
Symposium S-I2 
 
Providing effective support in close relationships: Neural, behavioral, and physiological 
predictors and consequences 
 
Saturday, February 15, 2014, 5:00 PM - 6:15 PM, Ballroom A 
 
Chair: Sylvia Morelli, Stanford University 
Co-Chair:  
 
The speakers of this symposium will identify neural, behavioral, and physiological predictors of 
effective support provision and demonstrate that providing support to close others is associated 
with mental and physical health benefits for the provider. 
 
Vicarious reward: A neural predictor of providing good support 
Sylvia A. Morelli, Molly E. Arnn, Jamil Zaki 
Stanford University 
Although recent research has focused on the benefits of giving support, much less is known 
about what motivates individuals to provide good support. Therefore, we examined whether 
individuals who experience high levels of vicarious reward would be most likely to provide high 
quality support. In a 14-day diary study, 48 pairs of close friends reported on their personal well-
being and the quality of emotional support they provided to their friend each day. One friend 
was also scanned as he/she observed the other friend win money in a game. When observing a 
friend win money, increased reward-related activity predicted higher quality support to that same 
friend across 14 days. Providing higher quality support on one day also predicted decreased 
stress, loneliness, and negative affect on the same day. Our findings suggest that vicarious 
reward may serve as neural marker of high quality support provision and its downstream effects 
on personal well-being.  
 
 
Mechanisms for linking prosocial behavior to physical health 
Stephanie L. Brown 
Stony Brook University and the University of Michigan 
Prosocial behavior has been linked to better health, reduced mortality risk, and well-being. 
However, almost no research addresses the mechanisms by which prosocial behavior might 
promote health and interrupt disease processes. In my talk, I will review the results of new 
studies designed to examine the physiological mechanisms that link prosocial behavior to 
physical health. These mechanisms are framed and organized as neurobiological features of a 
caregiving motivational system. I will describe how the features of the caregiving system also 
regulate physiological homeostasis and interfere with the development of chronic inflammation. 
After a brief review of new models of inflammatory disease and cancer biology, I discuss how 
the caregiving system is uniquely poised to also interrupt the development of lethal forms of 
cancer. I will conclude my talk with the implications for medical research, bioethics, and health 
care policy.  
 
 
Social support predicts weight gain in the early years of marriage 
Benjamin R. Karney, Andrea L. Meltzer, James K. McNulty 
University of California, Los Angeles; Southern Methodist University; Florida State University 
Spouses tend to gain weight after they marry. The current study examined whether the quality 
of spouses’ supportive behaviors as newlyweds predicted weight gain over the first four years of 



marriage. We observed 169 newlywed couples discussing a personal goal, coded those 
discussions for the quality of both partners’ support behaviors, and assessed weight every 6 
months for 4 years. Both spouses tended to gain more weight to the extent that they engaged in 
behaviors indicative of a lack of motivation, such as whining, complaining, and avoiding 
responsibility. Among husbands, but not wives, this effect was moderated by their partners’ 
tendencies to engage in oppositional behaviors like criticism, confrontation, and rejection. These 
effects held controlling for marital satisfaction, depressive symptoms, neuroticism, and both 
partners’ income. These findings illuminate how relationship processes predict weight changes 
in couples, and demonstrate the value of a little well-timed negativity.  
 
 
Linguistic correlates of supportive behavior in couples 
Alexandra Suppes, Niall Bolger 
Columbia University 
One of the challenges in understanding effective supportive interactions is that these can be 
subtle and relatively invisible to the recipient. In previous work we have identified situations 
where providers supported their partners in ways that are not perceived as such by recipients. 
One such situation is where the support provider reduces the recipient's distress by drawing 
attention away from the recipient's distress and to the problem to be solved. We examined this 
idea in a laboratory study of couples where each member took turns providing and receiving 
support during two seven-minute interactions. This presentation examines the correspondence 
between emotion words used in the interactions and the amount of invisible support provided. 
As predicted, we found that providers who used fewer emotion words were paired with 
recipients who received more invisible support.  
 


