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Two Distinct Emotional Experiences in Romantic
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Approach of Intimacy and Avoidance of Conflict
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This study examined how perceived position and velocity regard-
ing approach and avoidance in romantic relationships relate to
affective experiences. The authors hypothesized that perceived
progress toward intimacy would predict positive affect and that
perceived movement toward conflict would predict anxious
affect. Ninety-two romantic couples recorded perceived levels of,
and perceived changes in, both intimacy and conflict twice daily
throughout 10 consecutive days using electronic palm-top
devices. Multilevel modeling demonstrated that perceived
increase in intimacy related to positive affect above and beyond
perceptions of intimacy, conflict, and changes in conflict, for
both male and female partners. Perceived increase in conflict
related to anxious affect above and beyond perceptions of con-
flict, intimacy, and changes in intimacy, but only among male
partners. Findings support a dual-process view of these feelings
in romantic relationships and suggest that increases in positive
feelings in close relationships depend on enhancing intimacy
rather than on decreasing conflict.
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Emotional experiences are core elements in the func-
tioning of intimate relationships. Positive emotions pre-
dict the initiation of relationships and negative emotions
predict their dissolution (Gottman, 1994, 1999). Indeed,
intimate relationships represent one of the primary con-
texts for both the experience and the expression of emo-
tion (Andersen & Guerrero, 1998; Berscheid, 1983). Yet
how emotions play out in relationships has received rela-
tively little attention compared to the role emotion plays
in phenomena such as stress and coping.

EMOTION THEORY IN RELATIONSHIPS

Perhaps the best known theory of emotion in relation-
ships is that of Berscheid (1983, 1991; Berscheid &
Ammazzalorso, 2001). Adopting the theoretical stance
of Mandler (1980), Berscheid suggested that emotion in
relationships results from disruption of interpersonal
scripts, that is, instances in which interactions differ
from an expected pattern. If the disruption facilitates
progress toward a desired goal, positive emotion is expe-
rienced. If the disruption obstructs progress, negative
emotion is experienced. Although the theory does not
require that the goal facilitated or obstructed be one that
pertains directly to the relationship, such is often the
case.

Relational Incentives and Threats

What are people’s goals in close relationships? One
goal in relationships that has been discussed repeatedly
is intimacy (McAdams, 1992; Peplau & Gordon, 1985;
Reis, 1990; Reis, Senchak, & Solomon, 1985; Ryan &
Deci, 2000). Intimacy is a feeling of connectedness with
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another person (Laurenceau, Rivera, Schaffer, &
Pietromonaco, 2004), which many regard as a universal
human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan & Deci,
2000). Each person has a level of intimacy that he or she
desires (McAdams, 1992; Reis & Shaver, 1988), a level of
intimacy that characterizes his or her ideal for a roman-
tic relationship. People in romantic relationships try to
maintain intimacy by self-disclosure and conveying a
sense of understanding and responsiveness toward their
partner (Laurenceau, Feldman Barrett, & Pietromonaco,
1998; Reis & Shaver, 1988). Indeed, just having intimacy-
related goals has been linked to greater relationship sat-
isfaction (Sanderson & Cantor, 2001; Sanderson &
Evans, 2001). Most people probably do not strive con-
sciously for intimacy at all times. Nonetheless, this goal
presumably is so important that it is always active at some
level in the minds of people who are in romantic rela-
tionships, thereby influencing their experiences
(Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003).1

Not all goal values that pertain to relationships are
desired conditions, however. Some are undesired condi-
tions to avoid—threats rather than incentives. A major
threat in relationships is conflict, or interpersonal pain
(Simpson, Oriña, & Ickes, 2003). Guerrero and Andersen
(2000) suggested that each person has a level of relation-
ship conflict that is intolerable and that this represents a
feared state to avoid.

Conflict takes several forms and has innumerable
destructive effects on intimate relationships (see Booth,
Crouter, & Clements, 2001). Behaviors that create con-
flict, such as criticism, lead to anxiety and distress
(Gottman, 1994, 1999; Smith, Sanders, & Alexander,
1990); resolution of conflict decreases distress (Geist &
Gilbert, 1996). Indeed, conflict is so salient a factor in
relationships that it has been the main research indica-
tor of relationship functioning (Fincham & Beach,
1999), with far less attention being devoted to the incen-
tive of intimacy (Gable & Reis, 2001). Although conflict
and (loss of) intimacy are related, these states are not
simply opposite ends of a single dimension. Intimacy is
an incentive; conflict is a threat.

Approaching Incentive and Avoiding Threat

The distinction between intimacy as an incentive and
conflict as a threat echoes a broader distinction often
made in the literatures of personality and motivation
(e.g., Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson, 1999; Carver,
Sutton, & Scheier, 2000; Davidson, 1998; Depue & Col-
lins, 1999; Depue & Zald, 1993; Fowles, 1993; Gray,
1994a, 1994b; Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999).
It is often argued there that there exist partially distinct
aversive and appetitive motive systems that underlie two
classes of behavioral and affective tendencies (Carver &
White, 1994; Davidson, 1984, 1998; Gray, 1994a;

Harmon-Jones & Allen, 1997; Lang, 1995). One system is
concerned with the approach of incentives, the other
with the avoidance of threats.

These two systems also are believed responsible for
two sorts of emotional experience (e.g., Cacioppo et al.,
1999; Carver, 2001; Watson et al., 1999). When a person
is progressing toward an incentive, the appetitive system
is held to yield positive affects such as eagerness and
excitement (Fowles, 1993; Gray, 1994a, 1994b). When a
person is nearing a threat, the aversive system is held to
yield anxiety (Fowles, 1993; Gable, Reis, & Elliot, 2000;
Gray, 1994a).2

What is important about these theories at present is
that they all ascribe two sets of emotional experiences to
two partially distinct functional systems. In this model,
anxiety derives from threat, not from loss of incentives;
positive feelings such as eagerness and excitement
derive from incentives, not from absence of threats (for
reviews of evidence making this case from another theo-
retical starting point, see Higgins, 1996; Higgins, Shah,
& Friedman, 1997).

To restate these points in terms of relationship
motives, this view holds that feelings of excitement
should derive from experiences of intimacy (but not
from the absence of conflict). It holds that feelings of
anxiety should derive from experiences of conflict (but
not from low levels of intimacy). This line of reasoning
(which has a great many implications) has never been
tested in the context of close relationships. Doing so was
one purpose of the study reported here.

Distance and Velocity

A second purpose of the study was to examine a more
subtle theoretical issue related to the association
between these motives and affect. Some views hold that
affect arises from attaining incentives or arriving at
threats. In terms of relationships, having intimacy
should yield excitement, elation, and interest, and hav-
ing conflict should yield anxiety and distress. Other the-
ories hold that affect is created by change from one state
to another (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998; Hsee &
Abelson, 1991). In terms of relationship processes,
increasing intimacy should yield feelings of eagerness
and excitement, irrespective of the current level of inti-
macy. Increasing threat should yield feelings of anxiety
and distress, irrespective of the current level of threat. To
use a physical analogy, a current level of intimacy (or
conflict) would correspond to the physical parameter of
distance from a goal; rate of change in intimacy (or con-
flict) would relate to the physical parameter of velocity
(Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998).

There are similarities between this model and
Berscheid’s (1983, 1991) theory with which we began
this article, but there are also differences. Berscheid’s
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theory concerns movement toward and away from goals,
but it focuses on cases of abrupt movement. That is, it
holds that emotion arises from disruption of anticipated
events. In the analogy used in the previous paragraph,
the Berscheid model suggests that affect arises from
acceleration. Thus, it is more restrictive about circum-
stances in which affect arises. In contrast, the velocity
model pertains as well to shifts that are more gradual,
suggesting that affect rises and falls continually with rate
of progress.

The velocity hypothesis has received support in sev-
eral studies. Hsee and colleagues gave participants a
description of a situation that reflected either quick or
slow increase in class rank (Hsee & Abelson, 1991), class
grades, and salary (Hsee, Abelson & Salovey, 1991). In
other studies, a computer simulation varied increasing
versus decreasing monetary investment and academic
performance (Hsee, Salovey, & Abelson, 1994). Partici-
pants invariably were more satisfied with faster increases.
The researchers concluded that satisfaction was a func-
tion of both the level of one’s current state and the rate at
which one was moving toward a desired outcome.

Lawrence, Carver, and Scheier (2002) investigated
the velocity hypothesis by presenting participants with
false feedback on task performance over six trial blocks.
Scores increased over blocks, decreased over blocks, or
were stable across blocks, with the last block being equal
for all groups. Velocity was defined as the slope of perfor-
mance over time. Positive slopes related to positive
mood and negative slopes related to negative mood.
Mood scores did not relate to the total number of suc-
cesses but rather the increase or decrease in successes
over time, suggesting that change was a determinant of
affect. Other evidence consistent with the velocity
hypothesis has been reported by Brunstein (1993) and
Affleck et al. (1998).

The velocity idea also has been applied to the rela-
tionship context. Drawing in part on ideas from Carver
and Scheier (1990), Baumeister and Bratslavsky (1999)
reviewed indirect evidence suggesting that rapid
increases in intimacy relate to positive emotions such as
passion. They suggested that passion is a function of the
velocity of change in intimacy over time. Thus, passion
should not derive only from the current level of intimacy
but from the rate with which intimacy changes. The
notion of rapid change in intimacy has been similarly dis-
cussed in terms of self-expansion (Aron & Aron, 1986;
Aron, Norman, & Aron, 2001), with rapid expansion
yielding the feelings associated with falling in love.

In empirical work that bears on this issue, Karney and
Frye (2002) found that married partners evaluate their
happiness or satisfaction with their relationship more on
perceptions of recent improvements than on the quality
of the relationship at that particular time. Karney and

Bradbury (1997) also have found that decreasing satis-
faction (compared to low initial satisfaction) predicted
dissolution of relationships over a period of 4 years.

Although the velocity model has been suggested in
several guises as a useful one in the close relationship
context, relatively little research has examined it explic-
itly. Research that does bear on this issue in intimate rela-
tionships has examined variations over extended peri-
ods of time (6-month intervals) rather than variations in
the course of day-to-day life (e.g., Karney & Frye, 2002).
In principle, the velocity hypothesis should apply in the
short term as well as the longer term. Testing this predic-
tion was the second purpose of the study reported here.

The work reviewed thus far examined affective corre-
lates of position and velocity with respect to approach
goals. Other work has addressed the affective conse-
quences of position and velocity with respect to threat.
Anxiety has been shown to be greater in persons who
perceive threats as rapidly mounting and surging, a char-
acteristic termed looming vulnerability (Riskind, Williams,
Gessner, Chronsniak, & Cortina, 2000; see also Barlow,
2000). We are not aware of any research that has exam-
ined this view of anxiety to close relationships, however.
The study we report here did so.

Finally, although the velocity notion has been applied
both to incentives and to threats, there is an important
limitation in all of these studies. In each case, the affec-
tive measure that was related to position and velocity was
a single dimension, ranging from positive (e.g., satisfac-
tion, good mood) to negative (e.g., dissatisfaction, bad
mood). That is, as far as we know, no research has tested
the velocity hypothesis simultaneously with respect to
the two distinct aspects of affect that we focused on ear-
lier. The study we report here did so.

Present Research

This study used an electronic daily diary design
(Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003; Laurenceau & Bolger, in
press) to examine the role of perceptions of current
states and perceptions of change as predictors of two
classes of affect in a sample of romantically involved cou-
ples. Each partner independently answered questions
on a Personal Digital Assistant (PDA) twice a day for 10
consecutive days, assessing momentary perceptions of
intimacy, conflict, change in intimacy, change in con-
flict, positive-engagement emotions, and anxiety-related
emotions. We hypothesized that intimacy (and not con-
flict) should be uniquely related to positive emotion,
reflecting a relationship approach process. Moreover,
we expected that perceived increases in intimacy should
predict the positive emotions above and beyond percep-
tions of level of intimacy, level of conflict, and change in
conflict. We hypothesized that conflict (and not inti-
macy) should be uniquely related to anxiety-related
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emotion, reflecting a relationship avoidance process. We
also predicted that perceived increases in conflict
should relate to anxiety above and beyond perceptions
of level of conflict, level of intimacy, and changes in
intimacy.

METHOD

Participants

One hundred eighty-four participants, from 92 exclu-
sive, romantic couples were recruited from introductory
psychology classes at the University of Miami. Students
participated to receive research participation credit.
Mean age of male partners was 20.39 (SD = 3.37) and of
female partners was 19.40 (SD = 2.76). Average length of
relationship was 1.35 years (SD = 2.15, range = 2 weeks to
16 years). Of this sample, 88 couples were exclusively dat-
ing, 10 couples were living together, and 4 more couples
were married. The self-reported ethnicity distribution of
the sample included 9 (5%) African Americans, 74
(40%) Hispanics, 7 (4%) Asian/Pacific Islander, 3 (2%)
Native Americans, 77 (42%) European Americans, and
14 (8%) participants who classified themselves as
“other.”

Procedure

Couples were recruited via a screening questionnaire
asking students if they were in an exclusive romantic
relationship and requesting their contact information.
Those in relationships were contacted and asked to meet
with a research assistant. Each partner was provided with
a PDA and told that the study would consist of the daily
recording of their relationship-related experiences on
PDAs twice a day for 10 consecutive days—once in the
morning approximately 1 hour after waking and once in
the evening approximately 1 hour before going to sleep.

Participants were trained in the use of the Experience
Sampling Program (ESP; Feldman Barrett, 2000;
Feldman Barrett, & Barrett, 2001) on PDAs running the
Palm OS®, which was used for the presentation of the
daily diary items. The training session consisted of an
introduction to basic ESP diary entry procedures on the
PDA (e.g., use of the stylus for pointing and clicking on
the screen of the device) and a trial of the diary protocol
that led participants through each diary item to ensure
understanding and clarity. The ESP program was set up
to present a range of questions about the daily experi-
ence of the couple (detailed below).

Various terms included in the program were defined
for the participants during this session. Passion was
defined as “a state of intense longing for union with your
partner” (Hatfield & Rapson, 1987, 1993), intimacy was
defined as “a feeling of emotional closeness and
connectedness not necessarily related to sexual or physi-

cal contact” (Laurenceau et al., 1998; Reis & Shaver,
1988), and conflict was defined as “an interaction
between partners expressing opposing values, opinions,
and goals that can progress to painful, threatening emo-
tions” (adapted from Brehm, 1992). Couples then com-
pleted basic demographic information, including age,
length of relationship, and education. A set of question-
naires was completed before and after the 10-day diary
recording period as part of a larger study.

Daily Diary Measure

Daily diaries were completed independently by each
partner twice daily for 10 consecutive days, resulting in
20 entries per person. Each partner completed a set of
items using a Palm™ IIIx PDA device running the ESP
software. Participants initiated a trial by turning on the
device and following the directions on the initial display
screen stating “Tap here to begin.” They were then led
through the questions for that trial.

To track compliance, the ESP software uses a time-
data stamp to record time of day, date, and reaction time
for each entry recorded by participants during a diary
trial. Specifically, diary compliance was assessed by deter-
mining the number of trials completed at the instructed
times and the number of trials missed or recorded at
incorrect times (Stone, Shiffman, Schwartz, Broderick,
& Hufford, 2003). Out of 3,680 possible trials (184 part-
ners × 10 days × 2 times a day), only 545 trials were not
completed by participants during the requested morn-
ing or evening time range. Data from these trials were
not included in the analyses reported in this article. This
indicates that individuals were compliant approximately
85% of the time, which is comparable to a recent review
of recorded compliance in electronic diary studies rang-
ing from 50% to 99%, with the mean rate hovering some-
where between 80% to 85% (Hufford & Shields, 2002).

In addition, we ensured the integrity of the diary data
by conducting prestudy piloting to examine the reaction
time for reading and answering questions. Piloting indi-
cated that a reaction time of more than 60 hundredths of
a second was the minimum amount of time needed to
respond to an item accurately; thus, data recorded at or
below 60 hundredths of a second were removed prior to
analyses. As a result, 889 items (1.7%) out of a possi-
ble 51,520 (3,680 trials × 14 items) were removed from
analysis due to this criterion. Exceedingly low reactions
times to items may have occurred due to participant
“double-tapping,” whereby a response to one item was
erroneously carried over to the next item. In sum, we
believe that these diary data captured an accurate sam-
pling of the participants’ everyday experiences during
the diary recording period.

Current intimacy and conflict. The diaries contained
items asking respondents to record their levels of felt
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intimacy (“At this moment, how much intimacy/
connectedness do you feel with your partner?”) and con-
flict (“At this moment, how much conflict are you experi-
encing currently in your relationship?”). Responses
assessing levels of intimacy and conflict were recorded
on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (none at all) to 6
(an extreme amount).

Change in intimacy and conflict. To assess perceived
change, or velocity, with respect to intimacy and conflict,
participants indicated the degree to which they per-
ceived intimacy had changed since the last trial (“How
has the level of intimacy/connectedness with your part-
ner CHANGED since your last entry?”). A similarly
worded item was used to assess perceived change in con-
flict (“How has the level of conflict in your relationship
CHANGED since your last entry?”). The participants
recorded each answer on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from –3 (extremely decreased) to 0 (no change) to +3
(extremely increased).

Positive affect and anxiety. Affect was sampled by asking
participants to record the degree of positive affect (e.g.,
“How excited have you felt in your relationship since
your last entry?”) and anxiety (e.g., “How anxious have
you felt in your relationship since your last entry?”) they
experienced between recording entries (the time
frames were specified to keep assessment periods dis-
tinct from each other for participants). Positive affect
was assessed using the following terms: excitement,
eagerness, elation, passion, and interest/attentiveness.
Anxiety was assessed using the following terms: anxiety,
fear, tension, distress, and nervousness. These terms
were sampled from frequently used measures of affect
such as the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Wat-
son, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) and the Current Mood
Questionnaire (Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998). Affect
items were presented in a block at the end of each trial
and items were randomized within blocks. Responses
assessing affect were recorded on a 7-point scale ranging
from 0 (none at all) to 6 (an extreme amount). Participant
responses to each set of five emotion terms were aver-
aged to create aggregated positive affect and anxiety
scores. Alphas for Day 1 positive affect were .92 and .90
for male and female partners; alphas for Day 1 anxiety
were .93 and .92 for male and female partners.

RESULTS

Data from this study conformed to a multilevel struc-
ture, with repeated measures of intimacy, conflict, and
affect nested within an individual partner and partners
nested within a particular couple. Because of this nested
structure, we utilized Hierarchical Linear Modeling
(HLM; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). In particular, we con-
ceptualized the male and female partner affect ratings as

a pair of multivariate outcomes for each couple, as
detailed in Raudenbush, Brennan, and Barnett (1995)
and Laurenceau and Bolger (in press). This HLM ana-
lytic procedure allowed us to examine within-couple
variability in male and female daily emotion ratings and
accommodated missing repeated measures in which
missing information is assumed to occur at random by
using full information maximum likelihood for
parameter estimates (Schafer & Graham, 2002).

Means and standard deviations for the variables
assessed are reported in Table 1. Pooled within-subject
correlations among the variables for men and women
are in Table 2. Several points about those correlations
are noteworthy. Positive and negative affect, although
inversely correlated, were not related strongly, consis-
tent with the idea that these are distinct experiences.
Perceived conflict and intimacy were not strongly
related among men, although the strength was moder-
ately strong among women. Even correlations between
perceptions of change in conflict and change in inti-
macy, although moderately strong, were not prohibi-
tively strong.3

Predicting positive affect. The first hypothesis was that
perceived increases in intimacy would relate positively to
levels of positive affect, above and beyond levels of inti-
macy, conflict, and changes in conflict. These hypothe-
ses were tested using the following HLM level-1
equation:

PAti = male [π0im] + female [π0if] + π1im(INTLVLmale)ti +
π1if (INTLVLfemale)ti + π2im(INTCHGmale)ti +
π2if (INTCHGfemale)ti + π3im(CONLVLmale)ti +
π3if (CONLVLfemale)ti + π4im(CONCHGmale)ti +

π4if (CONCHGfemale)ti + eti, (1)

where PA is a participant’s level of positive affect at trial t
for couple i; male is a dummy indicator that is 1 for all
male partner data and 0 for all female partner data; fe-
male is a dummy indicator that is 1 for all female partner
data and 0 for all male partner data; π0im and π0if are the
model intercepts for men and women, INTLVLmale is the
male partner level of intimacy at a particular trial t for
couple i; INTLVLfemale is the female partner level of inti-
macy at a particular trial t for couple i; INTCHGmale is the
male partner perceived change in intimacy from the pre-
vious trial to the current trial for couple i; INTCHGfemale

is the female partner perceived change in intimacy from
the previous trial to the current trial for couple i;
CONLVLmale is the male partner level of conflict at trial t
for couple i; CONLVLfemale is the female partner level of
conflict at trial t for couple i; CONCHGmale is the male
partner perceived change in conflict from the previous
trial to the current trial for couple i; CONCHGfemale is the
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female’s perceived change in conflict from the previous
trial to the current trial for couple i; π1im and π1if are re-
gression coefficients capturing the linear relationship
between levels of intimacy and positive affect; π2im and
π2if are regression coefficients capturing the linear rela-
tionship between change in intimacy and positive affect;
π3im and π3if are regression coefficients capturing the lin-
ear relationship between levels of conflict and positive
affect; π4im and π4if are regression coefficients capturing
the linear relationship between change in conflict and
positive affect; and eti is a within-couple error compo-
nent. Although the relevant hypotheses are conducted
at the within-couple level (i.e., level 1) of analysis,
individual differences (i.e., variance components) in
level 1 parameters were estimated as appropriate at
level 2.

Parameter estimates and significance tests for this
HLM model are presented in Table 3. Levels of felt inti-
macy for both men and women were positively and sig-
nificantly related to positive affect on a trial-to-trial basis.
Despite this, as predicted, perceived change in intimacy
was a significant predictor of positive affect for both male
partners and female partners, above and beyond the
contribution of intimacy levels, conflict levels, and per-
ceived changes in conflict. Because position and move-
ment associated with conflict should relate uniquely to
anxiety and not to positive affect, we also expected that
conflict level and perceived change in conflict should
not emerge as strong predictors of positive affect. In gen-
eral, this was observed in the data. However, level of con-
flict for men did show a small but significant inverse
association with positive affect.

Predicting anxiety. The second hypothesis was that per-
ceived increasing changes in conflict would be positively

related to levels of negative affect, above and beyond lev-
els of conflict, intimacy, and changes in intimacy. This
hypothesis was tested using modeling that was parallel to
that described above for positive affect. Parameter esti-
mates and significance tests for the anxiety model are
presented in Table 4. Levels of perceived conflict for
both men and women were positively and significantly
related to anxiety on a trial-to-trial basis. In addition, and
as predicted, perceived change in conflict was a signifi-
cant and unique predictor of anxiety for men, above and
beyond the contribution of intimacy levels, conflict lev-
els, and perceived changes in intimacy. This relationship
was not significant for women, however. Because posi-
tion and perceived movement associated with intimacy
should be uniquely related to positive affect and not to
anxiety, we also expected that perceived intimacy level
and perceived change in intimacy should not emerge as
strong predictors of anxiety. This did appear to be the
case.4

DISCUSSION

This study examined how daily fluctuations in positive
affect and anxiety throughout 10 days relate to both lev-
els of and perceived changes in intimacy and conflict
over that period. Our first hypothesis was that daily fluc-
tuations in positive affect and anxiety would relate to two
different sorts of experiences. That is, we expected posi-
tive affect to track variations in intimacy rather than vari-
ations pertaining to conflict. We expected anxiety to
track variations in conflict rather than variations pertain-
ing to intimacy. In general, these expectations were
borne out in the data. Of the four parameters relating
intimacy to positive affect, all were significant; of the four
relating conflict to positive affect, only one was signifi-
cant. Of the four parameters relating conflict to anxiety,
three were significant; of the four relating intimacy to
anxiety, none was significant. Thus, the closer the person
was to higher levels of intimacy, and the greater the per-
ception of movement toward intimacy, the higher the
positive affect. The closer the person was to conflict, and
the greater the perception of movement toward conflict,
the greater the anxiety.

These findings are very consistent with a model in
which these positive feelings arise through a mechanism
involving pursuit of incentives, whereas feelings of anxi-
ety arise through a mechanism involving avoidance of
threats. The findings join a larger literature, using
diverse methodologies, in suggesting that these two sets
of feelings have origins in processes that are partially dis-
tinct (e.g., Cacioppo et al., 1999; Carver, 2001; Davidson,
1998; Gable et al., 2000; Higgins, 1996; Watson et al.,
1999).

Our second hypothesis was that perceived changes
would contribute variance to prediction of the relevant
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TABLE 1: Variable Means and Standard Deviations for Male and Fe-
male Partners

Variable M SD

Predictor variables
Male level of intimacy 3.94 .97
Female level of intimacy 4.14 1.08
Male intimacy changea .21 1.00
Female intimacy changea .30 1.03
Male level of conflict 1.20 1.13
Female level of conflict 1.28 1.09
Male conflict changea –.16 .92
Female conflict changea –.16 .98

Dependent variables
Male positive affect 3.04 .82
Female positive affect 3.25 .90
Male anxiety 1.43 .75
Female anxiety 1.33 .81

a. Ratings of change ranged from –3 (extremely decreased) to +3 (extremely
increased), with 0 indicating no change. Other ratings ranged from 0
(none at all) to 6 (an extreme amount).



affect. That is, we expected perceived change in intimacy
to predict positive affect above and beyond perceived
level of intimacy (and we expected this association to be
specific to positive affect rather than anxiety). In line
with these expectations, perceived change in intimacy
related positively to daily positive affect, among both
male and female partners. This effect was above and
beyond the effect of current level of intimacy (which also
contributed to prediction), level of conflict, and per-
ceived change in conflict. Thus, both level and perceived
changes in intimacy were significant predictors of
positive affect.

In the same way, we expected perceived change in
conflict to predict anxiety above and beyond perceived
current conflict level (and we expected this to be specific
to anxiety rather than positive affect). In line with these
expectations, perceived change in conflict related posi-
tively to daily anxiety among male partners but not
among female partners, above and beyond level of con-
flict (which contributed to prediction for both part-
ners), level of intimacy, and change in intimacy. Thus,
three of four predictions pertaining to perception of
change were supported.

Why was there no link between anxiety and perceived
change in conflict among women? The answer is
unclear. There is evidence that women tolerate greater
physiological arousal in the context of interpersonal
conflict than do men (e.g., Levenson, Carstensen, &
Gottman, 1994). It may be that women are correspond-
ingly less likely to distinguish conflict from increase in
conflict as experiences. This interpretation, of course, is
quite speculative. The meaning of this gender difference
awaits further investigation.

Despite that caveat, these findings join an emerging
literature bearing on how change across time influences
affect. Studies examining such processes are still rela-
tively few in number (Affleck et al., 1998; Brunstein,
1993; Hsee & Abelson, 1991; Hsee et al., 1991, 1994; Law-
rence et al., 2002; Riskind et al., 2000). The findings
reported here extend that literature to the context of
close relationships. Our finding that perceived change
in intimacy relates to positive affect above and beyond
level of intimacy fits well with Baumeister and
Bratslavsky’s (1999) idea that passion is highest when the
experience of intimacy with a partner is rapidly increas-
ing. Our finding that anxiety relates not just to levels of
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TABLE 2: Pooled Within-Subject Correlations of Independent and Dependent Variables for Male and Female Partners

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Intimacy — .41*** –.17*** –.23*** .35*** –.18**
2. Intimacy change .41*** — –.19*** –.36*** .35*** –.17**
3. Conflict –.30*** –.25*** — .59*** –.33*** .62***
4. Conflict change –.23*** –.35*** .43*** — –.21*** .32***
5. Positive affect .25*** .26*** –.15*** –.12** — –.15***
6. Anxiety –.11** –.09* .28*** .17*** –.14*** —

NOTE: Variables for male partners are above the diagonal; variables for female partners are below the diagonal.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

TABLE 3: HLM Fixed Effects Regressing Positive Affect on Male and
Female Changes in Intimacy, Levels of Intimacy, Levels of
Conflict, and Changes in Conflict

Raw Standard Effect
Effect Coefficient Error t Ratio Size r

Male intercept, Bm00 3.04 .10 — —
Female intercept, Bf00 3.25 .13 — —
Male level of intimacy, Bm01 .15 .03 5.95*** .53
Female level of intimacy, Bf01 .17 .04 4.63*** .44
Male intimacy change, Bm02 .09 .03 3.08** .31
Female intimacy change, Bf02 .12 .03 4.48*** .43
Male level of conflict, Bm03 –.05 .02 –2.02* .21
Female level of conflict, Bf03 –.06 .03 –1.87 .19
Male conflict change, Bm04 –.04 .02 –1.68 .17
Female conflict change, Bf04 .02 .03 .79 .08

NOTE: HLM = Hierarchical Linear Modeling. To compute the effect
size r associated with each t, the authors used the following formula:
r t t df= +[ / ( )]2 2 .

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

TABLE 4: HLM Fixed Effects Regressing Anxiety on Male and Fe-
male Changes in Conflict, Levels of Intimacy, Levels of
Conflict, and Changes in Intimacy

Raw Standard Effect
Effect Coefficient Error t Ratio Size r

Male intercept, Bm00 1.43 .10 — —
Female intercept, Bf00 1.33 .10 — —
Male level of intimacy, Bm01 –.03 .03 –1.21 .13
Female level of intimacy, Bf01 –.03 .03 –.95 .10
Male intimacy change, Bm02 .02 .02 .98 .10
Female intimacy change, Bf02 .02 .02 1.33 .14
Male level of conflict, Bm03 .17 .03 6.27*** .55
Female level of conflict, Bf03 .21 .03 6.18*** .54
Male conflict change, Bm04 .06 .02 2.83** .28
Female conflict change, Bf04 –.01 .03 –.23 .02

NOTE: HLM = Hierarchical Linear Modeling. To compute the effect
size r associated with each t, the authors used the following formula:
r t t df= +[ / ( )]2 2 .

**p < .01. ***p < .001.



conflict but to change in conflict fits well with Riskind
et al.’s (2000) idea that anxiety is enhanced by a quickly
approaching (not simply present) threat.

Although our focus in this section is on effects of per-
ceived change in approach and avoidance relationship-
related affect because of its novel theoretical contribu-
tion to the literature, we should reiterate that perceived
change was not the only contributor to the two affects
under study. In both cases, perceptions of the current
level of the relevant experience (intimacy and conflict)
also made consistent contributions to the relevant affect
in question.

Limitations and Strengths

We should note explicitly some limitations of the
work reported here. First, the study is based completely
on self-reports. The participants in this study reported
their own perceptions of their intimacy, conflict, and
emotional experiences. We do not have the sort of data
that follow from observational methods. We cannot be
certain that the diary reports would match with more
objective behavioral indicators of conflict, intimacy, and
affect. Furthermore, participants reported across time
periods of half days; such reports entail retrospection,
which is often subject to distortion (cf. Levine & Safer,
2002). Indeed, there is evidence that over long periods
of time, romantic partners distort their recall of their
prior satisfaction in ways that enhance their perceptions
of their present relational context (Frye & Karney, 2002;
Karney & Coombs, 2000). However, the fact that we
found patterns for anxiety that paralleled those for posi-
tive affect tends to suggest that our data did not have
such retrospective distortion.

Another limitation on the study is that the young age
and relatively short relationship length of the sample
may limit the generalizability of the results. The pro-
cesses that underlie positive and negative affect may dif-
fer with relationships of greater commitment, such as
marriage. On the other hand, some research suggests
that understanding marital satisfaction and stability
requires attention to both positivity and negativity
(Gable & Reis, 2001; Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith,
George, 2001), which is consistent with our findings.

A third limitation is that the nature of the data collec-
tion process leaves ambiguity about directionality in the
effects obtained. Perceptions of change in intimacy and
changes in conflict were collected at the same time as rat-
ings of affect. The theoretical viewpoint from which we
proceeded holds that the perception underlies the feel-
ings and frames our interpretation of the findings. How-
ever, it is possible that the feelings influenced perception
of change (cf. Karney & Frye, 2002) or that they emerge
simultaneously. Even if this were so, the findings would
still suggest that the experiences co-occur and that the

patterns that coalesce for positive affect and anxiety,
respectively, have different origins.

A fourth limitation is that our treatment of intimacy as
an incentive and conflict as a threat disregarded varia-
tions within the sample. That is, we operationalized
these qualities with the implicit assumption that a very
high level of intimacy and a total absence of conflict were
the universally desired goals. Clearly, however, people
vary in their thresholds for being bothered by conflict
and also how much conflict they can tolerate. Similarly,
people vary with regard to how much intimacy they want
in their relationships. These differences are important,
although they were not examined here. Future work will
be designed to take them into account.

Finally, our findings are limited in that we focused on
two specific types of emotion, one that is consensually
tied to movement toward incentives and the other to
movement toward threats. As noted in Note 2, these are
not the only emotional qualities that pertain to
approach and avoidance, and they are not the only emo-
tional qualities that matter in relationships. Other obvi-
ous candidates include anger, contempt, and guilt
(Gottman, 1994). To properly study an emotion such as
anger will require being particularly explicit and clear
about goal values to participants. We named “conflict” as
an avoidance goal in this study because it is an experi-
ence that most people prefer to avoid. Furthermore, in
defining conflict to participants, we emphasized the
threat that it poses. However, many conflicts also involve
the simultaneous thwarting of desires for incentives,
which can induce anger (cf. Carver, 2004). To properly
investigate the experience of anger will require distin-
guishing between those aspects of conflict that are pun-
ishing and those aspects of conflict that involve failing to
have one’s desires met. This is also a goal for future work.

Despite these limitations, this work also has several
noteworthy strengths. It tested major aspects of a current
emotion theory in a close relationship context. It exam-
ined theoretically selected affects separately instead of
examining only one affect or a single dimension from
positive to negative. It used a relatively novel methodol-
ogy to capture the everyday experience of couples as
they go about their daily lives.

A few more words about the methodological
strengths of the study are perhaps warranted. The elec-
tronic PDAs used here have several advantages com-
pared to earlier diary studies (Bolger et al., 2003). Ear-
lier studies frequently used paper-and-pencil forms that
can adversely affect the diary data in terms of accuracy,
anonymity, convenience, and compliance (Stone et al.,
2003). The devices used here improve on those tradi-
tional methods in several ways: (a) PDAs are easier to
keep track of than numerous paper forms; (b) data entry
error is minimized because data are uploaded into a
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computer database; (c) the time and date of each
response is recorded, to be able to assess compliance
with the diary protocol; and (d) data are kept in the
PDAs and cannot be viewed by any other individual,
including a partner, until uploaded into a database by
research assistants. Thus, although this design still has
some of the limitations of all traditional self-report meth-
ods, we believe it represents an improvement over paper-
and-pencil diary methods for studying close relationship
processes (Laurenceau & Bolger, in press; Troy &
Laurenceau, 2003).

Applied Implications

The findings reported here have a potentially impor-
tant implication for intervention in relationships (or for
self-intervention). Specifically, the findings suggest that
decreasing conflict in close relationships may reduce
anxiety-related emotion, but it will not necessarily
induce positive emotions. Work on intimate relation-
ships has tended to focus on understanding the pro-
cesses that underlie aversive relationship experiences,
such as conflict, with less attention paid to processes that
involve incentives in the relationship (see Fincham &
Beach, 1999; Gable & Reis, 2001). This may be a mistake.

For example, although work by Gottman (1994) has
suggested that well-functioning couples have at least a
5:1 ratio of positive to negative interactions, a focus on
reducing or eliminating the number of negative interac-
tions would not necessarily increase the number of posi-
tive ones. Moreover, because most relationship research-
ers assume that some degree of conflict in a relationship
is unavoidable, understanding the (likely) independent
processes that contribute to approach-related relation-
ship outcomes is equally important (Gable & Reis,
2001).

The findings reported here suggest that to under-
stand adaptive relationship functioning requires exam-
ining interpersonal processes that influence the experi-
ence of both relationship positivity and relationship
negativity (see also Fincham & Linfield, 1997). Although
the topography and effects of conflict in close relation-
ships are relatively well understood, a better understand-
ing of the process by which intimacy is initiated, main-
tained, and enhanced is needed (Laurenceau, Feldman,
& Rovine, in press). A comprehensive approach to cou-
ple and marital intervention may need to focus not just
on reduction or management of conflict but also on the
enhancement of appetitive processes, such as intimacy
and connectedness.

NOTES

1. Two further subtleties should perhaps be noted here. One con-
cerns the nature of intimacy as a goal. Intimacy is not a goal that is
attained once and for all, as is the case (for example) with a high school

diploma. It is a continuing or recurrent goal, an aspect of a relationship
to be created and recreated. Presumably, the sense of intimacy falls
periodically as people turn to other activities and rises as the people in
the relationship take steps to enhance it. A second issue concerns the
fact that there are variations across persons and stages of a relationship
in the level of intimacy that is desired as ideal. For some people and at
some times, there is such a thing as too much intimacy. This issue,
although important, is beyond the scope of the study reported here.

2. We focus here on the affects that relate to movement toward the
incentive (excitement) or threat (anxiety). We should note, however,
that these are not the only affects that can be linked to these two sys-
tems. For example, disruption of movement toward an incentive can
yield frustration or anger (Carver, 2004; Harmon-Jones & Allen, 1998)
as well as reduction in positive affects such as excitement. Full consider-
ation of this greater complexity is beyond the scope of this article,
however.

3. We also examined prediction from actual change in reported
level of intimacy and conflict from Time 1 to Time 2. Perceived change
and actual change in intimacy and conflict correlated .47 and .44,
respectively (the correlations are likely attenuated by low variability in
actual change). Actual change did not systematically relate to affect in
the same pattern as did perceived change. This suggests that people’s
perceptions are more important than objective reality in these
phenomena.

4. To examine potential differences due to ethnicity, we conducted
Hierarchical Linear Modeling analyses with an ethnicity indicator
entered as a potential level-2 moderator of level-1 associations. There
were no ethnicity effects for positive affect as an outcome. With anxiety
as the outcome, three of eight possible ethnicity effects reached statisti-
cal significance, but there was no discernable pattern in the direction
of effects. We also conducted analyses with relationship length as a
level-2 moderator of the level-1 associations. For positive affect, two of
eight associations were moderated by relationship length (male inti-
macy change and male level of conflict). For anxiety, one of eight asso-
ciations was moderated by relationship length (male level of conflict).
In all of these cases, the moderation was such that a stronger effect
occurred among persons with greater relationship length.
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