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Abstract

Interdependence theory identifies level of dependence and mutuality of dependence as two key properties of
interdependent relationships. In ongoing relationships, these structural properties are subjectively experienced
in terms of commitment—dependence level is experienced as greater or lesser commitment level, and
mutuality of dependence is experienced as greater or lesser perceived mutuality in partners’ commitment
levels. We examined the associations of these variables with couple well-being using data from two three-wave
longitudinal studies. One study examined partners in dating relationships and the second study examined
partners in marital relationships. Consistent with predictions, both level of commitment and perceived
mutuality of commitment accounted for unique variance in couple well-being: Couples exhibited greater
adjustment to the degree that the partners were highly committed to their relationship and to the degree that
their commitment levels were mutual. Mediation analyses revealed that the association of mutuality of
commitment with couple well-being is partially mediated by negative affect (e.g., anxiety, guilt) and partially
to wholly mediated by trust level; perceived mutuality of power is not a reliable mediator of this association.

Then in the marriage union, the independence of the husband and
wife will be equal, their dependence mutual, and their obligations

reciprocal.

Over the course of development different
people experience different interdepen-
dence histories. We encounter different
sorts of relationships with parents, siblings,
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friends, and lovers. But despite our varied
histories, most of us come to recognize sev-
eral important principles about depen-
dence: First, given that many central life ex-
periences are inherently interpersonal, we
learn that we are often dependent on oth-
ers—we rely on others for experiences such
as companionship, intimacy, and sexuality.
Second, we learn that the fulfillment of such
needs makes us vulnerable—the more we
depend on another person, the more we
stand to lose. Third, we learn that it is not a
good idea to depend on another person too
much—when one partner needs a relation-
ship more than the other, things tend to go
badly. Thus, the art of close involvement
arguably is a delicate interpersonal feat in
which we balance the benefits of high
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dependence against the perils of nonmutual
dependence. Ideally, close partners should
make themselves fully—yet equally—de-
pendent on one another. Oddly, these les-
sons are not reflected in the empirical litera-
ture regarding close relationships (for
reviews, see Berscheid, 1994; Berscheid &
Reis, 1998).

The present research explores issues re-
garding dependence and vulnerability, em-
ploying principles from interdependence
theory to advance several hypotheses con-
cerning the associations of level of commit-
ment and mutuality of commitment with
couple well-being. We begin by introducing
two central properties of interdependence
structure—level of dependence and mutu-
ality of dependence. In addition, we pro-
pose that structural dependence is subjec-
tively experienced in terms of commitment.
Next, we review the literature regarding
commitment processes, which rather uni-
formly suggests that high commitment level
is associated with couple health and vitality.
Following this, we propose that beyond the
effects of commitment level, mutuality of
commitment exerts important effects on
couple well-being. Finally, we report the re-
sults of two longitudinal studies designed to
test our hypotheses.

Level of Dependence and Mutuality
of Dependence

The conceptual analysis of interdependence
structure is one of the most important con-
tributions of interdependence theory to our
knowledge of the fabric of interpersonal ex-
perience (Kelley & Thibaut,1978; Thibaut &
Kelley, 1959). Interdependence theory iden-
tifies level of dependence and mutuality of
dependence as two key properties of inter-
dependence structure. Level of dependence
describes the degree to which an individual
relies uniquely on a relationship for attain-
ing good outcomes. For example, John’s de-
pendence on Mary is greater to the extent
that he relies primarily on Mary for the ful-
fillment of his needs for intimacy and com-
panionship. To the extent that John’s needs
cannot be gratified elsewhere, his depen-
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dence on Mary is greater. Mutuality of de-
pendence describes the degree to which two
individuals are similarly dependent on one
another for attaining good outcomes. For
example, mutuality exists to the extent that
John and Mary are equally reliant on their
relationship for the gratification of their
needs for intimacy and companionship.

Interdependence theory suggests that
dependence rests on two properties of a
relationship. First, dependence is greater
when satisfaction level is high, or to the de-
gree that the individual typically enjoys
good outcomes in a relationship. Second,
dependence is greater when quality of alter-
natives is poor, or to the degree that good
outcomes could not be attained inde-
pendent of the relationship (e.g.,in an alter-
native romantic relationship or in relation-
ships with friends and family members).
The investment model identifies a third ba-
sis for dependence, suggesting that depend-
ence is greater when investment size is high,
or to the degree that numerous important
resources are directly or indirectly linked to
the relationship (e.g., time or effort, joint
material possessions, a shared friendship
network; Rusbult, 1980, 1983).

According to interdependence theory,
an individual’s level of dependence is
roughly equivalent to the partner’s level of
power over the individual. For instance, to
the extent that John is dependent upon his
relationship with Mary—to the extent that
he needs their relationship—Mary has
greater power over John. Mary possesses
power in that she can move him through a
wide range of outcomes—she can reliably
gratify his needs (e.g., she may be his con-
stant companion and most supportive inti-
mate), or she can fail to do so (e.g., she may
reject his affection or betray him). Interde-
pendence theory suggests that one individ-
ual’s power over another is limited to the
extent that the other possesses equivalent
power over the individual. For example,
Mary cannot exercise her power to the ex-
tent that Mary needs John as much as John
needs Mary—Mary’s power over John’s
well-being is limited to the extent that John
possesses equal power over her well-being.
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Commitment as the Subjective
Experience of Dependence

The investment model suggests that de-
pendence produces the psychological expe-
rience of commitment—commitment is the
sense of allegiance that is established with
regard to the source of one’s dependence
(Rusbult, 1980, 1983). Commitment in-
cludes conative, cognitive, and affective
components: (a) intent to persist—John
feels intrinsically motivated to continue his
relationship with Mary (conative compo-
nent); (b) long-term orientation—John en-
visions himself as involved in the relation-
ship for the foreseeable future, and
contemplates the implications of current
actions for future outcomes (cognitive com-
ponent); and (c) psychological attach-
ment—John experiences life in dyadic
terms, such that his emotional well-being is
influenced by Mary and their relationship
(affective component). The components of
commitment are theoretically and empiri-
cally discriminable but tend to co-occur,
and they are distinct from the three bases of
dependence (e.g., Arriaga, Agnew, & Rus-
bult, 1997; Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1999).

How does commitment differ from de-
pendence? First, dependence is a structural
property describing the degree to which an
individual needs a relationship, whereas
commitment is the subjective state that de-
pendent individuals experience on a daily
basis. Because John is dependent on his re-
lationship, he develops intentions to persist
with Mary, he foresees long-term involve-
ment with Mary, and he feels affectively
linked to Mary and their relationship. Sec-
ond, people tend to be aware of their feel-
ings of commitment, whereas they may or
may not be aware of their dependence.! It
is subjective commitment—rather than

1. At critical choice points—for example, when con-
templating marriage, the birth of a child, or the con-
sequences of breakup—John may actively review
the nature of his dependence, consciously consider-
ing the extent of his satisfaction, alternatives, and in-
vestments. More generally, his dependence may re-
main somewhat implicit, such that he seldom thinks
about the extent of his reliance on Mary.
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structural dependence—that influences
everyday behavior in relationships. Third,
commitment is an emergent property of de-
pendence, representing more than a nu-
merical summary of the structural elements
from which it arises. Structural dependence
per se does not have implications for cona-
tive, cognitive, and affective experiences
such as intent to persist, long-term orienta-
tion, or psychological attachment; subjec-
tive commitment embodies these compo-
nents.

The empirical literature provides consis-
tent support for investment model predic-
tions, revealing that (1) subjective commit-
ment is stronger to the degree that
satisfaction level is high, quality of alterna-
tives is low, and investment size is high (e.g.,
Cox, Wexler, Rusbult, & Gaines, 1997;
Lund, 1985; Rusbult, 1980; Simpson, 1987);
(2) the probability of voluntary persistence
is greater to the degree that level of de-
pendence is high and subjective commit-
ment is strong (e.g., Bui, Peplau, & Hill,
1996; Drigotas & Rusbult, 1992; Felmlee,
Sprecher, & Bassin, 1990; Kurdek, 1993;
Rusbult & Martz, 1995; South & Lloyd,
1995); and (3) subjective commitment is the
most direct and powerful predictor of many
important behaviors in relationships, ac-
counting for unique variance beyond satis-
faction, alternatives, and investments (e.g.,
Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Rusbult, 1983;
Rusbuit et al., 1999).

Level of Commitment and Couple
Well-Being

Asnoted above, the empirical evidence con-
sistently reveals that committed individuals
are likely to persist in their relationships.
However, persistence is a rather minimal
requirement for relationship maintenance.
In ongoing relationships, partners inevitably
confront interdependence dilemmas in-
volving destructive interaction sequences,
noncorrespondent preferences, or the exist-
ence of tempting alternatives. Solving such
dilemmas typically entails cost or effort on
the part of one or both partners. The pro-
cess by which individuals come to depart
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from their immediate self-interest for the
good of a relationship is termed transforma-
tion of motivation, defined as the inclination
to set aside immediate self-interest and re-
spond on the basis of broader considera-
tions— considerations such as one’s long-
term well-being or the well-being of a
partner (Holmes, 1981; Kelley & Thibaut,
1978).

Level of commitment appears to play a
central role in inducing pro-relationship
transformation of motivation. Why so?
First, committed individuals are dependent
on their relationships. The more individuals
stand to lose, the more effort they will exert
to hold on to what they have got (cf
Holmes, 1981). Second, commitment in-
volves long-term orientation. In long-term
involvements it is beneficial to develop pat-
terns of reciprocal pro-relationship behav-
ior. Thus, pro-relationship acts may repre-
sent a means of encouraging reciprocity,
thereby maximizing long-term self-interest
(cf. Axelrod, 1984). Third, commitment in-
volves psychological attachment. The self
and the partner may become linked to the
extent that a departure from self-interest
benefitting the partner may not be experi-
enced as costly (cf. Aron & Aron, 1997).
And fourth, strong commitment may bring
with it a collectivistic, communal orienta-
tion, including tendencies to respond to a
partner’s needs in a rather unconditional
manner. In a committed relationship part-
ners may endure costs or exert effort with-
out counting what they receive in return (cf.
Clark & Mills, 1979).

Consistent with this characterization,
commitment level has been shown to be
associated with pro-relationship mainte-
nance acts such as (1) tendencies to accom-
modate rather than retaliate when a part-
ner behaves badly (e.g., Rusbult, Verette,
Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991); (2) will-
ingness to sacrifice otherwise desirable ac-
tivities when a partner’s preferences are
noncorrespondent (e.g., Van Lange et al.,
1997); (3) inclinations to drive away or
derogate tempting alternative partners
(e.g., Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Miller,
1997); and (4) tendencies toward relation-
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ship-enhancing illusion (e.g., Martz et al.,
1998; Rusbult, Van Lange, Yovetich, Wild-
schut, & Verette, 1998b). In addition, both
commitment and commitment-inspired
maintenance behaviors have been shown to
be associated with couple well-being, op-
erationally defined as (1) tendencies to per-
sist in a relationship and (2) scores on the
Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976),a
frequently employed index of couple ad-
justment level (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew,
1999; Rusbult et al., 1998b; Van Lange et al.,
1997).

Thus, it seems relatively clear that level
of commitment is associated with healthy
functioning in ongoing relationships. But is
high commitment level invariably a good
thing? Following the logic of interdepen-
dence theory, we propose that commitment
can be a double-edged sword: Although
high commitment typically is beneficial to
relationships—and although committed in-
volvement is the arena in which many cen-
tral human needs are gratified—commit-
ment also implies vulnerability. In the
following paragraphs we suggest that such
vulnerability is reduced to the degree that
partners are mutually committed to their
relationship.

Mutuality of Commitment and Couple
Well-Being

In line with the principles of interdepen-
dence theory, mutuality of commitment is
defined as the degree to which partners are
similarly committed to their relationship.
Prior to discussing the effects of this con-
struct, it is important to distinguish mutual-
ity from equity. Both constructs refer to cir-
cumstances of “evenness.” Equity exists
when partners’ outcomes from a relation-
ship are perceived to be commensurate
with their inputs—when each individual re-
ceives outcomes that are judged to be fair
in light of each person’s inputs (Hatfield,
Traupmann, Sprecher, Utne, & Hay, 1985;
Walster, Berscheid, & Walster, 1976). In
contrast, mutuality exists when partners
perceive that they need their relationship
to the same degree, or perceive that their
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respective levels of commitment are
equivalent.

Thus, we suggest that mutuality differs
from equity in at least two respects: First,
mutuality does not involve assessments of
inputs and outcomes, nor does it involve
judgments of distributive fairness. Accord-
ingly, unlike equity, mutuality presumably is
not experienced in terms of fairness or jus-
tice—although it may be distressing that
when partners need one another differen-
tially, nonmutuality is not necessarily re-
garded as “unfair.” Second, we suggest that
nonmutuality is less amenable to change
than is inequity. Whereas partners presum-
ably can modity their relative inputs so as
to restore conditions of equity (e.g., Mary
may decrease her level of housework so as
to reduce inequity), it is arguably somewhat
more difficult to modify conditions of mu-
tuality (e.g., it may be somewhat difficult to
modify commitment level—or satisfaction,
alternatives, and/or investments—in such a
manner as to shift levels of mutuality).

We suggest that nonmutuality is detri-
mental to couple well-being. Why should
this be so? If strong commitment is a good
thing—if high commitment leads John to
persist in his relationship and enact pro-re-
lationship behaviors—then why should
Mary’s low commitment be problematic?
Our reasoning rests on the fact that mutual
commitment implies mutual power and
mutual vulnerability. When John relies
heavily on the many benefits Mary can pro-
vide, he becomes vulnerable to exploitation
and rejection. When John engages in rela-
tionship maintenance acts—for example, if
he defends his relationship against the
threat of challenging alternatives by burn-
ing his bridges and forgoing tempta-
tion—the dangers of commitment are fur-
ther enhanced. John risks losing all that has
been invested in the relationship, including
not only shared material goods, time, and
effort, but also more intangible investments
such as shared experiences, a common
friendship network, and his sense of iden-
tity. All of this may prove to be an empty
gesture if Mary fails to reciprocate his com-
mitment.
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Based on this characterization of the as-
sociations among commitment, vulnerabil-
ity, and partner power, we proffer three
lines of reasoning in support of the pre-
dicted association of mutuality with well-
being. First, mutuality implies balance of
power. Low balance of power creates op-
portunities for exploitation of one partner
by the other. For example, the low-power
partner may feel compelled to carry the full
burden of accommodation, or to consis-
tently sacrifice personal well-being when
partners’ preferences are noncorrespon-
dent. In contrast, relationships with high
balance of power should exhibit enhanced
stability and adjustment, in that balance of
power involves checks and balances—re-
straints on abuse and protection against
acts of exploitation. Accordingly, mutuality
should enhance couple well-being irrespec-
tive of absolute levels of commitment.

Second, the development of trust rests in
part on mutuality (Holmes & Rempel,
1989). To the extent that commitment moti-
vates pro-relationship maintenance acts, to
the extent that such acts communicate the
individual’s commitment and enhance the
partner’s trust, and to the extent that en-
hanced trust paves the way for risk-taking
involving further increases in commitment,
mutuality represents the ideal medium for
vitality and growth in a relationship (cf. Rus-
bult, Wieselquist, Foster, & Witcher,in press-
b; Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew, in
press). “Equal involvement . . . is experi-
enced as a form of insurance, providing
some security in the face of mounting risks”
(Holmes & Rempel, 1989, p. 195). Thus, mu-
tuality frees the partners to develop in-
creased trust and commitment under condi-
tions of lowest possible vulnerability.

Third, the emotional experiences accom-
panying nonmutuality arguably are harmful
to couple well-being, The more committed
partner in a nonmutual relationship is likely
to undergo a mix of negative emotions in-
cluding anxiety, insecurity, and mistrust.
The less committed partner is likely to un-
dergo a mix of negative emotions centering
on the experience of unwanted responsibil-
ity, including guilt, irritation, and perhaps
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even resentment or anger. Indeed, the less-
dependent partner may feel reproachable,
and may experience the self as cold or un-
loving. This blend of negative emotions is
unlikely to be a fertile medium for healthy
involvement.

Does the extant literature provide evi-
dence relevant to our assertions? Accord-
ing to the principle of least interest, “that
person is able to dictate the conditions of
association whose interest in the continu-
ation of the affair is the least” (Waller, 1938,
p. 275). Consistent with this proposition,
prior research has revealed that in ongoing
relationships, the partner with weaker love
and commitment tends to be the one with
greater power (e.g., Caldwell & Peplau,
1984; Peplau, 1984; Safilios-Rothschild,
1976; Sprecher, 1985). Also, several studies
have demonstrated that the “weaker link”
in an ongoing relationship is the partner
who is most likely to terminate a relation-
ship (e.g., Attridge, Berscheid, & Simpson,
1995; Drigotas & Rusbult, 1992; Hill, Rubin,
& Peplau, 1976; Rusbult, 1983). Unfortu-
nately, although findings regarding the
principle of least interest are compatible
with our claims regarding possible reasons
for a link between mutuality and couple
well-being, research in this tradition has not
examined the actual association of mutual-
ity with well-being. Moreover, research re-
garding the principle of least interest and
the weaker-link phenomenon has not ex-
amined associations with mutuality while
controlling for level of commitment—that
is, prior studies have not examined the si-
multaneous effects of level of commitment
and mutuality of commitment.

Research Overview and Hypotheses

The present research reports findings from
two longitudinal studies in which we ob-
tained data from both partners in ongoing
romantic relationships. Study 1 used data
from a three-wave longitudinal study of
dating relationships, and Study 2 used data
from three time periods of a six-wave longi-
tudinal study of marital relationships. These
data were employed to test two broad hy-
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potheses. Consistent with the logic outlined
carlier, Hypothesis 1 predicted that both
level of commitment and mutuality of com-
mitment would be positively associated
with couple well-being, proposing that each
variable would account for unique variance
in well-being—that is, controlling for vari-
ations in level of commitment, we should
find that relationships function better to the
extent that the partners’ levels of commit-
ment are mutual. Hypothesis 2 predicted
that the association of mutuality of commit-
ment with couple well-being would at least
partially be accounted for by the mediators
identified earlier—by balance of power,
trust level, and/or the absence of negative
affect. The prediction that level of commit-
ment would be positively associated with
couple well-being represents a replication
of previous research, whereas predictions
regarding associations with mutuality of
commitment extend previous work, repre-
senting the first attempt to (1) study the
association of mutuality with couple well-
being, (2) examine the unique predictive
power of mutuality above and beyond level
of commitment, and (3) explore possible
reasons for an association of mutuality with
couple well-being.

Method

Study 1

Farticipants and recruitment. Study 1 par-
ticipants were 53 couples (53 women, 53
men) who took part in a three-wave longi-
tudinal study of romantic relationships con-
ducted at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill (for a full description of the
study, see Drigotas, 1993). Couples were re-
cruited via a two-stage process: (1) Descrip-
tions of the project were posted on the no-
tice board for the University of North
Carolina research participant pool as well
as in the campus newspaper; and (2) inter-
ested couples contacted the first author to
receive additional information about the
project and to volunteer for participation.
Thirteen couples separated over the course
of the study. The sample included 53 cou-
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ples at Time 1, 45 couples at Time 2, and 40
couples at Time 3.

At Time 1, participants were 19.94 years
old on average, with about equal numbers
from each year in school (17% freshmen,
28% sophomores, 24% juniors, 24% sen-
iors, 8% other). The majority were Cauca-
sian (6% African American, 1% Asian
American, 91% Caucasian, 1% Latino, 2%
other). At Time 1, participants had been
involved for an average of 19.17 months.
The majority described their involvements
as steady dating relationships (5% dating
casually, 10% dating regularly, 74% dating
steadily, 11% engaged or married), and
most were monogamous (91% said neither
partner dated others, 5% said one partner
dated others, 5% said both partners dated
others).

Research design and procedure.  'We ob-
tained data from each couple on three oc-
casions over the course of an academic se-
mester—once every 4 to 5 weeks. At each
occasion partners attended sessions during
which they completed questionnaires and
participated in laboratory tasks relevant to
broader project goals. While completing
their questionnaires, partners were sepa-
rated so that they could not view each
other’s responses. Participants were assured
that their responses would remain confi-
dential; no one but the principal investiga-
tor and his assistants would view their data,
and their partners would never be informed
of their responses. At the end of each re-
search occasion couples were partially de-
briefed, reminded of upcoming activities,
paid, and thanked for their assistance. Cou-
ples were paid $10 for participation in each
research occasion; in addition, individuals
who were recruited through the research
participant pool received credit toward par-
tial fulfillment of the requirements for in-
troductory psychology courses.

Questionnaires. The questionnaire admin-
istered at Times 1, 2, and 3 included instru-
ments to measure level of commitment,
mutuality of commitment, trust level, nega-
tive affect, and couple well-being (along
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with other instruments that are irrelevant
to the goals of the present research).

Level of Commitment was measured us-
ing five items that have been employed in
previous research regarding commitment
processes (Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult et al.,
1991;e.g., “To what degree do you feel com-
mitted to maintaining your relationship?”;
0 = not very committed, 8 = completely
committed).?

Mutuality of Commitment was measured
using an instrument developed specifically
for the present work. Participants com-
pleted four items in response to the ques-
tion “How do you rate relative to your part-
ner on each of the following dimensions?”
(e.g., “Who’s more committed to making
your relationship last—you or your part-
ner?”; 0 = my partner,4 = we’re equal, 8 =
me). High scores for this Relative Commit-
ment Level variable reflect the participant’s
perception that he or she is more commit-
ted than the partner, whereas low scores
reflect the participant’s perception that the
partner is relatively more committed.

To measure Mutuality of Commitment,
participants’ scores were “folded” to pro-
duce a variable for which higher numbers
reflect greater perceived mutuality (i.e.,
items were coded such that 8 = 0,7 =1,
6 = 2, and 5 = 3). When responses are
re-scored in this manner, high scores reflect
strong perceived mutuality (“We’re equally
committed”), whereas low scores reflect
perceived nonmutuality (either “My part-

2. Our theoretical and operational definitions of com-
mitment treat this variable as a global, unitary con-
struct. It should be noted that in contrast to the
present approach, M. Johnson has argued for the
existence of three distinct types of commit-
ment—personal commitment, structural commit-
ment, and moral commitment (M. Johnson, 1991).
In some respects, the differences between M.
Johnson’s model and the present model are linguis-
tic: What M. Johnson describes as different types of
commitment we describe as different bases of de-
pendence. Given that the current work represents
an additional link in an existing program of re-
search employing the present theoretical defini-
tion, the operational definition we employ provides
a benchmark for comparison with other studies em-
ploying similar measures.
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ner is more committed” or “I am more
committed”). Thus, the Mutuality of Com-
mitment variable reflects degree of per-
ceived mutuality independent of commit-
ment level: High mutuality scores reflect
belief that the self and partner are equally
committed, irrespective of whether the two
are highly committed or not at all commit-
ted; low mutuality scores reflect belief that
either the self is more committed than the
partner or the partner is more committed
than the self.

Trust Level was measured using a 12-item
instrument including the four most reliable
items from the predictability, dependability,
and faith subscales of the Rempel, Holmes,
and Zanna (1985) relationship-specific trust
measure (see reliability coefficients in Rem-
pel et al., 1985; p. 103; e.g., “Though times
may change and the future is uncertain, I
know my partner will always be ready and
willing to offer me strength and support”; 0
= agree not at all,8 = agree completely).

Negative Affect was measured using a 27-
item instrument. Participants reported the
frequency with which they experienced
each of 27 emotions in their relationship,
including 15 negative emotions (e.g., “fear-
ful,” “rejected,” “jealous”; 0 = never, 8 =
very often).

Couple Well-Being was measured using a
version of Spanier’s (1976) Dyadic Adjust-
ment Scale, which is suitable for dating re-
lationships. Given the breadth of items
tapped by the scale, it is not surprising that
some items overlap with the features of in-
terdependence examined in the present
work. All analyses reported below employ
a 28-item commitment-purged measure of
couple well-being (i.e., we dropped four
items, such as “How often do you discuss or
have you considered divorce, separation, or
terminating your relationship?”). This
measure assesses such qualities as intimacy
(e.g., “Do you confide in your mate?”),
agreement (e.g., “Do you agree about mak-
ing major decisions?”), effective problem
solving (e.g., “How often do you calmly dis-
cuss something?”), and shared activities
(e.g., “Do you and your mate engage in
outside interests together?”).
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Study 2

Participants and recruitment. Study 2 par-
ticipants were 65 couples (65 women, 65
men) who took part in Times 1, 3, and 5 of
a six-wave longitudinal study of marital re-
lationships (for a full description of the
study, see Rusbult, Bissonnette, Arriaga, &
Cox, 1998a). Couples were recruited via a
three-stage process: (1) over a 3-year pe-
riod we located 230 couples who applied for
marriage licenses at the local county court-
house; (2) research assistants telephoned
couples to determine whether they wished
to receive project information (interested
couples were mailed such information); and
(3) the principal investigator telephoned
couples to solicit their participation. One
hundred sixty-five couples agreed to par-
ticipate, for a volunteer rate of 72% (165
out of a sampling population of 230); 123
couples completed Time 1 activities, for a
participation rate of 75% (123 out of 165).
The analyses reported herein are based on
the first 65 couples to complete research
activities at Times 1, 3, and 5 (relevant con-
structs were measured at these research oc-
casions).

At Time 1, participants were 31.78 years
old on average. All participants had com-
pleted high school, 76% had bachelor’s de-
grees, and 32% had graduate degrees. Par-
ticipants’ personal annual salary was about
$25,000. The majority were Caucasian (2%
African American, 3% Asian American,
95% Caucasian). Sixty-three percent were
Protestant, 18% were Catholic, 13% were
Jewish, and 6% had other religious or non-
religious affiliations (e.g., Buddhist, athe-
ist). At Time 1, participants had been mar-
ried for about 8 months.

Research design and procedure. The pro-
ject was a six-wave lagged longitudinal
study: Couples began participating at dif-
ferent times but engaged in parallel activi-
ties at a parallel pace, completing research
activities at approximately 6-month inter-
vals. At Times 1, 3, and 5, partners were
mailed copies of questionnaires; completed
questionnaires were returned via the mail.
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Partners were asked to complete their
questionnaires independently. At Times 2,
4, and 6, partners participated in laboratory
sessions during which they completed ques-
tionnaires and participated in laboratory
tasks relevant to broader project goals. Par-
ticipants were assured that their responses
would remain confidential; no one but the
principal investigator and her assistants
would view their data, and their partners
would never be informed of their responses.
At the end of each research occasion, cou-
ples were partially debriefed, reminded of
upcoming activities, compensated, and
thanked for their assistance. At the outset
of the project, we paid couples $15 for
mailed questionnaires and $25 for labora-
tory sessions; midway into the project we
increased rates to $25 for mailed question-
naires and $40 for laboratory sessions.

Questionnaires. The questionnaire admin-
istered at Times 1, 3, and 5 included instru-
ments to measure level of commitment,
mutuality of commitment, mutuality of
power, and couple well-being (along with
other instruments that are irrelevant to the
goals of the present research); at Times 3
and 5 the questionnaire also measured trust
level. Questionnaire items paralleled those
employed in Study 1, except that Study 1
items were worded in a manner appropriate
for dating relationships, whereas Study 2
items were worded in a manner appropriate
for marital relationships. As in Study 1, five
items measured Level of Commitment and
four items measured Mutuality of Com-
mitment (as well as Relative Commitment
Level). The instrument assessing Mutuality
of Commitment also included four items to
measure Mutuality of Power (as well as
Relative Power Level;e.g.,“ Who more often
gets his/her way in deciding how to spend
your free time?”;0 = my partner,4 = we’re
equal, 8 = me). Following our procedure for
measuring Mutuality of Commitment, the
Relative Power items were “folded” to yield
scores for which higher numbers reflect
greater perceived mutuality. Trust Level
was measured using the 12-item instrument
employed in Study 1. Couple Well-Being
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was measured using the standard Dyadic
Adjustment Scale, which is suitable for
marital relationships. As in Study 1, given
that some scale items overlap with the fea-
tures of interdependence examined in the
present research, all analyses employ a com-
mitment-purged measure of couple well-
being.

Results

Reliability and validity of measures

We performed reliability analyses to assess
the internal consistency of items intended
to measure each construct. These analyses
revealed acceptable coefficients for items
tapping Level of Commitment (for Study 1,
o at Times 1, 2, and 3 = .84, .85, .91; for
Study 2, 0 at Times 1,3,and 5 = .73, .81, .83),
Mutuality of Commitment (Study 1 o = .72,
.74, .88; Study 2 a = .69, .57,.71), and Cou-
ple Well-Being (Study 1 ¢ = .91, .92, .94;
Study 2 a = .86, .89, .90). Reliability coeffi-
cients were also acceptable for the poten-
tial mediators: Trust Level (Study 1 ¢ = .90,
.90, .90; Study 2 o at Times 3 and 5 = .90,
.93), Negative Affect (Study 1 a = .95, .95,
.93), and Mutuality of Power (Study 2 o =
.64, .59, .67). Therefore, separately for each
partner at each research occasion, we de-
veloped a single measure of each con-
struct—the sum of relevant items for Cou-
ple Well-Being, the average of relevant
items for all other constructs.

We also calculated test-retest correla-
tions for each variable. These analyses re-
vealed good consistency between earlier
and later measures for Level of Commit-
ment (for Studies 1 and 2, average test-re-
test rs = .81 and .72), Mutuality of Commit-
ment (average rs = .81 and .54), Couple
Well-Being (average rs = .81 and .75), Trust
Level (average rs = .72 and .75), Mutuality
of Power (Study 2 average r = .54), and
Negative Affect (Study 1 average r = .80,
all ps < .01). Thus, our measures exhibited
good consistency over time.

To evaluate the validity of our measures
we calculated within-couple correlations of
male and female partners’ reports of Cou-
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ple Well-Being, Relative Commitment
Level, and Relative Power Level. Male and
female partners’ reports of Couple Well-
Being were in moderate agreement (for
Studies 1 and 2, average rs = .42 and .65, all
ps < .01). Also, partners exhibited moder-
ate agreement in their reports of Relative
Commitment Level (using unfolded mutu-
ality measures; average rs = —.54 and — .43,
all ps <.01). That is, if the husband reported
that he was more committed than his wife,
the wife tended to report that she was less
committed than her husband. These results
demonstrate that partners perceive differ-
ences in their levels of commitment, and
tend to agree in their perception of such
differences. Parallel findings were observed
for the Study 2 measures of Relative Power
Level (using unfolded mutuality measures;
for Study 2, average r = —.60, all ps < .01).

To examine the validity of our measures
of perceived mutuality further, we devel-
oped a coupled-level measure of Discrep-
ancy in Commitment—the absolute value
of the difference between the self-reported
Levels of Commitment by both the male
and female. Discrepancy in Commitment
was negatively correlated with the average
of the partners’ reports of Mutuality of
Commitment (for Studies 1 and 2, rs =
—.35 and —.27), as well as with the male
partner’s (rs = —.27 and —.28) and female
partner’s reports of Mutuality of Commit-
ment (rs = —.30 and —.16, all ps < .05).
That is, perceived mutuality is related to the
actual discrepancy between partners’ com-
mitment levels. We also calculated
Male—Female Commitment—the signed dif-
ference between the male’s and female’s
Levels of Commitment. Male—Female
Commitment was negatively correlated
with the female’s report of Relative Com-
mitment Level (0 = partner is more com-
mitted, 8 = I am more committed; rs =
—.41 and —.27), and was positively corre-
lated with the male’s report of Relative
Commitment Level (rs = .55 and .36, all ps
< .05). That is, male and female partners’
perceptions of their relative commitment
levels are related to the actual discrepancy
between male and female partners’ com-
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mitment levels. These analyses provide
good support for the validity of our mutual-
ity measures. There is some subjectivity and
error in perception; the above-reported sta-
tistics account for less than 100% of the
variance. At the same time, the observed
links among measures suggest that partici-
pants’ perceptions of mutuality and relative
commitment level to some degree reflect
real circumstances of interdependence.
Across-partner correlations for other
variables are not relevant to assessing
measure validity, in that these qualities logi-
cally can differ for the partners in a given
relationship. For example, if male and fe-
male partners’ levels of commitment were
uncorrelated, this could be because part-
ners’ feelings of commitment frequently
differ. Nevertheless, in light of the assertion
that mutuality promotes couple well-being,
we were gratified to discover that, on aver-
age, partners tended to exhibit some degree
of mutuality—male and female partners ex-
hibited similar reports of Level of Commit-
ment (for Studies 1 and 2, average rs = .65
and .60), Trust Level (average rs = .40 and
.57, all ps < .01), and Negative Affect (for
Study 1, average r = .40, all ps < .01).

Analysis strategy

We used a two-step analysis strategy to es-
timate effect sizes and significance levels in
a series of simultaneous regression analyses
(A. Aron and N. Bolger, personal communi-
cation, June 29, 1998; for a full description
of this strategy, see Drigotas, Rusbult, Wie-
selquist, & Whitton, in press). In Step 1 we
calculated the proportion of variance ac-
counted for by each predictor variable
(Step 1 Effect SS + Step 1 Total SS). All
Step 1 analyses included main effects of
Time and Sex, the Time by Sex interaction,
and all two- and three-factor interactions of
Time and Sex with each predictor variable.
Given that the data from male and female
partners at multiple research occasions are
nonindependent, the error terms in Step 1
analyses are inappropriate (i.e., they are
based on pooled nonindependent data) and
the degrees of freedom are inflated (e.g.,
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the df reflect observations from males and
females on multiple research occasions).
In Step 2 we replicated the Step 1 analy-
ses separately for male and female partners
at each research occasion. We used the me-
dian of the Step 2 error terms (and the as-
sociated df) for use in calculating signifi-

(Step 1 Effect SS+Step 1 Total SS)
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cance levels for Step 1 effects (e.g., out of
six rank-ordered Step 2 error terms, we
used the average of the third- and fourth-
highest terms). Based on the results of the
Step 1 and Step 2 analyses, we calculated Fs
using the following equation:

% Step 1 Denominator Effect df

(1 — [Step 2 Model SS+Step 2 Total SS])

To report ts for predictors, we calculated
the (signed) square-root of the F for each
effect. Given that our analysis strategy is
relatively conservative—and in light of the
fact that we advanced a priori hypotheses
regarding the associations among vari-
ables—we report one-tailed significance
tests.

Note that the logic underlying our calcu-
lations parallels the logic underlying tradi-
tional procedures for calculating effect
sizes and significance levels. The s obtained
using this procedure are very close—albeit
slightly weaker—than those obtained by
averaging the ts from the individual Step 2
analyses. In all instances, the significance
versus nonsignificance of the obtained ¢ was
identical to the significance versus nonsig-
nificance of the average ¢ from the individ-
ual Step 2 analyses.

Table 1 summarizes findings from con-
current and residualized lagged analyses
examining the simultaneous associations of
Level of Commitment and Mutuality of
Commitment with Couple Well-Being. Ta-
ble 2 summarizes findings from concurrent
mediation analyses (Baron & Kenny, 1986;
see statistics for “Model 2”). To facilitate
interpretation of regression results (see Ta-
ble 2 statistics under “Regression Analy-
sis”), we also present the simple association
of each predictor with the criterion (see Ta-
ble 2 statistics under “Simple Association™).
The “simple association” reflects the asso-
ciation of a predictor with the criterion in
an analysis that takes account of variance
attributable to Time, Sex, and interactions
with Time and Sex. We present this type of
simple association rather than a correlation

Step 2 Numerator Effect df

coefficient because this type of association
parallels the regression results, and accord-
ingly represents a suitable “univariate”
baseline for interpreting regression results
(i.e., all statistics are from analyses, includ-
ing main effects and interactions for Time
and Sex). No effects involving Time or Sex
were significant, so these variables will not
be discussed in the following summary of
our findings.

Concurrent associations of Level of
Commitment and Mutuality of
Commitment with Couple Well-Being

First, we performed concurrent regression
analyses (see Table 1, “Concurrent Analy-
ses”). Consistent with expectations, in both
Study 1 and Study 2 the simple concurrent
association with Couple Well-Being was
significant for both Level of Commitment
(see Table 1 statistics under “Simple Asso-
ciation”; betas = .50 and .54) and Mutuality
of Commitment (betas = .47 and .27).3 And

3. Are the associations of level of commitment and
mutuality of commitment with well-being evident
for diverse forms of couple well-being? We calcu-
lated the four subscales of the Dyadic Adjustment
Scale (Spanier, 1976)—Dyadic Consensus, Affec-
tive Expression, Dyadic Satisfaction, and Dyadic
Cohesion—and examined the simple correlations
of each predictor with each subscale. Level of Com-
mitment was significantly correlated with all four
subscales in both studies (rs ranged from .26 to .67,
all ps < .01); similarly, Mutuality of Commitment
was significantly correlated with all four subscales
in both studies (rs ranged from .19 to .55, all ps <
.01). Thus, the associations of Level of Commit-
ment and Mutuality of Commitment with Couple
Well-Being appear to be relatively general, apply-
ing to diverse forms of well-being.
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Table 1. Regression analyses predicting Couple Well-Being from Level of Commitment

and Mutuality of Commitment: Studies 1 and 2

Simple Association Regression Analysis
Beta t Beta t R?
Concurrent Analyses
Couple Well-Being From
Study 1
Level of Commitment S50 3.47%* il 2.51%* 37%
Mutuality of Commitment A7 3.25%% 30% 1.93*
Study 2
Leve! of Commitment 545 4.42%* ST 3.83%* 35w
Mutuality of Commitment 27* 1.95% A7+ 1.36%

Residualized Lagged Analyses

Later Couple Well-Being From

Study 1
Earlier Level of Commitment A1
Earlier Mutuality of Commitment A46%*
Earlier Dyadic Adjustment B1**
Study 2
Earlier Level of Commitment A49%*
Earlier Mutuality of Commitment 16
Earlier Dyadic Adjustment JTTEE

2.77** .06 0.59 JOx*
3.10%* .05 0.47

9.02** JT7EE 6.94%*

3.97%* .09 1.25 62%*
1317 —.08 —1.26

8.32%* TTEE 10.74**

Note: All analyses included Time, Sex, Time by Sex, and all two- and three-factor interactions of Time and Sex
with each predictor variable. Statistics under “Simple Association” reflect the simple association of each pre-
dictor with well-being, including Time, Sex, and interactions with Time and Sex; statistics under “Regression
Analysis” reflect the simultaneous associations of multiple predictors with well-being, including Time, Sex, and

interactions with Time and Sex.
*p < 05, %*p < 01. *p < .10.

consistent with Hypothesis 1, when we re-
gressed Couple Well-Being simultaneously
onto both predictor variables, significant or
marginal associations with Couple Well-Be-
ing were evident for both Level of Commit-
ment (see Table 1 statistics under “Regres-
sion Analysis”; betas = .38 and .51) and
Mutuality of Commitment (betas = .30 and
.17). Thus, high perceived Mutuality of
Commitment is fairly reliably predictive of
concurrent Couple Well-Being even when
we control for Level of Commitment; high
commitment level is reliably predictive of
Couple Well-Being even when we control
for the perceived mutuality of partners’
commitment.4

4. Do associations with well-being differ depending
on which partner is more committed to the rela-
tionship? For example, is it more deleterious to

couple functioning when the male is more commit-
ted than when the female is more committed? To
address this question we calculated the simple cor-
relations of Couple Well-Being with Relative Com-
mitment Level separately for male and female part-
ners. Recall that Relative Commitment Level
represents each partner’s perception of who is
more committed to the relationship (0 = partner is
more committed, 8 = 1 am more committed). In
within-participant analyses, Relative Commitment
Level was not significantly correlated with Couple
Well-Being in either Study 1 or Study 2 (men’s rs =
.02 and .05, women’s rs = —.04 and ~.07). In par-
allel manner, within-couple correlations revealed
that the individual’s report of Relative Commit-
ment Level was not significantly correlated with
the partner’s report of Couple Well-Being in either
Study 1 or Study 2 (men’s rs = .14 and —.05,
women’s rs = .05 and —.02). Thus, it does not seem
to matter whether the male or female partner is
perceived to be more highly committed to the rela-
tionship—mutuality versus nonmutuality per se ac-
counts for the findings displayed in Table 1.
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Table 2. Concurrent mediation analyses predicting Couple Well-Being from Level of
Commitment, Mutuality of Commitment, and several potential mediators: Studies 1 and 2

Simple Association

Regression Analysis

Beta

14 Beta t R?

Concurrent Mediation by Trust Level

Couple Well-Being From

Study 1
Level of Commitment S50** 3.47** 13 0.88 S4¥*
Mutuality of Commitment 47 3.25%* 15 1.20
Trust Level 0% 5.93** S5%* 3.54%*

Study 2
Level of Commitment S54x* 4.42%* 29%* 2.61%* T0**
Mutuality of Commitment 27* 1.95% —.06 -0.31
Trust Level T2x* 9.29%* S5%* 6.80**

Concurrent Mediation by Negative Affect

Couple Well-Being From

Study 1
Level of Commitment S0%* 3.47%* 20 1.43* S56%*
Mutuality of Commitment A7x* 3.25%* 13 0.95
Negative Affect =71 —5.81%* —.56%* —3.89%*

Concurrent Mediation by Mutuality of Power

Couple Well-Being From

Study 2
Level of Commitment S54x* 4.42%* S53** 3.91%* 37
Mutuality of Commitment 27 1.95% .03 0.33
Mutuality of Power 14+ 1.33* A2 1.09

Note: All analyses included Time, Sex, Time by Sex, and all two- and three-factor interactions of Time and Sex
with each predictor variable. Statistics under “Simple Association” reflect the simple association of each pre-
dictor with well-being, including Time, Sex, and interactions with Time and Sex; statistics under “Regression
Analysis” reflect the simultaneous associations of multiple predictors with well-being, including Time, Sex, and

interactions with Time and Sex.
*p < 05, #*p < 01. *p < .10.

We performed exploratory analyses to
determine whether Level of Commitment
and Mutuality of Commitment interact in
affecting Couple Well-Being. For example,
is it possible that the association of per-
ceived mutuality with well-being is particu-
larly notable when Level of Commitment is
high? Paralleling the earlier concurrent
analyses, we regressed Couple Well-Being
simultaneously onto Level of Commitment,

Mutuality of Commitment, and the interac-
tion of Level of Commitment with Mutual-
ity of Commitment (the multiplicative
product). The interaction of Level of Com-
mitment with Mutuality of Commitment
was nonsignificant in both Study 1 and
Study 2. Thus, the association of perceived
mutuality with Couple Well-Being does not
differ as a function of low versus high Level
of Commitment.
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Residualized lagged associations of Level
of Commitment and Mutuality of
Commitment with Couple Well-Being

Next, we examined the lagged associations
among variables (see Table 1, “Residual-
ized Lagged Analyses”). Consistent with
expectations, the simple lagged association
of Earlier Level of Commitment with Later
Couple Well-Being was significant in both
Study 1 and Study 2 (betas = 41 and .49).
The simple lagged association of Earlier
Mutuality of Commitment with Later Cou-
ple Well-Being was significant in Study 1
and marginal in Study 2 (betas = .46 and
.16). These results increase confidence in
the validity of the earlier-reported concur-
rent findings: Although it is possible that
transitory mood states or self-report bias
might partially account for the concurrent
associations among variables, such a spuri-
ous association becomes less probable in
lagged analyses.

Next we performed residualized lagged
analyses, regressing Later Couple Well-Be-
ing onto Earlier Couple Well-Being, Earlier
Level of Commitment, and Earlier Mutual-
ity of Commitment (along with all relevant
upper-level variables). These analyses
evaluate the ability of earlier predictor vari-
ables to account for variance in Later Cou-
ple Well-Being controlling for Earlier Cou-
ple Well-Being—that is, these analyses
examine the ability of earlier predictors to
account for change over time in Couple
Well-Being, Inconsistent with Hypothesis 1,
the coefficients for Earlier Level of Com-
mitment and Earlier Mutuality of Commit-
ment declined to nonsignificance. It seems
plausible that our predictors were not reli-
ably associated with change over time in
Couple Well-Being because there was insuf-
ficient change in this criterion—the simple
link between earlier and later measures of
Well-Being accounted for 66% of the vari-
ance in Study 1 and 59% of the variance in
Study 2. Once the associations of Earlier
Couple Well-Being with Later Couple Well-
Being were accounted for, there was simply
too little variance remaining to observe reli-
able associations with other predictors.
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As in the concurrent analyses, we per-
formed exploratory analyses to determine
whether Earlier Level of Commitment and
Earlier Mutuality of Commitment inter-
acted in affecting Later Couple Well-Being,
When we regressed Later Couple Well-Be-
ing simultaneously onto Earlier Couple
Well-Being, Earlier Level of Commitment,
Earlier Mutuality of Commitment, and the
interaction of Earlier Level with Earlier
Mutuality (the multiplicative product), we
found that the interaction of Earlier Level
of Commitment with Earlier Mutuality of
Commitment was nonsignificant in both
Study 1 and Study 2. Again, the association
of perceived Mutuality of Commitment
with Couple Well-Being does not appear to
differ as a function of low versus high Level
of Commitment.

Concurrent mediation of associations with
Mutuality of Commitment

We performed mediation analyses to exam-
ine the role of Trust, Negative Affect, and
Mutuality of Power in mediating the asso-
ciation of Mutuality of Commitment with
Couple Well-Being (cf. Baron & Kenny,
1986). Given that the associations of Level
of Commitment and Mutuality of Commit-
ment with Couple Well-Being were nonsig-
nificant in the residualized lagged analyses,
we performed concurrent mediation analy-
ses. Our data by and large met the precon-
ditions for assessing mediation: In addition
to the associations displayed in Table 1, (1)
Mutuality of Commitment was associated
with Trust Level, Negative Affect, and Mu-
tuality of Power, and (2) Couple Well-Being
was associated with Trust Level, Negative
Affect, and Mutuality of Power (the latter
association was marginal). Each mediation
analysis included three predictor vari-
ables—Level of Commitment, Mutuality of
Commitment, and one of three potential
mediators. To the extent that a given media-
tor accounts for the association of Mutual-
ity with Couple Well-Being, when the me-
diator is included in a regression analysis
along with Mutuality, the coefficient for
Mutuality should decline substantially.
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We also adopted a second and related
means of assessing mediation—a tech-
nique that involved model comparison
procedures (cf. Cramer, 1972). To examine
directly the variance attributable to Mutu-
ality of Commitment above and beyond
each potential mediator, we compared the
variance in Couple Well-Being accounted
for by (a) a regression model including just
one predictor—a given potential mediator
(along with Time, Sex, and interactions
with these variables), to (b) a regression
model including two predictors—Mutual-
ity of Commitment and the potential me-
diator (along with Time, Sex, and interac-
tions with these variables). If the model
including (b), the potential mediator and
Mutuality of Commitment, does not ac-
count for substantially greater variance
than (a), the model including only the po-
tential mediator, then we can feel confi-
dent that any association of Mutuality with
Couple Well-Being is largely attributable
to the mediator.

The analyses assessing mediation by
Trust Level revealed that in both Study 1
and Study 2, when we included Trust Level
as a predictor variable along with Level of
Commitment and Mutuality of Commit-
ment, coefficient for Trust Level tended to
remain relatively strong (betas = .55 and
.55), whereas coefficients for Mutuality of
Commitment declined substantially (betas
= .15 and —.06). (In Study 1, the coefficient
for Level of Commitment also declined
substantially [beta = .13].) In addition,
when we compared the variance accounted
for by a model including both Mutuality
and Trust as predictors (R%s for Studies 1
and 2 = .51 and .64) to the variance ac-
counted for by Trust as a single predictor
(R%s = 47 and .64), the model including
Trust alone was only slightly inferior in
Study 1 (discrepancy in explained variance
= 4%; F[1,52] = 4.24,p < .05) and was not
significantly inferior in Study 2 (discrep-
ancy in explained variance = 0%; F [1, 64]
= 0.00, ns). That is, Mutuality of Commit-
ment did not tend to account for substantial
unique variance above and beyond Trust
Level. These findings provide relatively
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good evidence for mediation by Trust, and
are compatible with the claim that Trust
rather thoroughly mediates the observed
association of Mutuality with Couple Well-
Being.

When we included Negative Affect as a
predictor variable along with Level of
Commitment and Mutuality of Commit-
ment, the coefficient for Negative Affect
remained strong (beta = —.56), whereas
the coefficient for Mutuality of Commit-
ment declined substantially (beta = .13).In
addition, when we compared the variance
accounted for by a model including both
Mutuality and Negative Affect (R? = .49)
to the variance accounted for by Negative
Affect as a single predictor (R? = 45), the
model including Negative Affect alone was
only slightly inferior (discrepancy in ex-
plained variance = 6%; F [1, 52] = 4.08, p
< .05). That is, Mutuality of Commitment
accounted for only a small amount of
unique variance beyond Negative Affect.
These findings provide moderate evidence
for mediation by Negative Affect, and they
are compatible with the claim that Negative
Affect partially mediates the observed as-
sociation of Mutuality with Couple Well-
Being.

When we included Mutuality of Power
as a predictor variable along with Level of
Commitment and Mutuality of Commit-
ment, the coefficient for Mutuality of Com-
mitment declined substantially (beta =
.03); however, the coefficient for Mutuality
of Power also declined to nonsignificance
(beta = .12). Moreover, when we compared
the variance accounted for by a model in-
cluding both Mutuality of Commitment
and Mutuality of Power (RZ = .14) to the
variance accounted for by Mutuality of
Power as a single lower-level predictor (R?
= .06), the latter model was significantly
inferior (discrepancy in explained variance
= 8%; F [1, 64] = 5.95, p < .05). These
findings provide little evidence for media-
tion by Mutuality if Power—the variance
uniquely attributable to Mutuality of Power
was weak at best, and Mutuality of Com-
mitment accounted for significant unique
variance beyond Mutuality of Power.
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Discussion

Associations of level of commitment and
mutuality of commitment with couple
well-being

Earlier, we advanced several propositions
about commitment, need, and vulnerability.
We noted that committed involvement is
the context in which many important needs
are gratified, and we suggested that high
commitment typically is beneficial to rela-
tionships. We also argued that despite the
many benefits of high commitment, com-
mitment also implies vulnerability. We pro-
posed that such vulnerability is reduced to
the degree that partners are mutually com-
mitted to their relationship. The results of
two longitudinal studies revealed moder-
ately good support for this characterization
of the benefits and perils of commitment.

In both dating relationships and marital
relationships, we observed good concurrent
support for Hypothesis 1: Both level of
commitment and perceived mutuality of
commitment are associated with healthy
functioning in relationships. Moreover,
each variable accounts for unique variance
in couple well-being—the benefits of per-
ceived mutuality are not attributable to any
confounding of mutuality with level of
commitment, and the benefits of level of
commitment are not attributable to any
confounding of level with perceived mutu-
ality. Arguably, these findings are relatively
general, applying to diverse forms of well-
being—simple associations of mutuality
with couple well-being were evident for all
four subscales of the Dyadic Adjustment
Scale (Spanier, 1976; see note 3 supra).

In addition, auxiliary analyses revealed
no evidence of interactions of perceived
mutuality with level of commitment. That is,
the association of perceived mutuality with
couple well-being does not appear to differ
depending on whether commitment level is
low or high. In addition, the association of
perceived mutuality with couple well-being
does not differ for women and men or as a
function of time, and auxiliary analyses re-
vealed that the association of perceived
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mutuality with couple well-being does not
differ depending on whether the male or
female partner is more committed (see note
4 supra). These findings are compatible
with the assertion that the ideal pattern of
involvement in an ongoing relationship is
one in which partners make themselves
fully—yet equally—dependent upon and
committed to one another.

We also tested our hypotheses in lagged
analyses. The simple lagged associations of
level of commitment and mutuality of com-
mitment with couple well-being were sig-
nificant or marginal in both studies. These
findings provide some support for the va-
lidity of the concurrent findings: Whereas
it could be argued that finding from the
concurrent analyses might have been an
artifactual product of temporary mood
states or self-report bias, parallel findings
from lagged analyses presumably are less
prone to such bias, particularly if one
accepts the secemingly plausible assertion
that there is some degree of day-to-day
variation in mood and self-report tenden-
cies. However, residualized lagged analyses
did not support our hypotheses. Presum-
ably, effects in these analyses were nonsig-
nificant because there was insufficient
change over time in couple well-being (ear-
lier well-being accounted for about 60% of
the variance in later well-being). Once
associations with earlier well-being were
accounted for, there may have been in-
sufficient variance remaining in couple
well-being (i.e., in residualized well-being)
to observe reliable associations with other
predictor variables.

To what degree is perceived mutuality of
commitment illusory rather than “real”?
From the point of view of the social con-
structionist perspective, one could specu-
late that perceived mutuality might bear
only a weak relation to the reality of part-
ners’ respective commitment levels (cf.
Gergen, 1985). Accordingly, we were
pleased to discover relatively good evi-
dence that partners’ perceptions of relative
commitment level to a considerable degree
are congruent with partners’ actual com-
mitment levels: Partners exhibit moderate
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agreement in descriptions of their relative
commitment levels, and partners’ reports of
relative commitment level are in agreement
with the actual discrepancy between their
respective levels of commitment. Thus, al-
though it is easy to imagine that percep-
tions of mutuality and relative commitment
level might be substantially colored by per-
sonal experiences that are largely irrelevant
to the realities of an ongoing relationship
(e.g., self-esteem, attachment style), it ap-
pears that our results to a considerable de-
gree reflect actual levels of commitment.
These findings suggest that individuals are
reasonably in touch with circumstances of
interdependence  in  their  relation-
ships—that is, these findings are compatible
with the interdependence theory assump-
tion that interdependence structure to
some degree is “real,” and therefore per-
ceivable by both partners in ongoing rela-
tionships.

Mediation of the association of mutuality
of commitment with couple well-being

What accounts for the association of mutu-
ality of commitment with couple well-be-
ing? We advanced and tested three possible
lines of reasoning to explain such a rela-
tionship. First, we suggested that mutuality
of commitment may be beneficial because
mutuality represents balance of power. Fol-
lowing the logic of interdependence theory,
we suggested that an individual’s power
over his or her partner to some degree re-
flects the strength of the partner’s commit-
ment. When power is imbalanced (i.e.,
when commitment is imbalanced), there
are opportunities for the exploitation of
one partner by another. Balance of power
involves checks and balances—restraints
on abuse and protection against exploita-
tion. Consistent with this line of reasoning,
we found that mutuality of power was posi-
tively associated with mutuality of commit-
ment. Also, when we included mutuality of
power as a predictor variable along with
level of commitment and mutuality of com-
mitment, the coefficient for mutuality of
commitment declined substantially. At the
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same time, the variance in couple well-be-
ing uniquely attributable to mutuality of
power was quite weak, and mutuality of
commitment accounted for significant
unique variance above and beyond mutual-
ity of power. Thus, mutuality of power does
not appear to be a powerful mediator of the
link between mutuality of commitment and
couple well-being.

A second possible explanation for the
association of mutuality of commitment
with couple well-being emphasized the af-
fective consequences of nonmutuality. We
suggested that conditions of nonmutuality
are unlikely to be emotionally comfortable
for either the less committed partner or the
more committed partner. Individuals who
feel more committed than do their partners
may experience emotions such as anxiety,
insecurity, or mistrust. Individuals who feel
less committed than their partners may ex-
perience unwanted responsibility, guilt, or
resentment. We argued that this blend of
negative emotions is unlikely to be a fertile
medium for healthy involvement. Consis-
tent with this line of reasoning, we found
that negative affect was negatively associ-
ated with mutuality of commitment. Also,
when we included negative affect as a pre-
dictor variable along with level of commit-
ment and mutuality of commitment, the co-
efficient for mutuality of commitment
declined substantially. Moreover, mutuality
of commitment accounted for only a small
amount of unique variance beyond vari-
ance attributable to negative affect. These
findings are compatible with the claim that
negative affect partially mediates the asso-
ciation of mutuality of commitment with
couple well-being.

A third explanation for the association
of mutuality of commitment with couple
well-being emphasized the link between
mutuality and trust. We suggested that trust
more readily emerges in relationships. in-
volving mutual commitment, in that in mu-
tually committed relationships, both part-
ners engage in costly or effortful
maintenance acts, both partners demon-
strate their pro-relationship goals, and both
partners can engage in such behavior under



406

conditions of lowest possible risk. Mutual
commitment arguably is a “safe”pattern of
involvement—mutual commitment re-
duces the risks and vulnerabilities of com-
mitment, thereby paving the way for pro-
relationship acts. Consistent with this line
of reasoning, trust level was positively as-
sociated with mutuality of commitment,
and when we included trust as a predictor
variable along with level of commitment
and mutuality of commitment, the coeffi-
cient for mutuality of commitment de-
clined substantially. Moreover, mutuality of
commitment accounted for only a small
amount of unique variance (Study 1) or
nonsignificant unique variance (Study 2)
beyond variance attributable to level of
trust. Thus, it appears that trust level par-
tially to wholly mediates the association of
mutuality of commitment with couple well-
being.

Broader implications of the present
findings

Our findings regarding mediation by levels
of trust are compatible with recent work
concerning the emergence and mainte-
nance of trust. Holmes and Rempel (1989)
propose that trust emerges as a conse-
quence of observing a partner engage in
pro-relationship acts in “diagnostic situ-
ations”—in situations wherein personal
well-being is pitted against relationship
well-being. Given that high commitment
promotes pro-relationship acts, it follows
that trust can be construed as an implicit
gauge of the strength of a partner’s commit-
ment. Accordingly—and as noted above—
mutuality of commitment should reduce
the risks and vulnerabilities of commit-
ment, thereby paving the way for pro-rela-
tionship acts. Indeed, recent research has
demonstrated that (a) individual pro-rela-
tionship acts such as accommodation and
willingness to sacrifice promote partner
trust; (b) trust is associated with the part-
ner’s perception of the individual’s commit-
ment level and with the individual’s self-re-
ported commitment level, and (c) both
commitment and trust are positively associ-
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ated with a couple’s well-being (Wie-
selquist et al., in press). (We speculate that
this “mutual cyclical growth” process may
explain the fact that in Study 1, when we
included Trust as a predictor variable along
with level of commitment and mutuality of
commitment, the coefficients for mutuality
of commitment and level of commitment
declined substantially. Why this effect was
evident in Study 1 but not in Study 2 re-
mains nuclear.) Future research should
seek to integrate the present analysis with
this broader account of the associations
among pro-relationship acts, commitment
level, trust level, and couple well-being.

Much of the existing research regarding
healthy functioning in ongoing relation-
ships has examined equity issues, arguing
that adherence to justice rules promotes
couple well-being (e.g., Hatfield et al., 1985;
Sprecher, 1986). Earlier, we distinguished
between the concepts of equity and mutual-
ity: In contrast to existing conceptualiza-
tions of equity, the mutuality of commit-
ment construct does not rest on
assessments of inputs in relation to out-
comes, nor does it involve judgments of dis-
tributive fairness. We acknowledge that ad-
herence to justice rules may well yield
long-term benefits for close partners. At the
same time, we suspect that achieving condi-
tions of equity will not in itself promote
well-being by couples. From the point of
view of equity theory, partners who are
equally uninvolved should enjoy relation-
ships that are as well-adjusted as those of
partners who are equally involved.

In contrast, our interdependence-based
analysis suggests that a couple’s well-being
rests on (at least) two criteria: (a) level of
commitment, which provides the impetus
for the types of pro-relationship acts that
are essential to healthy couple functioning
(e.g., sacrifice, accommodation); and (b)
mutuality of commitment, which reduces
the dangers of high commitment, providing
a safe environment in which to engage in
such departures from self-interest. Thus, we
suspect that couple well-being rests on con-
siderations other than justice per se—con-
siderations encompassing genuine concern
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for the well-being of a relationship, as em-
bodied in motives such as commitment.

Study strengths and limitations

Prior to closing, we should comment on the
major strengths and limitations of this
work. The major limitation of this research
centers on our reliance on self-report data.
At the same time, it is important to recog-
nize that our measures arguably reflect ac-
tual circumstances of interdependence, in
that (a) partners in the present work exhib-
ited parallel levels of perceived mutuality
of commitment, and their reports of mu-
tuality reflected the actual discrepancy
between partners’ reported commitment
levels; and (b) parallel measures of commit-
ment level have been shown to be associ-
ated with behavioral indices of accommo-
dative behavior, willingness to sacrifice, and
voluntary persistence (e.g., Rusbult, Martz,
& Agnew, 1999; Rusbult et al., 1991; Van
Lange et al., 1997). Also, the measures em-
ployed in the present work exhibited good
test-retest reliability and across-partner
consistency. More generally, it is important
to ask how one could measure inherently
subjective constructs such as commitment
other than via self-report. Thus, although
we recognize the desirability of using be-
havioral measurement to augment self-re-
port measures, self-report methods argu-
ably were a suitable means of measuring
key constructs in the present work.

A second limitation of the present re-
search centers on the fact that our findings
are inherently correlational. Accordingly, it
would be inappropriate to assume that level
of commitment and mutuality of commit-
ment cause changes in couple well-being. It
is equally plausible that couple well-being
causes changes in level of commitment
and/or mutuality of commitment. Indeed, in
previous work we have argued for a model
of “mutual cyclical growth,” wherein (a)
variables represented as “effects” may feed
back on and influence variables repre-
sented as “causes,” and (b) variables for one
individual may influence variables for the
partner (Van Lange et al., 1997). For exam-
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ple, increases over time in level of commit-
ment may cause increases in couple well-be-
ing; in turn, increases in couple well-being
may enhance the individual’s willingness to
become dependent on the partner, thereby
strengthening level of commitment. And for
example, increases over time in the individ-
ual’s own level of commitment may cause
increases in partner’s trust level; in turn, in-
creases in a partner’s trust may enhance the
partner’s willingness to become dependent,
thereby strengthening the partner’s own
level of commitment and enhancing mutu-
ality of commitment. As noted earlier, in
recent work we have employed a model of
mutual cyclical growth to examine the asso-
ciations among dependence, commitment
level, pro-relationship behavior, trust level,
and couple well-being (Wieselquist et al., in
press).

Conclusions

Much of the existing literature regarding
close relationships is inherently individual-
focused. For example, prior research has ex-
amined how individual values, traits, affect,
and cognition affect behavior in intimate
involvements (for reviews, see Berscheid,
1994; Berscheid & Reis, 1998). The present
work is relationship-focused, in that it ex-
amined the implications of the relationship
between partners for understanding matters
of dependence and vulnerability. Our re-
sults are compatible with the charac-
terization of commitment as double-edged
sword: Although commitment yields bene-
fits for relationships and for individual part-
ners, commitment involves risk—risk that
to some degree is reduced to the degree
that partners are mutually committed. Thus,
although it is well and good that partners
commit themselves to one another “for bet-
ter or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness
and in health”—although few relationships
can persist and thrive in the absence of
strong commitment—it is equally impor-
tant that partners exhibit commensurate
levels of commitment. When one person’s
commitment is substantially greater than
(or lower than) that of his or her partner,
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relationships do not fare well. These find-
ings contribute to a growing body of work
suggesting that interdependence theory is a
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