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Although social psychology focuses on context, some argue that theory and research often 
overlooks broad contextual factors. We discuss how the larger social and relational context 
influences basic social psychological phenomena. These talks stress the importance of 
considering seemingly distal contextual and relational factors when investigating basic social 
psychological processes. 
 
Relational Context Shapes Emotional Lives (and Vice Versa) 
Margaret S. Clark 
Yale University 
In this talk cases are made that: a) relational context is a powerful determinant of emotional 
expression and, in turn, b) emotional expression is a powerful determinant of relational context. 
‘Basic’  emotions such as fear, sadness, and happiness convey information about needs and 
desires. Therefore they are expressed (and even amplified), elicit support and grow 
relationships when responsive relationships are expected and desired or exist. They are 
suppressed otherwise. Moreover, emotions that have been considered â€œsocial, moral, or 
secondaryâ€  such as embarrassment, hurt, and gratitude only occur in relational context and, 
when they do, they serve to initiate, grow and repair close relationships. Although considerable 
data exist (and will be efficiently presented) supporting these points, it will be noted that the vast 
majority of emotion research remains individualistic, fails to take relational context into account, 
and, therefore, fail to capture the nature of people’s emotional lives.  
 
 
You Give Me Strength: The Self-Control Benefits of Having a Partner with High Self-
Control 
Catrin Finkenauer, Tila M. Pronk, Asuman Buyukcan-Tetik 
VU University 
Self-control helps partners to successfully protect and maintain their relationship. Do partners 
influence each other’s level of self-control over the course of a romantic relationship? We 
hypothesized that self-control strengthens over time, but only when one’s partner possesses 
high self-control. We tested this prediction in a longitudinal study among 199 first-marriage 
newlywed couples, using a multilevel growth curve analysis. Results showed a significant 
interaction between time and partner self-control in predicting the development of self-control. 
Specifically, self-control increased over the four years after marriage, but only for participants 
whose partner had a relatively high level of self-control. When the level of self-control of the 
partner was relatively low, self-control remained stable over time. Having a partner with a high 
level of self-control can thus have a beneficial effect on one’s own level of self-control, which 
may in turn help one become a better relationship partner.  
 
 
The Context Surrounding Romantic Evaluations: Research Paradigm Matters 
Paul W. Eastwick 
University of Texas at Austin 



Do the sexes differ in the extent to which they desire physical attractiveness and earning 
prospects in a romantic partner? New research suggests that the answer may depend on the 
research paradigm (Eastwick, Luchies, Finkel, & Hunt, in press, Psychological Bulletin). These 
two sex differences emerge consistently when people evaluate hypothetical opposite-sex 
targets. Yet evidence for these sex differences has been more equivocal in paradigms where 
participants report on targets they have (at least) met face-to-face. A meta-analysis spanning 
these latter paradigms (N=75,000) revealed that physical attractiveness predicted romantic 
evaluations (e.g., attraction, liking, love, satisfaction) with a moderate-to-strong effect size, r= 
.40, and earning prospects predicted romantic evaluations with a small effect size, r= .10. 
However, sex differences in these correlations were extremely small (rdifference= .03) and 
nonsignificant. Impression formation processes and interpersonal evaluations may differ 
depending on the context in which we evaluate another person.  
 
 
Impression Management: A Relational Perspective 
Amy B. Canevello 
University of North Carolina, Charlotte 
People often adopt self-image goals to increase others’ regard for them. Impression 
management research has focused largely on one-time interactions between strangers and 
suggests that impression management attempts can be successful. But how do these findings 
extend to ongoing relationships over time? Study 1 examined how people’s self-image goals 
predicted their friends regard for them, depending on relationship length. Results suggested that 
in new friendships, people’s self-image goals predicted their friends greater regard for them; in 
longer friendships, this association was reversed (i.e., self-image goals predicted friends lower 
regard). Study 2 tested the relational process by which people’s self-image goals predict 
changes in others regard for them over time. Results suggest that, in college roommates, 
students self-image goals predicted their decreased responsiveness to roommates, which 
roommates detected and, subsequently, led to roommates decreased regard for students. 
These findings suggest the potential benefits of considering impression management from a 
relational perspective.  
 


