlations, and paired-
samples t-tests (to examine gender differences) of study
variables are presented in Table 1. With regard to gen-
der differences, paired t-tests revealed no significant dif-
ferences between men and women in relationship

satisfaction or observed social support behaviors. How-
ever, men reported significantly higher discord than
women. Bivariate correlations revealed that for both
men and women, more positive and fewer negative
social support behaviors were related to higher self-
reported relationship satisfaction, as well as higher
partner-reported relationship satisfaction. Similarly, for
bothmen andwomen, more negative social support be-
haviors were related to higher self-reported relationship
discord, as well as higher partner-reported discord. For
women,more positive social support behaviorswere re-
lated to less self-reported and partner-reported discord.
For men, more positive social support behaviors were
related to less partner-reported, but not self-reported,
discord. Additionally, men and women exhibited con-
cordances in their observed positive and negative social
support behaviors as well as in their self-reported rela-
tionship satisfaction and discord.

Primary Analyses

Model comparisons. Table 2 presents the sum-
mary of model comparisons for examining gender dif-
ferences in the actor, partner, and interaction effects
for both the relationship satisfaction and discord APIMs.
For relationship satisfaction, compared with a saturated
model, constraining the interaction terms to be equal
across gender did not significantly reduce the model
fit. This suggests that the moderating roles of partners’
positive and negative behaviors did not significantly dif-
fer for men and women. Furthermore, constraining
both the actor and partner effects to be equal across gen-
der did not lead to significant reductions in model fit.
This suggests that the effects of individuals’ positive
and negative support behaviors on their own and their
partners’ relationship satisfaction were not significantly
different for men and women. Finally, when actor and
partner effects were constrained to be equal across and
within partners, the change in model fit was not
significant. This suggests that there were no significant

Fig. 1: A general path diagram of the moderated actor–partner interdependence model with structural equation modeling. Positive and negative

support behaviors of men (M) and women (W) were exogenous, whereas relationship quality as reported by men and women were endogenous.

The model was estimated twice to examine the outcomes of relationship satisfaction and discord separately. Single-headed arrows represent

regression coefficients, and double-headed arrows represent covariances. All predictors (including interaction terms) were allowed to covary
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differential effects of social support behaviors on
self-reported versus partner-reported relationship
satisfaction. The final model was themost parsimonious
and had an excellent fit to the data; χ2(10) = 9.22,
p = .51; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = .00. Unstan-
dardized betas and standard errors (SEs) were reported
on the basis of the final model (Table 3).
The APIMs for relationship discord were compared

using the same approach. Again, no significant gender
differences were found for the actor, partner, or interac-
tion effects on relationship discord. Furthermore, there
were no significant differential effects of social support
behaviors on self-reported versus partner-reported rela-
tionship discord. The final model was themost parsimo-
nious and had an excellent fit to the data; χ2(10) = 8.47,
p = .58; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; RMSEA = .00. Unstan-
dardized betas and standard errors were reported on
the basis of the final model (Table 3).

Relationship satisfaction. Actor and partner ef-
fects indicated that individuals’ positive behaviors were
not significantly related to self-reported or partner-
reported relationship satisfaction. However, supporting
our hypothesis, actor and partner effects indicated that
individuals’ negative behaviors were related to lower

self-reported and partner-reported relationship satisfac-
tion (Table 3).
With regard to actor–partner interaction effects

(Table 3), results showed that the interaction between
actors’ and partners’ negative behaviors was

Table 2 Summary of model comparisons for the relationship satisfaction and discord APIMs

χ2 df Model χ2 df p of CFI TLI RMSEA

Satisfaction

1. Baseline (saturated model) .00 .00 — — — — — — —

2. Equal interaction effects across gender 6.05 4 2 vs. 1 6.05 4 .20 .98 .90 .06

3. Equal actor effects across gender 6.20 6 3 vs. 2 .15 2 .93 1.00 .99 .02

4. Equal partner effects across gender 7.37 8 4 vs. 3 1.16 2 .56 1.00 1.00 .00

5. Equal actor–partner effects 9.22 10 5 vs. 4 1.86 2 .40 1.00 1.00 .00

Discord

1. Baseline (saturated model) .00 .00 — — — — — — —

2. Equal interaction effects across gender 1.87 4 2 vs. 1 1.87 4 .76 1.00 1.00 .00

3. Equal actor effects across gender 5.08 6 3 vs. 2 3.21 2 .20 1.00 1.00 .00

4. Equal partner effects across gender 7.50 8 4 vs. 3 2.42 2 .30 1.00 1.00 .00

5. Equal actor–partner effects 8.47 10 5 vs. 4 .97 2 .62 1.00 1.00 .00

Note. For the “equal actor–partner effects” models, actor and partner effects were constrained to be equal across and within partners.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD

1. Positive (men) — 3.70 .90

2. Negative (men) �.70** — 2.85 .85

3. Satisfaction (men) .25** �.36** — 6.34 1.73

4. Discord (men) �.18 .35** �.43** — 2.41 .65

5. Positive (women) .63** �.44** .21* �.21* — 3.75 .82

6. Negative (women) �.35** .43** �.28** .30** �.64** — 2.84 .76

7. Satisfaction (women) .23* �.43** .59** �.44** .25** �.36** — 6.40 1.68

8. Discord (women) �.28** .35** �.40** .50** �.39** .37** �.66** — 2.19 .65

Paired t-tests for gender differences -.81 .08 -.41 3.96**

Cohen’s d for gender differences .08 .01 .04 .36

Note. Positive, positive social support behaviors; Negative, negative social support behaviors; Satisfaction, relationship satisfaction; Discord, relationship

discord.

*p < .05.

**p < .01.

Table 3 Actor, partner, and interaction effects from the moderated

actor–partner interdependence model

Satisfaction Discord

Predictor b SE b SE

Actor Positive .03 .10 �.05 .04

Actor Negative �.37** .11 .11** .04

Partner Positive .03 .10 �.05 .04

Partner Negative �.37** .11 .11** .04

A Negative × P Negative �.47* .21 �.07 .08

A Positive × P Positive .22 .16 �.14* .06

A Negative × P Positive .17 .17 �.12 .07

A Positive × P Negative .05 .17 �.13* .07

Note: Unstandardized coefficients and standard errors based on model

constrained to be equal across gender and across actor and partner effects.

A, actor; P, partner; Positive, positive behaviors; Negative, negative behav-

iors; Satisfaction, relationship satisfaction; Discord, relationship discord.

*p < .05.

**p < .01.
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significantly related to self-reported relationship satisfac-
tion. A simple slopes analysis was conducted to examine
the varying effects of actors’ negative behaviors on self-
reported relationship satisfactionmoderated by partners’
negative behaviors (Aiken & West, 1991). As displayed
in Figure 2, although individuals withmore negative be-
haviors reported lower relationship satisfaction, such an
effect was buffered by having a partner who showed
fewer negative behaviors (b = .10, SE = .23, p = .67). Fur-
thermore, the detrimental impact of negative behaviors
on self-reported relationship satisfaction was intensified
by having a partner who showed more negative behav-
iors (b = �.85, SE = .24, p < .01). The actor–partner
interactions for positive–positive behaviors, positive–
negative behaviors, and negative–positive behaviors on
relationship satisfaction were not significant (Table 3).

Relationship discord. Actor and partner effects in-
dicated that individuals’ positive behaviors were not
significantly related to self-reported or partner-reported
relationship discord. In contrast, supporting our hypothe-
sis, actor and partner effects indicated that individuals’
negative behaviors were related to higher self-reported
and partner-reported relationship discord (Table 3).
With regard to actor–partner interaction effects, re-

sults showed that the interaction between actors’ and
partners’ positive behaviors was significantly related to
self-reported relationship discord. A simple slopes anal-
ysis was conducted to examine the varying effects of ac-
tors’ positive behaviors on self-reported relationship
discord moderated by partners’ positive behaviors. As
displayed in Figure 3, the beneficial effect of positive be-
haviors on reducing relationship discord was amplified
by partners’ engagement in more positive behaviors
(b = �.19, SE = .09, p = .03). However, the beneficial
effect of positive behaviors on reducing relationship
discord was offset by partners’ engagement in fewer
positive behaviors (b = .10, SE = .06, p = .11).
Results also showed that the interaction between

actors’ positive and partners’ negative behaviors was
significantly related to self-reported relationship dis-
cord. A simple slopes analysis was conducted to exam-
ine the varying effects of actors’ positive behaviors on
self-reported relationship discord moderated by part-
ners’ negative behaviors. As displayed in Figure 4,

individuals’ positive behaviors were not related to their
reports of relationship discord when partners were low
in negative behaviors (b = .08, SE = .06, p = .19).
However, more positive behaviors were related to less
relationship discord when partners were high in nega-
tive behaviors (b = �.18, SE = .09, p = .04). In other
words, individuals’ own positive behaviors appear to
serve as a buffer against partners’ negative behaviors.

Discussion

The importance of congruity in partners’ behaviors has
long been suggested by interdependence theory (Kelley
& Thibaut, 1978); however, specific hypotheses regard-
ing partner congruity have been overlooked in previous
relationship research, especially that which focused on
social support processes. The current study represents
an important step in illuminating complex dyadic
dynamics in romantic relationships. Overall findings
revealed that congruity of social support behaviors
between partners, above and beyond each partner’s
individual behaviors, were important indicators of
relationship functioning.

Partners’ Social Support Behaviors and
Relationship Quality

As hypothesized, observed negative behaviors during
social support interactions were related to less relation-
ship satisfaction and more relationship discord, as re-
ported by individuals and their partners. Individuals

Fig. 2: Actor effect of negative behaviors on satisfaction, moderated by

partner’s negative behaviors. The graph was plotted on the basis of

men’s intercepts

Fig. 3: Actor effect of positive behaviors on discord, moderated by

partner’s positive behaviors. The graph was plotted on the basis of

men’s intercepts

Fig. 4: Actor effect of positive behaviors on discord, moderated by

partner’s negative behaviors. The graph was plotted on the basis of

men’s intercepts
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often perceive romantic partners to be their primary
source of comfort and support during stressful situations
(Cutrona, 1996). However, when partners seek support
from their romantic counterparts, they may expect a re-
sponse that conveys validation and understanding in or-
der to cope with an external stressor. When partners
receive responses that are not conducive to effective
coping, such as intrusiveness or avoidance, they are
likely to feel that the romantic relationship is not meet-
ing their emotional needs, leading to dissatisfaction and
discord (Reis & Shaver, 1988). It is also possible, how-
ever, that individuals who are not satisfied in their ro-
mantic relationship may display negative behaviors
during supportive interactions, using the interaction as
ameans to express their relational frustration. Similarly,
individuals who perceive experiences of romantic dis-
cord, such as criticism or exclusion, may not be moti-
vated to maintain accord in a relationship if they do
not believe their efforts will be reciprocated.
Interestingly, individuals’ negative behaviors during

social support interactions were related to perceptions
of relationship quality, even when positive behaviors
were not. Although this finding is noteworthy, it does
not warrant the conclusion that positive behaviors do
not play a role in relationship quality. Indeed, previous
research has demonstrated that both positive and nega-
tive behaviors are important, independent correlates of
relationship quality (Julien et al., 2003; Pasch &
Bradbury, 1998; Sullivan et al., 2010; Williamson et al.,
2016). The current study’s findings may be attributable
to methodological differences between current and
previous research, such as differences in observational
coding of support behaviors. For instance, previous re-
search examined specific types of behaviors observed
(e.g., instrumental vs. emotional support) whereas the
current study did not distinguish between different
forms of support behaviors. Furthermore, it is advisable
to consider the differential importance of positive and
negative behaviors in relation to relationship quality
under varying circumstances. For instance, the current
study did not find that positive behaviors, such as
laughing and humor, were related to relationship qual-
ity when a partner was attempting to cope with a
stressor. However, humorous exchanges may be related
to relationship quality when used to enhance closeness
and bonding during typical pleasant encounters (Butzer
& Kuiper, 2008; Ziv, 1988).

Congruity of Partners’ Social Support Behaviors
and Relationship Quality

In addition to actor and partner effects, the actor–partner
interaction effects revealed that specific combinations of
romantic partners’ social support behaviors were related
to relationship quality above and beyond the effects of
individual partners’ behaviors on relationship outcomes.
As hypothesized, the interaction between two partners’
negative behaviors in social support situations was re-
lated to their relationship satisfaction. Specifically, the
detrimental impact of individuals’ negative behaviors

on relationship satisfaction was reduced when partners
engaged in fewer negative behaviors. This finding is con-
sistent with the buffering hypothesis (Cohen & Wills,
1985), suggesting that partners who are less willing to
engage in negative behaviors during social support inter-
actions thwart their romantic counterparts’ attempts at
maladaptive behaviors, leading to more relationship sat-
isfaction for both partners. However, the detrimental
impact of individuals’ negative behaviors on relationship
satisfaction was intensified when partners also engaged
in more negative behaviors. According to research on
emotional coregulation, partners’ negative emotions
and behaviors may reciprocate or transmit to each other
over time, an interpersonal dynamic referred to as a
morphogenic process (Butler & Randall, 2013). Such a
process is theorized to have harmful effects on partners’
long-term psychological and relational functioning.
The association between two partners’ high negative
behaviors and low relationship satisfaction provides
support for this interpersonal dynamic.
With regard to discord, the interaction between two

partners’ positive behaviorswas related to relational dis-
cord. Specifically, the beneficial effect of positive behav-
iors on reducing discord was amplified by partners’
engagement in more positive behaviors and offset by
partners’ engagement in fewer positive behaviors. Thus,
relational discord was lowest when both partners were
high in positive behaviors. When partners mutually en-
gage in adaptive support behaviors, both partners are
likely to feel that their needs for comfort and well-being
are met, leading to less discord (Badr, 2004; Butler &
Randall, 2013; Revenson, 2003; Velotti et al., 2016). It
is also possible that partners who characterize their rela-
tionships as high in parity and harmony are more likely
to engage in positive support behaviors to foster further
unity in the relationship. In contrast, when one partner
was low in positive behaviors, ratings of discord were
higher, even when the other partner was high in posi-
tive behaviors. This finding highlights the importance
of both partners’ efforts in promoting relational har-
mony. When one partner’s attempts at positive support
behaviors are not reciprocated, this partner is likely to
feel disparity in relational duties, leading to more
perceptions of discord (Reis & Shaver, 1988).
Last, the interaction between partners’ positive and

negative behaviors was related to relationship discord.
Specifically, discord was highest when one partner was
low in positive behaviors and the other was high in neg-
ative behaviors. However, when one partner engaged in
more positive behaviors, relational discord was lower,
even when the other partner was high in negative
behaviors. This finding indicates that one partner’s
engagement in more positive behaviors may serve as a
buffer against the detrimental effects of another part-
ner’s negative behaviors on discord. Although these
findings indicate that one partner’s positive support
behaviors may ease discord in a relationship, it is pos-
sible that the burden of providing a disproportionate
amount of effective support behaviors in a relationship
may bring about more relational discord over time.
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Although the current study provided evidence of the
importance of congruity in social support behaviors in
relation to relationship quality, hypotheses in the
current study were primarily developed on the basis of
health and coping literature (e.g., Badr, 2004). In re-
search on health and coping, stressors are often contex-
tualized, such as couples dealing with chronic illness. In
contrast, the current study focused on the observation of
partners discussing unique, personal stressors not shared
by both partners. Although findings were discussed in
the context of previous literature on coping, it should
not be assumed that the congruence in supportive
behaviors assessed in this study is the same as congru-
ence in coping behaviors observed in couples dealing
with specific stressors. Unfortunately, limited research
has examined congruence between supportive behav-
iors (or even coping behaviors) and relationship qual-
ity. Therefore, the current study provided preliminary
evidence on the relationships between congruent
social support behaviors and relationship outcomes.
Perhaps more importantly, the current study illus-

trated several fundamental ideas about the complexities
of dyadic dynamics that may further future research on
romantic relationships. For instance, Bodenmann’s dy-
adic coping framework posits that the coping process in
a relationship consists of one partner’s support seeking
followed by either positive or negative behaviors from
the other partner (Bodenmann, 2005; Falconier, Jack-
son, Hilpert, & Bodenmann, 2015). Positive dyadic coping
involves one partner’s support seeking followed by an-
other partner’s positive support (e.g., validation, emo-
tional support, and instrumental help). In contrast,
negative dyadic coping involves one partner’s support seek-
ing followed by another partner’s negative behaviors
(e.g., denial of the problem, criticism, avoidance, and
sarcasm). Although Bodenmann’s model is inherently
dyadic, complex dyadic dynamics have not been fully
explored in this body of research. Specifically, it has only
investigated how partners respond to support seeking
with positive or negative patterns. This approach has
failed to demonstrate interesting dyadic dynamics such
as how negative dyadic coping reported by one partner
could be buffered by another partner’s positive dyadic
coping. Relating the dyadic coping framework to the
current study, the fundamental ideas of dyadic congru-
ence could expand previous research on dyadic coping
as well as other domains of dyadic functioning.

Limitations and Future Directions

One major limitation of this study is that the cross-
sectional design of this study does not allow for causal
conclusions to be made. Although the dyadic coping
framework posits that specific forms of coping and sup-
port behaviors may play an important role in relation-
ship quality, it is also possible that feelings of relational
discord or satisfaction may impact partners’ decisions
to engage in positive or negative support behaviors. Ad-
ditionally, because self-reports of relationship quality
were used to assess romantic satisfaction and discord,

it is not possible to determine the extent to which
perceptions of relationship quality were an accurate
assessment of relational functioning.
Also, the current study offers limited insight into part-

ners’ development of congruous social support behav-
iors. For instance, it is possible that individuals seek
out partners with specific social support styles based
on their own support styles. Alternatively, partners’
social support styles may become higher or lower in
congruity over time through mutual influence. Thus,
future research should adopt a developmental frame-
work for conceptualizing stability and change in part-
ners’ social support behaviors and relationship quality
(Butler & Randall, 2013). Nonetheless, the current
study’s use of dyadic analyses and multiple methods
(observations and self-reports) offers unique insights
into the role of congruity in partners’ positive and nega-
tive behaviors on relationship satisfaction and discord.

Practical Implications

Interventions focused on increasing satisfaction and de-
creasing discord in romantic relationships should con-
sider the importance of social support interactions
among romantic partners. Indeed, findings from the
current study indicate that romantic relationships may
be more successful when at least one partner avoids
negative support behaviors or utilizes positive support
behaviors. Thus, attempts to replace negative behaviors
with more adaptive support behaviors, such as valida-
tion and problem-focused coping, may be useful in
optimizing relational fulfillment. Further, on the basis
of these findings, interventions should teach the impor-
tance of both partners’ engagement in adaptive support
behaviors for optimizing relational outcomes. Although
one partner’s adaptive behaviors appear to buffer
against another partner’s maladaptive behaviors, rela-
tional success appears most likely when both partners
engage in adaptive support behaviors.
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