
Symposium S-F2 
 
Being there when it counts: Chronic and situational influences on responsive behavior in 
close relationships 
 
Saturday, February 15, 2014, 11:15 AM - 12:30 PM, Ballroom A 
 
Chair: Denise Marigold, Renison University College at University of Waterloo 
Co-Chair:  
 
Being a responsive relationship partner means attending to and responding supportively to 
partners’ needs, concerns, and goals, which is critical for fostering relationship well-being. This 
symposium explores factors that influence people’s responsiveness to close others, and 
examines the discrepancy between the provider’s and recipient’s perceptions of responsive 
behavior. 
 
When negativity is the norm: Partner responsiveness to negative disclosures from 
chronically negative people 
Amanda L. Forest, David R. Kille, Joanne V. Wood 
University of Pittsburgh; University of Waterloo 
Responsive behavior requires understanding a partner’s emotional state (Reis & Shaver, 1988). 
Employing shifting standards logic, we reasoned that people interpret a partner’s negative 
disclosures in light of the partner’s typical level of negative expressivity (i.e., negativity 
baseline). For example, a complaint will be taken more seriously when it comes from a typically 
sunny person than from a chronic whiner. Study 1 provided correlational evidence that people 
who frequently (vs. seldom) express negativity believe that their partners underestimate the 
severity of their negative emotions and behave unresponsively toward them. In Study 2, 
experimentally manipulating a listener’s beliefs about a discloser’s negativity baseline affected 
the listener’s perceptions of discloser distress and anticipated responsiveness. Study 3 linked a 
discloser’s negativity baseline to a partner’s behavioral responsiveness to a specific negative 
disclosure. These findings demonstrate the importance of a discloser’s negativity baseline in 
shaping emotion interpretation and responsiveness in close relationships.  
 
 
Why support providers may not behave responsively towards low self-esteem friends 
Denise Marigold, Justin V. Cavallo, John G. Holmes 
Renison University College at University of Waterloo; Wilfrid Laurier University; University of 
Waterloo 
Well-intentioned social support can fail to relieve, or even exacerbate, the recipient’s distress if 
the recipient does not perceive it to be responsive to his/her needs (Maisel & Gable, 2009). How 
do providers feel when they are not successful at delivering responsive support? In this 
research we examine the providers’ reactions as well as the recipients. We predicted that when 
people relate a personal failure, what support they experience as responsive depends on their 
own self-esteem (Study 1). In Study 2 we showed providers have some knowledge of how 
support strategies are differentially perceived by LSE or HSE friends. In Study 3 we show that 
providers do not follow through on that knowledge, and can behave non-responsively. LSEs’ 
reactions to non-responsive support lead providers to feel worse about themselves and about 
their friendship. Possible reasons why the gap exists between providers’ knowledge and 
practice of responsive support strategies are discussed.  
 
 



Predictors of the pursuit and support of challenging life opportunities 
Brooke Feeney, Meredith Van Vleet, Jennifer Tomlinson, Brittany Jakubiak 
Carnegie Mellon University 
Making the decision to engage in or forego challenging life opportunities is a common 
experience for many individuals. This study investigated the idea that these decision points (and 
the subsequent embracing of challenging opportunities) are influenced by close relationships. 
Participants were 167 married couples, one member of which was given an opportunity to 
compete in a challenging speech task for a chance to win a prize. The potential benefit of the 
prize to the partner was experimentally manipulated (either the prize would benefit only the 
recipient or would benefit both couple members). Each couple was unobtrusively videotaped for 
5 minutes as the recipient made a decision, later coded by independent observers. Results 
indicated that the recipient’s decision to embrace the opportunity was influenced by the quality 
of support enacted by the spouse, and that the spouse’s support behavior was influenced by the 
spouse’s chronic and experimentally-manipulated motivations for providing support.  
 
 
Perceiving responsiveness through the filter of person and situation factors 
Thery Prok, Courtney L. Gosnell, Claire Chisholm, Shelly L. Gable 
University of California, Santa Barbara 
Perceptions that a partner is understanding, validating, and caring (responsiveness) are based 
not only the behavior of the partner but also on the situation and on factors residing within the 
perceiver. Dating couples (N =98) were videotaped taking turns discussing important personal 
goals. Disclosers rated their perceptions of partners’ responsiveness and observers later coded 
their responsive behaviors. Results showed that general feelings of worth interacted with 
partners’ observed behaviors to predict perceived responsiveness. For example, those high in 
self-esteem perceived high responsiveness when their partners’ behavior was coded as 
responsive and perceived low responsiveness when their partners’ behavior was coded as less 
responsive. In contrast, those low in self-esteem perceived moderate responsiveness from their 
partners regardless of the partner’s actual behavior. This perceived responsiveness predicted 
partners’ goal support six months later, which in turn was linked to goal progress. Implications of 
person and situational factors on perceived responsiveness are discussed.  
 


