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DOMAINS OF EXPRESSIVE INTERACTION 
IN INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 

ASSOCIATIONS WITH SATISFACTION AND COMMITMENT 

Susan Sprecher, Sandra Metts, Brant Burleson, Elaine Hatfield, and Alicia Thompson* 

The major purpose of this investigation was to examine the relative importance of three domains of expressive interaction- 
companionship, sexual expression, and supportive communication-in predicting relationship satisfaction and commitment. 
This issue was examined with data collected from both partners of 94 married or committed (engaged or cohabiting) couples. 
Results indicated that all three domains of expressive interaction were significantly related to relationship satisfaction and 
commitment and that supportive communication had the strongest association with satisfaction and commitment. 

People who are married to each 
other or are seriously involved with 
one another vary in how much 

time they spend together. Research has 
shown that partners who spend consid- 
erable time together tend to be more sat- 
isfied with their relationships than part- 
ners who do not. For example, Reiss- 
man, Aron, and Bergen (1993) reported 
that the average correlation between 
time spent together and marital satisfac- 
tion, as found in five separate studies, 
was .40. It is probably safe to assume 
that the causal link between time spent 
together and relationship satisfaction is 
bidirectional: time spent together in- 
creases relationship satisfaction and rela- 
tionship satisfaction increases the desire 
to spend time together (Vangelisti & Ban- 
ski, 1993; White, 1983; Zuo, 1992). 
However, we cannot assume that all ac- 
tivities in which couples engage while 
together are equally salient in their ap- 
praisal of relationship satisfaction. Some 
types of interactions may be more rela- 
tionally consequential than others. Fur- 
thermore, we cannot assume that the 
same activities that contribute to part- 
ners' feelings of satisfaction are necessar- 
ily related in the same way to their com- 
mitment to remain in the relationship. 
Satisfaction and commitment are distin- 
guishable relationship properties (John- 
son, 1991; Kelley, 1983; Rusbult, 1983). 

The main purpose of this investiga- 
tion is to examine how certain types of 
expressive interaction or joint activities 
are related to satisfaction and commit- 
ment in intimate relationships. Thus, 
this study can inform therapists who are 
sometimes asked by distressed couples: 
"What can we do to restore or maintain 
our satisfaction (or commitment)?" We 
also look at the interrelationships among 
the different types of expressive interac- 
tions and the relationship between satis- 
faction and commitment (the two rela- 
tionship outcome variables). 

Domains of Expressive 
Interaction 

Scholars have distinguished be- 
tween two general categories of coordi- 
nated activity in marriage: instrumental 
and expressive (e.g., Fitzpatrick & Ind- 
vik, 1982; Parsons & Bales, 1955; Scan- 
zoni & Scanzoni, 1988). Although part- 
ners spend time together in instrumental 
activities (e.g., raising children, main- 
taining a household, or earning income), 
the expressive dimension is often con- 
sidered the heart of a relationship. The 
expressive area of a relationship has 
been further divided into three basic do- 
mains. As described by Scanzoni and 
Scanzoni (1988), these domains are: 
"companionship (someone to be with 
and do things with), empathy (someone 

who listens, understands, and cares), 
and physical affection (someone with 
whom love can be expressed through 
touch, caresses, and sexual inter- 
course)" (p. 314). They also state that 
the expressive side of the relationship 
includes behaviors for establishing and 
maintaining personal relationships, in- 
cluding empathy, showing affection, 
and warmth. It is in the expressive di- 
mension of the relationship that rewards 
associated with interactions are most 
likely to contribute to the partners' satis- 
faction and commitment (Duck, 1992). 

Although the three domains of inter- 
action focus on somewhat different inter- 
actional properties, we expect that as- 
sessments of the quality of these three 
domains of interaction are positively as- 
sociated. This hypothesis is based, in 
part, on the fact that an increase in the 
quality of one type of interactional activi- 
ty tends to increase the quality of the 
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others. Through their leisure activities to- 
gether, couples both find and create 
things to talk about. Furthermore, cou- 
ples usually converse while they are 
recreating together. Leisure time togeth- 
er can also contribute to an active sex 
life because the positive feelings generat- 
ed by shared enjoyable experiences can 
enhance mutual sexual desire. Intimate 
partners may talk about personal issues 
before and after sex, and communication 
in one way (verbally) is likely to facilitate 
communication in another way (nonver- 
bally, as through touching and sex) (Cu- 
pach & Comstock, 1990). Conversely, if 
a negative affective tone marks one do- 
main of interaction, it is likely to pervade 
other domains (Clarke, 1987). For exam- 
ple, in relationships where defensive 
communication sets up a negative spiral 
of complaint-withdrawal (Gottman, 
1982) or complaint-countercomplaint 
(Alberts, 1988), other expressive do- 
mains are likely to be affected. 

Thus, because affective tone tends 
to generalize across domains (Clarke, 
1987; Forgas, Levinger, & Moylan, 1994; 
Gottman, 1982), we predict that: 

Hypothesis 1: Assessments of the 
quality of the three forms of expressive 
interaction will be positively associated. 

Relationship Satisfaction and 
Relationship Commitment 

Because our major focus is on how 
the domains of expressive interaction 
are related to both satisfaction and com- 
mitment, we also examine the associa- 
tion between these two relationship out- 
come variables. Correlational studies 
demonstrate that the two constructs are 
positively associated in marriages and 
other close relationships (e.g., Drigotas 
& Rusbult, 1992). Moreover, satisfaction 
is often presumed to be associated with 
constructs similar to commitment, such 
as relationship stability, although the 
empirical evidence for this link is mod- 
est (White, 1990). 

However, the empirical and theoreti- 
cal work of Rusbult (1983), Lund (1985), 
and others suggests that the origin and 
dynamics of satisfaction and commitment 
are different. Satisfaction generally refers 
to subjective feelings that the relation- 
ship provides more rewards than costs 
and that the accumulation of positive 
outcomes is better than would be ex- 
pected by comparison to other relation- 
ships of the same type (e.g., Rusbult, 
1983; Rusbult, Drigotas, & Verette, 
1994). Commitment, on the other hand, 
generally refers to a long-term orientation 
toward continuity of a relationship stem- 
ming from assessments of satisfaction, 
quality of alternatives to the relationship 

(dependence), and level of investments 
in the relationship. The type of commit- 
ment with which we are concerned is 
what Johnson (1991) has called personal 
commitment (which he distinguishes 
from moral commitment and structural 
commitment). Rusbult et al. (1994) refer 
to commitment as a "central macromo- 
tive" in relationships because it "encom- 
passes the net effects of other depen- 
dence-enhancing variables-satisfaction, 
alternatives, and investments" (p. 123). 
In short, satisfaction is only one of sever- 
al factors contributing to commitment to 
stay in the relationship. 

This analysis suggests that, although 
we should expect a positive association 
between satisfaction and commitment, 
we should not expect an association so 
high as to suggest they are redundant in- 
dices of relationship quality (Berscheid, 
1994). Thus, we predict that: 

Hypothesis 2: Satisfaction with a 
relationship will be (moderately) posi- 
tively associated with commitment to 
that relationship. 

Domains of Expressive 
Interaction and Relationship 
Satisfaction 

There is an extensive body of litera- 
ture on predictors of marital satisfaction, 
as well as on satisfaction in other types 
of close relationships (for reviews, see 
Glenn, 1990; Worell, 1988). The link be- 
tween each of the three domains of ex- 
pressive interaction and satisfaction has 
been demonstrated. First, partners who 
spend more time together in leisure or 
companionate activities evidence 
greater marital satisfaction than partners 
who do not (Hill, 1988; Holman & Ep- 
person, 1984; Orthner & Mancini, 1990; 
Palisi, 1984; Whyte, 1990). Second, part- 
ners who report higher levels of sensi- 
tive and supportive communication (em- 
pathy) also report high marital satisfac- 
tion (for a review, see Noller & Fitz- 
patrick, 1990). And finally, partners who 
have frequent sex and/or are satisfied 
with their sex life together are more sat- 
isfied with their entire relationship than 
are other partners (Birchler & Webb, 
1977; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; 
Greeley, 1991; for a review, see Sprech- 
er & McKinney, 1993). 

Interdependence theory (Rusbult, 
1983; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993; Rusbult 
et al., 1994; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) can 
be used to understand why each of the 
domains of expressive interaction can 
increase relationship satisfaction. Ac- 
cording to interdependence theory, es- 
pecially as articulated in Rusbult's 
(1983) investment model, satisfaction in- 
creases as rewards increase and costs de- 

crease (particularly as compared to ex- 
pectation levels). The domains of ex- 
pressive interaction-which we call com- 
panionship, supportive communica- 
tion, and sexual expression-hold the 
potential to provide rewards to couples. 
According to Rusbult et al. (1994), "Rela- 
tionships marked by a greater number or 
intensity of pleasurable interaction out- 
comes should be experienced as more 
satisfying" (p. 117). To the extent that 
these rewards are gained with few costs, 
interdependence (investment) theory 
would predict that they would increase 
relationship satisfaction. Consistent with 
this expectation, we propose that: 

Hypothesis 3: Each of the three 
forms of expressive interaction will be 
positively associated with relationship 
satisfaction. 

Although each of the three domains 
of interaction has been linked individual- 
ly to satisfaction in prior research, to 
date, no study has examined the associa- 
tion between satisfaction and all three 
interactional domains. Because the three 
domains of interaction are expected to 
be intercorrelated, it is important to de- 
termine the extent to which each do- 
main is a nonredundant predictor of sat- 
isfaction. Reis and Franks (1994) de- 
scribe this as a common problem in rela- 
tionship research and explain: "For ex- 
ample, many variables and processes are 
known to influence the course and out- 
come of marital interaction, but their 
predictive utility relative to one another 
is not often examined" (p. 195). 

Furthermore, we were interested in 
whether one form of expressive interac- 
tion is more strongly related to satisfac- 
tion than the other two. Several thera- 
pists and writers have suggested that 
good communication is the essence of a 
good relationship (e.g., Stinnett & De- 
Frain, 1985) and some research suggests 
that communication is the key factor in 
marital happiness (Ting-Toomey, 1983). 
However, no previous research has com- 
pared perceived quality of supportive 
communication with quality of compan- 
ionate activity and sexual expression as 
predictors of relationship satisfaction. 
Thus, we pose the following research 
question: 

Research Question 1: Which do- 
mains of expressive interaction are 
most strongly associated with satisfac- 
tion? 

Domains of Expressive 
Interaction and Relationship 
Commitment 

Previous research has not consid- 
ered how assessments of quality in the 
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domains of expressive interaction are re- 
lated to commitment. As noted by Stan- 
ley and Markman (1992), "compared to 
other key constructs in the empirical lit- 
erature (e.g., satisfaction, communica- 
tion), commitment has been under-re- 
searched" (p. 605). This omission stems 
from conceptual "fuzziness" in the satis- 
faction and commitment constructs (Kel- 
ley, 1983) and from a methodological 
tendency to use satisfaction scores as in- 
dicators of commitment (Berscheid, 
1994). 

According to interdependence theo- 
ry (Rusbult, 1983), commitment is in- 
creased by satisfaction and, hence, indi- 
rectly by any rewarding experiences 
(e.g., joint leisure activities, supportive 
communication, sexual activity) that 
contribute to satisfaction. The theory 
also predicts that commitment is in- 
creased by having a low comparison 
level for alternatives and intrinsic and 
extrinsic investments, which are put 
into the relationship or become con- 
nected to the relationship and which 
cannot be easily retrieved if the relation- 
ship were to end. Rusbult (1983) states 
that time, emotional effort, and self-dis- 
closures are examples of intrinsic invest- 
ments. Therefore, domains of expressive 
interaction can be thought of as intrinsic 
investments in the relationship that in- 
crease commitment, which, in turn, de- 
creases the likelihood of a breakup. 
Based on this reasoning, we pose the fol- 
lowing hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: Each of the three 
forms of expressive interaction will be 
positively associated with commitment 
to the relationship. 

As with satisfaction, we were also 
interested in which forms of expressive 
interaction are the strongest predictors 
of commitment. Little theory and even 
less research has been devoted to this 
particular issue. Hence, we pose the fol- 
lowing research question: 

Research Question 2: Which types 
of expressive interaction are most 
strongly associated with commitment? 

In order to clarify the associations 
between satisfaction and commitment, 
as well as to examine the associations 
between the domains of interaction and 
each of these potential outcome vari- 
ables, we offer a mediational model, 
which is described in the following sec- 
tion. 

Satisfaction as a Mediating 
Variable 

We have suggested that associations 
exist between commitment and satisfac- 
tion and between the three domains of 

interaction and each relational construct. 
We have also noted, however, that satis- 
faction and commitment are not isomor- 
phic. Interdependence theory views sat- 
isfaction as a function of the reward-cost 
ratio associated with interactions com- 
pared to what could be expected. Com- 
mitment is viewed as a more global ap- 
praisal that derives in part from satisfac- 
tion but also from perceived quality of al- 
ternatives and level of investments (Rus- 
bult, 1983). Thus, although we predicted 
that rewarding interactions should be as- 
sociated with both satisfaction and com- 
mitment, and that satisfaction and com- 
mitment should be related to each other, 
we also noted that interdependence the- 
ory considers satisfaction to derive from 
interactions and considers satisfaction as 
only one contributor to commitment. 
Thus, the influence of expressive interac- 
tions on commitment is expected to be 
indirect: Expressive interactions should 
influence commitment through the me- 
diation of satisfaction. 

This intriguing aspect of interdepen- 
dence theory has received little direct 
empirical examination. Thus, it is impor- 
tant to test whether the quality of ex- 
pressive interactions makes its contribu- 
tion to commitment only through the 
satisfaction it evokes, or whether the 
quality of expressive interactions might 
make an independent contribution to 
commitment. With this in mind, we for- 
mulate our final hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 5: Relationship satisfac- 
tion will mediate the influence of ex- 
pressive interaction on relationship 
commitment. 

Moderating Effects of Gender 
Finally, it is important to consider 

the possibility that associations among 
the variables examined here may be 
moderated by gender. Such a possibility 
is consistent with several areas of gender 
differences in close relationships. For ex- 
ample, women have been found to have 
a greater concern with and desire to 
communicate about relationship features 
(Acitelli, 1992; Fitness & Strongman, 
1991; Tannen, 1986; Wood, 1994). 
Women have also been found to empha- 
size affective behaviors to a greater de- 
gree than men, whereas men have been 
found to emphasize instrumental behav- 
iors to a greater degree than women 
(Wills, Weiss, & Patterson, 1974; Wood 
& Inman, 1993). This literature suggests 
that we will find that supportive commu- 
nication is more highly associated with 
relationship outcomes for women than 
for men. Testing the moderating influ- 
ence of gender is also one way to assess 
the generality of associations we have hy- 
pothesized. If there are no or few moder- 

ating effects due to gender, we can infer 
that the patterns of association we have 
proposed apply equally well to both men 
and women. Therefore, we pose our 
final research question: 

Research Question 3: Does gender 
moderate (a) the associations among 
the three types of expressive interac- 
tion, (b) the association between satis- 
faction and commitment, or (c) the as- 
sociations between expressive interac- 
tions and satisfaction and commit- 
ment? 

Sample and Procedure 
The sample consisted of 94 couples 

from a Midwestern university who were 
either married (N = 37), cohabiting (N = 

36), or engaged (N = 21) (nine of the en- 
gaged couples were also cohabiting). 
Couples were recruited through adver- 
tisements in a university newspaper, an- 
nouncements made in classes, and flyers 
distributed to housing units for married 
students. (Dating couples were also sur- 
veyed, although they are not included in 
the analyses in this article.) Most of the 
respondents were university undergrad- 
uate or graduate students. The mean age 
was slightly over 24 years and most 
were Caucasian and from either middle- 
class or upper middle-class families. 

Both members of the couple com- 
pleted the questionnaire at the same 
time but independently of each other. 
Most of the couples completed the ques- 
tionnaire in a university building, al- 
though some of the married couples 
completed it under monitored condi- 
tions in their own homes. Each couple 
received $8 for participation. 

Measurement 
Domains of expressive interaction. 

To measure the three domains of ex- 
pressive interaction, as defined by Scan- 
zoni and Scanzoni (1988), items from 
the Schaefer and Olson (1981) Personal 
Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships 
(PAIR) Inventory were used. Three sub- 
scales from the PAIR-the original recre- 
ational intimacy, intellectual intimacy, 
and sexual intimacy scales-were used to 
measure companionship, supportive 
communication, and sexual expression, 
respectively. In addition, two items from 
the original emotional intimacy subscale 
of the PAIR Inventory were added to the 
communication items because they also 
measured aspects of supportive commu- 
nication. Each of the items was rated on 
a 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly 
agree) response scale. For each set of 
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items, a mean was used as the score in 
subsequent analyses. 

Companionship was measured by 
the following six items: (a) We enjoy the 
same recreational activities, (b) I share 
in few of my partner's interests (reverse 
scored), (c) We like playing together, 
(d) We enjoy the out-of-doors together, 
(e) We seldom find time to do fun things 
together (reversed scored), and (f) I feel 
we share some of the same interests. 
Cronbach's alpha for this scale was .60 
for men and .65 for women. 

Supportive communication was 
measured by the following eight items: 
(a) My partner listens to me when I need 
someone to talk to; (b) My partner helps 
me clarify my thoughts; (c) I can state 
my feelings without him/her getting de- 
fensive; (d) When it comes to having a 
serious discussion, it seems we have lit- 
tle in common (reverse scored); (e) I 
feel "put-down" in a serious conversa- 
tion with my partner (reverse scored); 
(f) I feel it is useless to discuss some 
things with my partner (reverse scored); 
(g) My partner and I understand each 
other completely; and (h) We have an 
endless number of things to talk about. 
Cronbach's alpha for the supportive 
communication scale was .76 for men 
and .78 for women. 

Sexual expression was measured by 
the following six items: (a) I am satisfied 
with our sex life, (b) I feel our sexual ac- 
tivity is just routine (reverse scored), (c) 
I am able to tell my partner when I want 
sexual intercourse (or other physical af- 
fection), (d) I "hold back" my sexual in- 
terest because my partner makes me feel 
uncomfortable (reverse scored), (e) Sex- 
ual expression is an essential part of our 
relationship, and (f) My partner seems 
disinterested in sex (reverse scored). 
Cronbach's alpha was .81 for men and 
.76 for women. 

Relationship outcome variables. Al- 
though no standard measure of satisfac- 
tion was included in the questionnaire, 
two items included as part of other in- 
dices or scales were combined to form a 
global measure of satisfaction. One item 
was included in a section that asked the 
respondent to imagine that he or she de- 
cided to break off the relationship with 
the partner and to think about how cost- 
ly this action would be. This item was 
followed by several questions, including 
one that measured satisfaction: ". . . to 
what extent would you be giving up a 
very satisfying relationship?" (1 = this is 
not a satisfying relationship to 9 = this 
is a very satisfying relationship). The 
second item appeared in a different sec- 
tion of the questionnaire and was, 
"Overall, how satisfied are you with the 

relationship with your partner?" (1 = not 
at all satisfied to 9 = completely satis- 
fied). We consider the global nature of 
these items to be desirable because 
there is no overlap in content between 
the satisfaction measure and the expres- 
sive interaction variables (e.g., Fincham 
& Bradbury, 1987). Moreover, this two- 
item index has obvious face validity as a 
measure of satisfaction. Cronbach's 
alpha for this index of global satisfaction 
was .75 for men and .82 for women. 

Commitment was measured by four 
items, adapted from previous research 
in which commitment was defined as at- 
tachment and the likelihood of staying 
together in the future (e.g., Rusbult, 
1983). These items were: "How commit- 
ted are you to your partner?" (1 = ex- 
tremely uncommitted to 9 = extremely 
committed). "How often have you seri- 
ously considered ending your relation- 
ship with your partner?" (1 = never to 9 
= several times), "How likely is it that 
you will try to end the relationship with 
your partner during the next year?" (1 = 
extremely unlikely to 9 = extremely 
likely), and "How likely is it that you 
will try to end the relationship with your 
partner during the next five years?" (1 = 
extremely unlikely to 9 = extremely 
likely). The items were recoded so that 
higher scores reflected greater commit- 
ment. Cronbach's alpha was .79 for men 
and .75 for women. 

Preliminary Analyses 
Overall, the participants rated their 

relationships as very expressive. The 
mean score for each of the three scales 
measuring the domains of expressive in- 
teraction was 3 or higher (on the 0 to 4 
response scale). Although both men and 
women scored, on the average, near the 
high end of the scales, a significant dif- 
ference was found between men and 
women on two of the three expressive 
interaction scales. Table 1 presents the 
means and standard deviations for the 
variables. Paired t tests indicated that 

women rated companionship and sexual 
expression more positively than did men 
(see Table 1). No difference, however, 
was found between men and women in 
how they rated supportive communica- 
tion in the relationship. Furthermore, no 
gender differences were found in satis- 
faction and commitment. 

The partners were similar in how 
they evaluated the relationship. We cor- 
related, for each couple, the female part- 
ner's score for each relevant variable 
with that of her male partner. Partners 
viewed the domains of expression inter- 
action similarly (rs = .53, .46, and .50 for 
companionship, supportive communica- 
tion, and sexual expression, respective- 
ly; all ps < .00 1). Partners also had simi- 
lar levels of satisfaction with the rela- 
tionship (r = .48, p < .001) and commit- 
ment to it (r = .50, p < .001). Because of 
the nonindependence of the couple data 
(Kenny, in press) and because of our 
secondary interest in examining gender 
differences in the associations among 
the variables, we present the analyses 
below for men and women separately. 

Associations Among 
Domains of Interaction and 
Between Satisfaction and 
Commitment 

Hypothesis 1, which predicted posi- 
tive associations among the three types 
of expressive interaction assessed in this 
study, was tested by calculating zero- 
order correlations among scores on the 
companionship, supportive communica- 
tion, and sexual expression scales. 
These correlations for men and women 
separately are reported in Table 2. As 
predicted, all three forms of expressive 
interaction were positively and signifi- 
cantly intercorrelated. Hypothesis 2 pre- 
dicted a positive association between 
satisfaction with the relationship and 
commitment to it. This hypothesis was 
also supported: A substantial and signifi- 
cant positive association was observed 
between these variables for both men 
and women. 

Table 1 
Means and Standard Deviations on Perceptions of Expressive Interactions, Satisfaction, and 
Commitment 

Male Partners Female Partners 
(N= 94) (N= 94) 

M SD M SD t 

Companionship 3.11 .58 3.29 .58 3.04** 
Supportive Communication 3.01 .58 3.07 .65 0.86 
Sexual Expression 3.11 .79 3.28 .69 2.20* 
Satisfaction 7.95 1.22 8.03 1.29 0.74 
Commitment 7.57 1.74 7.85 1.41 1.62 

*p <.05. **p <.01. 
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Table 2 
Intercorrelations Among Variables in the Study for Males and Females 

Supportive Sexual 
Companionship Communication Expression Satisfaction Commitment 

Companionship 45*** .43*** .41*** .27** 
Supportive 

Communication .34*** .65*** .66*** .56*** 
Sexual Expression .34*** .57*** .52*** .39*** 
Satisfaction .47*** .67*** .63*** .71*** 
Commitment .38*** .45*** .28** .52*** 

Note. Correlations were conducted on the 94 men and 94 women separately, although the exact 
N for each analysis varies due to missing data. Correlations above the diagonal are for men; those 
below the diagonal are for women. 
**p<.01. ***p<.OO1. 

Domains of Expressive 
Interaction and Relationship 
Satisfaction 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that each of 
the three domains of expressive interac- 
tion would be positively associated with 
overall satisfaction with the relationship. 
This hypothesis was also supported. As 
indicated in Table 2, satisfaction with 
the relationship was significantly and 
positively associated with each form of 
expressive interaction for both men and 
women (the correlations ranged from 
.41 to .67). 

Research Question 1 asked which of 
the three types of expressive interaction 
was most strongly associated with rela- 
tionship satisfaction. This question was 
addressed initially through multiple re- 
gression analyses in which satisfaction 
was regressed simultaneously on the 
three expressive interaction variables. 
These analyses are summarized in 
columns 1-4 of Table 3. All three ex- 
pressive interaction variables contribut- 
ed significantly to the prediction of satis- 
faction for women; the largest beta was 
observed for supportive communication 
For men, only supportive communica- 
tion was a significant predictor of satis- 
faction. Thus, for both genders, support- 
ive communication was the expressive 
interaction variable most strongly associ- 
ated with satisfaction. 

Table 3 
Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Satisfaction and Commitment 

Satisfaction Commitment 

Male Partner Female Partner Male Partner Female Partner 

beta t beta t beta t beta t 

Companionship .13 1.39 .25 3.45*** .02 .24 .26 2.63*** 
Supportive 

Communication .52 4.85*** .39 4.71*** .53 4.39*** .37 3.29** 
Sexual Expression .12 1.16 .32 3.85*** .04 .32 -.01 -.12 
,R2 .46 .59 .32 .27 
F ratio 24.40 (3, 86)*** 43.11 (3, 90)*** 13.54 (3, 88)*** 10.70 (3, 89)*** 

Note. Degrees of freedom vary due to missing data. 
**p<.01. ***p<.001. 

Domains of Expressive 
Interaction and Relationship 
Commitment 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that each 
form of expressive interaction would be 
positively associated with commitment 
to the relationship. This hypothesis was 
supported. As shown by the correlations 
in Table 2, commitment to the relation- 
ship was significantly and positively asso- 
ciated with each form of expressive in- 
teraction for both men and women (the 
correlations ranged from .27 to .56). 

Research Question 2 asked which of 
the three types of expressive interaction 
was most strongly associated with rela- 
tionship commitment. This question 
was addressed through regression pro- 
cedures similar to those used in evaluat- 
ing RQ 1. The results of these analyses 
are presented in columns 5-8 of Table 3. 
The results indicated that the three ex- 
pressive interaction variables accounted 
for a significant amount of variance in 
commitment, although the amount was 
not as large as that for satisfaction. For 
males, supportive communication was 
the only significant predictor. For 
women, both supportive communica- 
tion and companionship were signifi- 
cant predictors, with supportive com- 
munication having the larger beta. 
Hence, for both genders, supportive 
communication was the form of interac- 

tion most strongly associated with com- 
mitment. 

A Test of the Mediational 
Model 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that rela- 
tionship satisfaction would mediate the 
association between the expressive in- 
teraction variables and relationship com- 
mitment. Simple path analyses utilizing 
hierarchical regression (see Biddle & 
Marlin, 1987) were employed to test this 
hypothesis. For each gender, two regres- 
sion equations were computed for rela- 
tionship commitment: One equation 
partialled the effects of the three expres- 
sive interaction variables from the asso- 
ciation between satisfaction and com- 
mitment, whereas the other equation 
partialled the effects of satisfaction from 
the association between the expressive 
interaction variables and commitment. 
Biddle and Marlin (1987) recommend 
this comparative procedure as a way of 
testing whether proper intervening vari- 
ables have been chosen for a mediated- 
effects model. If the mediated-effects 
model best describes the data, there 
should be no residual relationship be- 
tween the three expressive interaction 
variables and commitment when con- 
trolling for satisfaction. If an indepen- 
dent-effects model better fits the data, 
then controlling for the effects of satis- 
faction should only minimally reduce 
the relationship between the expressive 
interaction variables and commitment. 

Table 4 reports the summary of 
these regression analyses. The table 
shows the effect of entering each set of 
predictors (the expressive interaction 
variables and satisfaction) into the re- 
gression analysis initially. The mediating 
effect of satisfaction is determined by 
comparing the amount of variance ex- 
plained by the expressive interaction 
variables (i.e., the R2 increment) when 
entered first versus entered second. 

The regression analyses summarized 
in Table 4 clearly indicate that relation- 
ship satisfaction powerfully mediates 
the effect of the domains of expressive 
interaction on relationship commitment. 
By themselves, the three predictor vari- 
ables collectively account for 31% (for 
men) and 27% (for women) of the vari- 
ance in commitment (see the analyses 
for RQ2 presented previously). Howev- 
er, when relationship satisfaction is en- 
tered into the regression first, thus par- 
tialling the effect of satisfaction from the 
influence of the expressive interaction 
variables, the three predictor variables 
collectively account for only a small 
(and nonsignificant) percentage of the 
variance in commitment (2% for men 
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Table 4 
Summary of Regression Analyses Assessing the Mediational Effects of Relationship 
Satisfaction on the Association Between Expressive Interaction Indices and Relationship 
Commitment 

When Entered First When Entered Second 

Predictor Set R2 Change F ratio R2 Change F ratio 

Expressive Interaction Indices Males .31*** 13.02 .02 1.05 
Females .27*** 10.70 .05 2.36 

Relationship Satisfaction Males .50*** 87.19 .20*** 35.68 
Females .27*** 33.45 .06** 7.56 

Note. Regressions were conducted on the 94 men and 94 women separately, although the exact 
N for each analysis varies due to missing data. 
**p<.01. ***p<.001. 

and 5% for women). By itself, satisfac- 
tion explains considerable variance in 
commitment (50% for men and 27% for 
women). Even when the effect of the 
three predictor variables is partialled 
out, satisfaction continues to explain a 
significant amount of the variance in 
commitment (20% for men and 6% for 
women). Thus, the effect of the expres- 
sive interaction variables on commit- 
ment is almost fully mediated by satisfac- 
tion. In contrast, the linkage between 
satisfaction and commitment is strong 
and direct. 

Gender Differences in 
the Associations 

The previously reported results indi- 
cate that there are some differences be- 
tween men and women with respect to 
the variables assessed in this study. 
However, are there significant differ- 
ences between men and women in the 
associations among variables? Research 
Question 3 asked whether gender mod- 
erated (a) the associations among the 
three types of expressive interaction, (b) 
the association between satisfaction and 
commitment, or (c) the associations be- 
tween the three types of interaction and 
satisfaction and commitment. We exam- 
ined the difference in magnitude be- 
tween relevant pairs of associations by 
means of the z test for independent cor- 
relations (see correlations in Table 2). 
The z tests detected no significant differ- 
ences due to gender for any of the rele- 
vant pairs of correlations; however, it is 
possible that this use of the z test may 
underestimate the significance of the dif- 
ferences between the correlations, and 
thus result in some Type II errors (the z 
test assumes independent samples and, 
as indicated previously, spouses' scores 
were correlated on all measures). 

The major purpose of this investiga- 
tion was to examine how three forms of 
expressive interaction-companionship, 
supportive communication, and sexual 

expression-were related to each other 
and to couples' levels of relationship sat- 
isfaction and commitment. We were 
also interested in examining the associa- 
tion between satisfaction and commit- 
ment, and the possibility that the effects 
of expressive interactions on commit- 
ment were mediated by satisfaction. 

Our preliminary analyses indicated 
that the sample, as a whole, reported 
high levels of all three types of expres- 
sive interactions and reported a high 
level of satisfaction with and commit- 
ment to the relationship. These results 
are not surprising for a sample of cou- 
ples who were either in the first years of 
marriage or were cohabiting or engaged. 
Previous research has also indicated that 
late stages of courtship (e.g., engage- 
ment) and early marriage are generally 
times when the partners focus on each 
other and are quite satisfied with their 
relationship (Glenn, 1990). The females 
were somewhat more positive than the 
males toward two of the domains of in- 
teraction-companionship and sexual ex- 
pression. Similar results were found by 
Kingsbury and Minda (1988) using the 
PAIR Inventory in a study of dating rela- 
tionships. Perhaps these gender differ- 
ences occur because women and men 
use different yardsticks to evaluate these 
particular aspects of their relationship. 
To the extent that men have traditional- 
ly emphasized recreation in their friend- 
ships with other men (Tannen, 1990), 
they may rate companionate activities 
with women somewhat less satisfying 
than women rate these activities with 
men. Similarly, to the extent that men 
generally have more sexual experiences 
prior to marriage (Oliver & Hyde, 1993), 
they may have a greater range of com- 
parison experiences in this particular 
domain of interaction. In addition, how- 
ever, men may have lower sexual ex- 
pression scores because several of the 
items on the sexual expression scale 
refer to perceived freedom in express- 
ing sexual needs. It may be the case that 
men feel less comfortable, compared to 
women, talking about sexual issues with 
their partner. Other research also indi- 

cates that men may feel less comfortable 
than women expressing on intimate top- 
ics (e.g., Rubin, Hill, Peplau, & Dunkel- 
Schetter, 1980). 

Patterns of Expressive 
Interaction 

We expected to find that the three 
domains of interaction would be posi- 
tively associated, and this was the case. 
Partners who feel positively about one 
form of expressive interaction were also 
positive about the other two forms. For 
example, partners who positively evalu- 
ated their shared recreational activities 
also positively evaluated their support- 
ive communication and sexual interac- 
tions. These results suggest that it is un- 
likely that partners come to specialize in 
one form of expressive interaction and 
neglect the other ways of being expres- 
sive. These correlations also suggest that 
one form of interaction spills over to the 
others and that all forms of interaction 
reflect the partners' love for each other. 

Associations Between 
Expressive Interaction 
and Satisfaction 
and Commitment 

Several of the hypotheses and re- 
search questions in this study focused 
on how the three types of expressive in- 
teraction were related to satisfaction and 
commitment in the relationship. Satisfac- 
tion and commitment, as the two out- 
come variables, were substantially corre- 
lated. Clearly, satisfaction and commit- 
ment co-vary in close relationships, in 
part because satisfaction is one major 
factor leading to commitment (e.g., Rus- 
bult, 1983). However, satisfaction is not 
the only factor that contributes to com- 
mitment, which explains why the corre- 
lation between these two variables was 
not higher. 

We had hypothesized that all three 
types of expressive interaction would be 
positively related to both relationship 
satisfaction and commitment. However, 
we further hypothesized that the effects 
of the domains of interaction on com- 
mitment would be mediated by satisfac- 
tion. Our hypotheses were supported. 
All three forms of expressive interaction 
were positively associated with both sat- 
isfaction and commitment, for both men 
and women. The hierarchical regressipn 
analyses indicated that the three forms 
of expressive interaction predicted satis- 
faction and that satisfaction predicted 
commitment, but that satisfaction medi- 
ated the relation between expressive in- 
teraction and commitment. Within an in- 
terdependence framework (e.g., Rus- 
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bult, 1983), companionship, supportive 
communication, and sexual expression 
can be considered rewarding interac- 
tions that contribute directly to satisfac- 
tion and indirectly to commitment. They 
can also be considered intrinsic invest- 
ments in the relationship that increase 
the desire to stay in the relationship. Of 
course, our data are correlational and, 
therefore, we cannot rule out the possi- 
bility that other causal relationships are 
operating. For example, satisfaction may 
affect both commitment and desire to 
interact in different domains of the rela- 
tionship. Furthermore, predictors of 
commitment not considered in this 
study may be direct predictors of com- 
mitment. Theorists of commitment have 
identified several predictors that directly 
affect commitment without being medi- 
ated by satisfaction, including barriers 
(children, religion) and investments 
(number of years together, material pos- 
sessions) (e.g., Johnson, 1991; Rusbult, 
1983). 

We also examined which form of 
expressive interaction was most highly 
related to satisfaction and commitment. 
Of the three forms of expressive interac- 
tion, supportive communication was 
most highly related to both satisfaction 
and commitment. The strong association 
between supportive communication and 
satisfaction (and commitment) is consis- 
tent with other research (Ting-Toomey 
1983) and clinical observations (Stinnett 
& DeFrain, 1985), suggesting that quali- 
ty communication may be the essence 
of a good relationship and the most im- 
portant factor contributing to the happi- 
ness of the partners. 

A comparison of the bivariate corre- 
lations (where each type of expressive 
interaction was found to be highly corre- 
lated with satisfaction and commitment) 
and the multiple regression (where sup- 
portive communication emerged as the 
strongest predictor of satisfaction and 
commitment and the other two expres- 
sive interaction variables were not signif- 
icant predictors of one or both outcome 
variables) highlights a conceptual issue 
with which relationship researchers 
must deal. Relationship researchers, 
who cannot measure in one study all 
possible predictors of the variable they 
are trying to explain, must be open to 
the possibility that a correlation found 
between two variables can be explained 
by the effect of a third and unmeasured 
variable (Reis & Franks, 1994). For ex- 
ample, if we had measured only com- 
panionship and sexual expression and 
had neglected to measure supportive 
communication, we would have con- 
cluded that the effects of companion- 
ship and sexual expression were much 

stronger than they actually were found 
to be in this study. 

It is also important to examine how 
associations among variables represent- 
ing relationship phenomena are moder- 
ated by other variables, including char- 
acteristics of the relational partners. In 
this study, we considered how gender 
moderated the effects of the domains of 
interaction on satisfaction and commit- 
ment, as well as how it moderated the 
other associations examined. We found 
that the results were generally the same 
for men and women. The absence of a 
moderating effect for gender is impor- 
tant for at least two reasons. First, the 
absence of moderating effects makes it 
possible to articulate more parsimonious 
models of the linkages between types of 
interaction, satisfaction, and commit- 
ment. That is, models of the associations 
between these variables do not need to 
take gender into account, nor do sepa- 
rate models need to be developed for 
men and women. Second, it is theoreti- 
cally important to observe that men and 
women appear to value the same things 
in their intimate relationships, and those 
values seem to be equal predictors of 
satisfaction with the relationship. We 
recognize, of course, that these conclu- 
sions are based on a volunteer sample of 
nonclinical, very satisfied couples. 
Whether gender moderates these associ- 
ations in distressed or highly conflictual 
couples is an important question for ad- 
ditional research. 

The results of this study have impli- 
cations for distressed couples and the 
therapists and counselors they come to 
for help. Some couples seek therapy or 
attend relationship enrichment work- 
shops because they are no longer satis- 
fied with their relationships, although 
they are still committed to them. The 
source of their commitment may be fac- 
tors that have been identified as unique- 
ly associated with commitment but 
which are unrelated to satisfaction-bar- 
riers, investments, and a moral obliga- 
tion to stay together (Johnson, 1991; 
Rusbult, 1983). The partners seek help 
in restoring some of the passion and sat- 
isfaction to their relationship. The re- 
sults of this investigation may be used by 
therapists for developing strategies to 
treat such couples. 

Specifically, our findings suggest 
four points of interest to counselors and 
therapists. First, we found that all three 
domains of expressive interaction-com- 
panionship, supportive communication, 

and sexual expression-were associated 
with satisfaction (at least in the bivariate 
results). Treatment for couples experi- 
encing diminished satisfaction in their re- 
lationships should assess and possibly ad- 
dress all three of these domains. Second, 
we also found, however, that supportive 
communication contributed to variance 
beyond that accounted for by the do- 
mains of sexual expression and recre- 
ational activities. Thus, supportive com- 
munication appears to play a pivotal role 
in overall satisfaction. This result sug- 
gests that efforts directed at enhancing 
the other domains of expressive interac- 
tion that do not also attend to the quality 
of supportive communication may be in- 
effective, or at least less successful. 

Third, our findings have implica- 
tions for relationship stability as well. 
We found that high levels of satisfaction 
were associated with high levels of com- 
mitment. Indeed, the type of commit- 
ment that comes from satisfaction may 
be a more positive form of commitment 
than that which exists because partners 
feel obligated or pressured to stay to- 
gether (e.g., Johnson, 1991) or have to 
stay together because of lack of alterna- 
tives (e.g., Rusbult, 1983). Hence, if 
practitioners can help distressed couples 
find ways to have fun together and in- 
crease their satisfaction, personal com- 
mitment may be increased as well. 

Finally, we found that gender did 
not moderate the effects of the domains 
of interaction on satisfaction or commit- 
ment. Although researchers have argued 
in other contexts that gender constitutes 
a culture (i.e., values, needs, beliefs, and 
rituals) distinguishing men and women 
(e.g., Tannen, 1986; Wood, 1994), we 
found no evidence of its effect here. To 
the contrary, whatever processes that 
link expressive interactions to satisfac- 
tion and satisfaction to commitment are 
common to both men and women. This 
is also contrary to prevailing gender 
stereotypes, which suggest that men and 
women possess very different views of 
almost everything, including love, com- 
mitment, and intimacy. A slew of popu- 
lar books insist that You Just Don't 
Understand (Tannen, 1990) or Men are 
From Mars, Women are From Venus 
(Gray, 1993). Many critics, however, 
have sharply criticized the contention 
that men and women differ markedly in 
their views of love, commitment, and in- 
timacy. They argue that theorists have 
grossly exaggerated existing gender dif- 
ferences (e.g., Hatfield & Rapson, 1987, 
1993). Our results provide additional 
support for the second contention. 
Therefore, therapists can be less con- 
cerned with gender differences than 
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with individual differences in attitudes, 
temperaments, and behaviors. 

Limitations and Conclusions 
There are several limitations to this 

research that should be noted. First, the 
sample was limited to young couples. In 
future research, a greater diversity of 
couples should be surveyed. This study 
was also limited because the data were 
collected at only one point in time. Lon- 
gitudinal studies are needed to see how 
the types of expressive interactions 
change over time and to provide better 
tests of the causal relationships between 
the domains of interaction and satisfac- 
tion and commitment. 

Furthermore, through longitudinal 
research, we could examine how the do- 
mains of interaction predict relationship 
stability. Third, at least one measure 
(companionship) had relatively low reli- 
ability, which may explain its modest as- 
sociation with satisfaction and commit- 
ment. 

It is also important that future re- 
searchers consider the instrumental side 
of marriage along with the expressive 
side. Some relationships are satisfying 
and have a high level of commitment be- 
cause the partners spend a great deal of 
time together in the instrumental side 
of marriage. They do housework togeth- 
er, balance the budget together, and 
work together in the family business. 
Cuber and Harroff (1965) identified 
"total" marriages as those in which part- 
ners do everything together-play and 
work. Furthermore, future research 
should take into account more individu- 
al differences that moderate the relation- 
ship between predictors of satisfaction 
and satisfaction, including individual be- 
liefs about what types of interactions 
should increase satisfaction (e.g., Fletch- 
er & Kininmonth, 1992). For some indi- 
viduals, what may be most important is 
the sexual expression of the relation- 
ship, whereas for others, shared hobbies 
and leisure activities are the essence of 
the relationship. 
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