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Abstract

Gratitude promotes high quality relationships, but what happens when partners differ in their
levels of gratitude? We examined the dyadic nature of gratitude in relationships using six
longitudinal datasets (562 couples). Approaching the dyadic effect from the perspective of a “weak-
link” hypothesis, we tested if the link between one partner’s gratitude and relationship quality is
reduced if the other partner is low in gratitude. Our results overall did not support this hypothesis
as they indicated that grateful individuals were more satisfied and committed at baseline, and more
grateful and committed over time, regardless of their partner’s level of gratitude. As an alternative
way to conceptualize the dyadic effect of gratitude, we explored a potential similarity effect using
Dyadic Response Surface Analysis. Our results revealed no unique effect of having two partners
reciprocating the same levels of gratitude above and beyond the effect of each partner’s gratitude.
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Dyadic Effects of Gratitude 2

Relevance Statement

We took two approaches to conceptualizing and testing dyadic effects of gratitude and
found that a) links between one’s gratitude and relationship quality are not weakened by
the other’s low levels of gratitude, and b) there is no unique benefit to reciprocating the
same degree of gratitude.

Key Insights

« Gratitude is related to better relationship quality concurrently and longitudinally.
«+ These links are not undermined by having less grateful partners.
« Reciprocating the same degree of gratitude had no additional benefit.

Given the broad health and well-being implications of satisfying romantic relationships
(Kansky, 2018; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001), researchers have long been interested in
understanding how couples maintain high-quality relationships. Over the past decade,
gratitude has emerged as one answer to this question. According to the find-remind-
bind theory (Algoe, 2012), gratitude serves the purpose of helping people find valuable
partners, remind them of their partners’ value, and bind people to their partners by
promoting relationship maintenance behaviors. Research has shown that people who are
more grateful for their romantic partners are more satisfied (Algoe et al., 2010; Joel et al.,
2020) and committed (Baker, 2021; A. M. Gordon et al., 2012), more responsive to their
partner’s needs (Brady et al., 2021; Kubacka et al., 2011), and less likely to break up (A. M.
Gordon et al., 2012).

Dyadic Effects of Gratitude

Given the interdependent nature of relationships, researchers often consider both part-
ners when studying gratitude and there is some evidence for cross-partner effects, such
as people with more grateful partners feeling more satisfied and connected (e.g., Algoe
et al.,, 2010; C. L. Gordon et al., 2011). But what happens if partners have differing levels
of gratitude? Below, we outline two approaches to understanding the dyadic effects of
gratitude that generate different predictions about if and how having one partner low in
gratitude might be related to the grateful person’s relationship quality.

Weak-Link Perspective

One approach to conceptualizing the dyadic effects of gratitude considers the conditional
nature of any effects one partner’s gratitude has. Specifically, a weak-link hypothesis
suggests that the extent to which one grateful person feels satisfied and committed
may depend on the other partner’s levels of gratitude, such that a grateful person’s
relationship quality might be undermined by the other partner’s low gratitude.
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Imagine being grateful for your partner, expressing your gratitude, and having your
partner not respond in kind. Over time, in relationships where one partner is low
in gratitude, not feeling appreciated by the less grateful partner might diminish the
more grateful partner’s gratitude and relationship quality. In one study supporting this
perspective (McNulty & Dugas, 2019), whereas grateful people with a partner also high
in gratitude were highly satisfied and maintained satisfaction over time, grateful people
with a partner low in gratitude were no more likely than those who were less grateful
to be satisfied in the relationship and actually decreased in satisfaction over time. In an-
other study (Baker, 2021), receiving a partner’s gratitude when people were not grateful
themselves fostered more positive deliberative self-evaluations (higher self-rated mate
value) as well as less positive partner evaluations. An increased discrepancy between self
and partner evaluations in turn was associated with lower commitment.

The weak-link finding seems to contrast with what early work on gratitude has
suggested, which is that when people are more grateful, they are more likely to behave
in ways that help them maintain their relationships, such as being more responsive to
their partner’s needs (Brady et al., 2021; A. M. Gordon et al., 2012). These relationship
maintenance behaviors ensure their partner feels appreciated, which, in turn, promotes
their partner’s gratitude. If dyadic gratitude operates in this way, we would expect to
see grateful people maintain or increase in their already high levels of gratitude and
relationship quality even if their partner is less grateful, while their less grateful partner
would become more grateful and experience higher relationship quality over time.

At their essence, both perspectives consider changes in gratitude in both partners as
the key mechanism underlying increases or decreases in relationship quality over the
long-term. That is, as illustrated in the conceptual model in Figure 1, when considering
a couple with discrepant levels of gratitude, the weak-link perspective (Hypothesis #1)
focuses on how the “weak-link” partner (i.e., Lia) elicits changes (i.e., decreases) in
their partner’s gratitude, which reduces their gratitude, and in turn undermines their
relationship quality. In contrast, the other perspective (Hypothesis #2) focuses on how
the grateful partner (i.e., Juno) ultimately maintains or even increases in relationship
quality via eliciting changes (i.e., increases) in their partner’s gratitude, which fuels back
into their gratitude.
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Figure 1

A Conceptual Model of the Two Potential Processes by Which Discrepant Levels of Gratitude Can Shape
Relationship Quality

Hypothesis #1: Lia’s low levels of gratitude undermine Juno’s relationship quality

.| Juno decreases in .| Liadecreases in R Both decrease in
gratitude gratitude relationship quality
TJuno reports high gratitude
Lia reports low gratitude
_ Lia increases in Juno maintains/ Both increase in
gratitude increases in gratitude relationship quality

Hypothesis #2: Lia’s low levels of gratitude does not undermine Juno’s relationship quality

Arguably, as most studies (e.g., Algoe et al., 2010) in support of the latter perspective
have focused on examining the main effects of own and partner gratitude, they were
limited in evaluating the weak-link idea. To test whether the association between an
individual’s gratitude and their relationship quality is reduced by their partner’s low
level of gratitude, we would need to test an interaction between actor and partner
gratitude (as in McNulty & Dugas, 2019). It is possible that when accounting for such
interactive effects, we will find that the previously documented main effects were in fact
conditional on the other partner’s level of gratitude. In addition, early models of dyadic
gratitude focused on relationship maintenance and commitment to the relationship,
rather than relationship satisfaction. It is possible that we could see a weak-link effect
for one’s evaluation of the relationship (satisfaction) but not for their desire to maintain
the relationship (commitment), although of course satisfaction is a key predictor of
commitment (Le & Agnew, 2003). Thus, we sought to examine the interactive effects of
dyadic gratitude on both satisfaction and commitment in a large sample of couples.

Similarity Perspective

While the idea of a weak-link effect is one promising way to conceptualize the dyadic
effects of gratitude, there are alternative approaches to understanding how two partners’
gratitude jointly contribute to relationship quality. One underexplored approach involves
considering the levels of similarity between two partners’ gratitude as a potential predic-
tor of relationship quality. For example, assuming two couples with the same average
levels of gratitude, would the couple with similar levels (e.g., both partners scoring 6 or
both scoring 2) show greater satisfaction or commitment compared to the other couple
with discrepant levels (e.g., one scoring 3 and the other 9, or one scoring 1 and the other
3)? Indeed, even if we find evidence for a weak-link effect (i.e., a less grateful partner
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undermines a grateful partner’s relationship quality), this does not necessarily mean
that couples similarly grateful to each other are more satisfied and committed to the
relationship compared to couples with discrepant levels of gratitude. To directly test the
idea of a similarity effect and extend our understanding of the dyadic effects of gratitude,
we conducted Response Surface Analyses.

Current Research

We took two different approaches to test the dyadic effects of gratitude on relationship
satisfaction and commitment, both in the moment and over time, as well as on future
gratitude. In Part 1, we used traditional dyadic methods (i.e., the Actor-Partner Interde-
pendence Model; APIM) to test the unique effects of actor gratitude, partner gratitude
and their interaction. Fundamentally, both hypotheses in Figure 1 assume the presence
of both (or at least one) actor and partner effects of gratitude—that is, being or having a
more grateful partner would be linked to better relationship quality. The divergence in
the hypotheses lies in the conditional nature of these effects—that is, when an individual
is highly grateful, does having a less grateful partner undermine the benefits of that
individual’s gratitude? In Part 2, approaching the dyadic effects of gratitude from the
perspective of similarity, we used Dyadic Response Surface Analysis (DRSA) to assess the
effect of (dis)similarity between partners’ gratitude while accounting for absolute levels.
Here, we examine the implications of partners’ differing levels of gratitude by focusing
on the possibility of additional benefits of having both partners high or low in gratitude
above and beyond what is expected from each partner’s individual levels of gratitude.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Our research questions, details on the samples and methods, and analytic plans were pre-
registered (see Supplementary Materials). As outlined in the pre-registration, data access
requires contacting the authors. We analyzed six dyadic longitudinal samples, collected
in multiple labs (see Table 1 for a summary of the sample characteristics). Follow-ups
varied from two weeks to six months. Excluding those with no dyadic data available (i.e.,
either or both partners did not respond to our key items), the final sample consisted of
1,124 individuals (562 couples). The APIM power calculator (Ackerman & Kenny, 2016)
indicated that a minimum of 89 couples is required to detect small-to-medium main
effects (r = .20) with 80% of power at an alpha of .05. As our models also included an
interaction (in Part 1) and polynomial terms (in Part 2), effects which require a larger
sample size to be detected, we tried to pool as many datasets as we could. For more
information about the studies our samples were drawn from (e.g., eligibility criteria),
please see the pre-registration.
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Table 1

Sample and Study Characteristics

Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3 Sample 4 Sample 5 Sample 6

Variable (n=236) (n=196) (n=188) (n=208) (n=144) (n=158)

Data collection 2012 2016 2013 2015-2017 2010-2012 2016-2018

Gender 117M, 119W  91M, 96W, 10 96M, 100W  101M, 104W, M71, W73  76M, 81W, 10

30

Age M(SD) 31.6 (10.30)  33.1(7.80)  26.0(7.07)  26.8(7.09)  21.8(5.40)  31.6 (8.08)

Relationship length 5yr 7 yr 10 mo 4 yr 7 mo 4 yr 5 mo 1yr 9 mo 5yr 3 mo

M (SD) (5 yr 4 mo) (5 yr) Byr1lmo) (3yr4mo) (lyr9mo) (5yr1mo)

Satisfaction PRQC PRQC IMS (7-point) CSI (6-point) CSI (6-point) CSI (6-point)
(7-point) (7-point)

Commitment PRQC PRQC IMS (7-point) — IMS (9-point) IMS (9-point)
(7-point) (7-point)

Follow-up length 3 months 3 months 3 months 2 weeks 6 months 6 months

Retention rate 72% 91% 81% 99% 51% 63%

Note. M = Men, W = Women, O = Other/unidentified. CSI = Couples Satisfaction Index; IMS = Investment
Model Scale; PRQC = Perceived Relationship Quality Components Inventory.

Measures

Gratitude

We used the nine-item Appreciative subscale from the Appreciation in Relationships
scale (AIR; A. M. Gordon et al., 2012; as > .79) to assess the degree to which one tends to
feel and express gratitude towards their partner.’ The items were rated on a 7-point scale.

Satisfaction

Satisfaction was measured using five items from the Investment Model Scale (IMS;
Rusbult et al., 1998; as > .88) in one study, three items from the Perceived Relationship
Quality Components Inventory (PRQC; Fletcher et al., 2000; as > .84) in two studies,
and the four-item Couple Satisfaction Index (CSIL; Funk & Rogge, 2007; as > .94) in three
studies. Both IMS and PRQC items were assessed using 7-point scales while CSI items
were assessed using 6-point scales.

1) Prior to full access to the datasets, we ran a validation study (N = 672) to examine if prior measures of gratitude
(McNulty & Dugas, 2019) would map onto the AIR scale (r = .79). The results showed they don’t map onto the

same latent factor. A two-factor model was a better fit than a single-factor model, suggesting the AIR scale might be
tapping into a different construct, a point we return to in the Discussion. Satisfaction mapped onto the same latent
factor.
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Commitment

Commitment was measured using seven items from the IMS in three studies (as > .79)
and three items from the PRQC (as > .88) in two studies. IMS items were completed on
either 7-point or 9-point scales while PRQC items were completed on 7-point scales.

Analytic Plan

We took an integrative data analysis (IDA; Curran & Hussong, 2009) approach pooled the
data across samples. Specifically, we conducted a fixed-effects IDA (Curran & Hussong,
2009) which controls for the between-study heterogeneity by modeling the contributing
sample as an additional predictor. IDA yields a large sample size with a great deal of
heterogeneity, which is a particular strength when dealing with dyadic samples that are
typically small due to financial and practical constraints. IDA also provides us with the
ability to test moderations (e.g., by the length of the longitudinal follow-up) that are not
feasible when analyzing a single dataset.

The first step of IDA involves creating comparable scores for a construct across the
samples. We created a comparable score of gratitude that accounts for between-sample
differences using moderated non-linear factor analysis (MNLFA; Bauer & Hussong, 2009;
Curran et al.,, 2014). However, the same analytic approach was not possible for satisfac-
tion and commitment, each of which were assessed using different scales (without shared
items) across samples. Thus, we instead created standardized scores of satisfaction and
commitment in each sample (see Jolink et al., 2022; McNulty et al.,, 2021, or Overall,
2020 for a similar approach). Although this approach arguably comes with an untested
assumption that each scale (i.e., three scales for satisfaction and two for commitment)
assessed the same underlying construct, we believed this was a reasonable assumption
after cross-checking items across scales and given some supporting evidence in our vali-
dation study (i.e., IMS, PRQC, and CSI items loading onto one factor in a confirmatory
factor analysis model).

In Part 1 of our analyses, we conducted dyadic analyses (Kenny et al., 2006) to
examine the interactive effect of two partners’ gratitude on satisfaction and commitment
at baseline and at the follow-up. In Part 2 of our analyses, we used DRSA to examine
the effects of similarity in partners’ levels of gratitude on the same outcomes. Following
our primary analyses, we ran sensitivity analyses to examine whether our results (a) held
when controlling for gender, age, and relationship length and (b) were moderated by any
of these variables.

We conducted all analyses in R (R Core Team, 2019) and Mplus version 8 (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998-2017). We used the aMNLFA package (Gottfredson et al., 2019) to generate
syntax for the MNLFA, the Ime4 package (Bates et al., 2015) for dyadic modeling, and the
lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) for DRSA.
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Deviation From Pre-Registration

Although we had planned to analyze seven samples, we realized gratitude was assessed
using 5-point scales in one sample, whereas all others applied 7-point scales. Given the
importance of having comparable predictor variables for tests of matching in DRSA, we
decided to exclude this sample from our analyses.

Results

Correlations Among Variables

We ran correlational analyses for indistinguishable dyadic data based on Griffin and
Gonzalez (1995). Table 2 presents the overall correlations among the variables in Sam-
ple 1, adjusting for dependent observations (using the effective sample size; Griffin &
Gonzalez, 1995). The pattern of correlations was similar across all samples. Correlations
for the other samples can be found in the Supplementary Materials.

Table 2

Correlations Among Study Variables (Sample 1)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Gratitude —

2. Satisfaction 53 -

3. Commitment 41 .60**

4. T2 Gratitude 73 AT 37 —

5. T2 Satisfaction 36" .55%* 41 62** —
6. T2 Commitment .24* 45** 54* 48" TT

Note. T2 = reports at follow-up; Significance tests are based on adjusted sample size as in Griffin and Gonzalez
(1995).
*p<.05."p<.01.

Part 1: Primary Analyses (Pre-Registered)

We ran two-level random intercept models in which participants were nested within
dyads and participants’ outcomes were predicted by both their own gratitude (actor
effect), their partner’s gratitude (partner effect), and the interaction between the two
(i.e., actor-partner interaction effect). The predictors were grand-mean-centered. We
controlled for sample membership by including respective dummy variables in the model
(Curran et al., 2014). Results are summarized in Table 3.
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Table 3

Summary of Results From the Multilevel Models

Model b t P 95% CI r

DV = Satisfaction (N = 1,123)

Gratitude (A) 0.55 19.70 <.001 [0.50, 0.61] 51
Gratitude (P) 0.23 8.25 <.001 [0.18, 0.29] 24
Gratitude (A) x Gratitude (P) -0.22 -6.97 <.001 [-0.29, -0.16] .28
DV = Follow-up satisfaction (N = 872)
Baseline satisfaction 0.56 16.60 <.001 [0.49, 0.62] .50
Gratitude (A) 0.05 1.41 16 [-0.02, 0.12] .05
Gratitude (P) 0.07 2.26 02 [0.01, 0.13] .08
Gratitude (A) x Gratitude (P) 0.00 0.09 92 [-0.07, 0.07] .00
DV = Commitment (N = 916)
Gratitude (A) 0.46 13.65 <.001 [0.40, 0.53] A1
Gratitude (P) 0.04 1.20 23 [-0.03, 0.11] .04
Gratitude (A) x Gratitude (P) -0.19 -4.98 <.001 [-0.26, -0.11] .23
DV = Follow-up commitment (N = 666)
Baseline commitment 0.50 13.00 <.001 [0.42, 0.57] 45
Gratitude (A) 0.10 2.58 01 [0.02, 0.18] .10
Gratitude (P) 0.03 0.73 47 [-0.05, 0.10] 03
Gratitude (A) x Gratitude (P) -0.04 -1.05 29 [-0.12, 0.04] .06
DV = Follow-up gratitude (N = 877)
Gratitude (A) 0.66™** 25.74 <.001 [0.61,0.71] 67
Gratitude (P) 0.12** 458 <.001 [0.07, 0.17] 16
Gratitude (A) x Gratitude (P) -0.02 -0.86 .39 [-0.07, 0.03] .04

Note. All models control for the sample membership. Effect sizes (r) were computed using Rosenthal and
Rosnow’s (2007) formula: r = \/t—z/(t2 + df)

Do Actor and Partner Gratitude Interact to Predict Satisfaction at Baseline?

We found significant main effects suggesting that both being and having a grateful
partner were associated with greater satisfaction. However, there was a significant inter-
action between actor and partner gratitude such that actors’ own gratitude mattered
more if their partner was low (dotted line on the left of Figure 2) versus high (solid
line) in gratitude. In other words, while people were less satisfied when either they or
their partner were less grateful, an individual’s own gratitude buffered against reduced
satisfaction associated with having a less grateful partner.
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Figure 2

Actor and Partner Gratitude Interactions Predicting Actor Satisfaction and Commitment

Predicted satisfaction Predicted commitment

[=] High partner gratitude

= Low partner gratitude

High partner gratitude: b = 0.36, p <.001 High partner gratitude: b = 0.30, p <.001
Low partner gratitude: b= 0.75, p <.001 Low partner gratitude: b = 0.63, p <.001

1.0 05 10 1.0 05

0.0 00
Actor gratitude Actor gratitude

Note. High and low partner gratitude refer to values of +1 and -1 SD, respectively.

Do Actor and Partner Gratitude Interact to Predict Satisfaction at the Follow-
Up?

Controlling for baseline satisfaction, there was a significant partner effect such that indi-
viduals who had a grateful partner at baseline increased in satisfaction by the follow-up
relative to those who had a less grateful partner. There was no evidence for actor or
actor-partner interaction effects.

Do Actor and Partner Gratitude Interact to Predict Commitment at Baseline?

People reported greater commitment the more grateful they were (i.e., significant actor
effect). There was no main effect of partner gratitude, but there was a significant actor-
partner interaction such that actors’ own gratitude mattered more if the partner was
low (dotted line on the right of Figure 2) versus high (solid line) in gratitude. That is,
an individual’s own gratitude buffered against lower relationship commitment associated
with having a less grateful partner.

Do Actor and Partner Gratitude Interact to Predict Commitment at the Follow-
Up?

People reported increased commitment at follow-up the more grateful they were at
baseline and this effect did not depend on their partner’s level of gratitude (i.e., the
actor-partner interaction was not significant). In other words, people who were more
grateful became more committed over time compared to those who were less grateful
regardless of their partner’s level of gratitude.

Do Actor and Partner Gratitude Interact to Predict Actor’s Gratitude at the
Follow-Up?

People reported greater gratitude at the follow-up if they and/or their partner were
more grateful at baseline (i.e., actor and partner effects). In other words, people were
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least (most) grateful at the follow-up if both they and their partner were low (high) in
gratitude at baseline. Being or having a less grateful partner did not moderate the other
partner’s changes in gratitude.

Overall, our results provide little evidence for a weak-link effect in that any positive
associations Juno’s high gratitude had with his own or Lia’s concurrent or future rela-
tionship quality were not weakened by Lia’s low gratitude. In fact, regardless of Lia’s
levels of gratitude, Juno remained highly grateful in the future.

Part 1: Sensitivity and Moderation Analyses

Influence Analysis

We examined if any observations that, when deleted, influenced the estimates of the
variance components or fixed effects (Loy & Hofmann, 2014). When we ran the model
predicting follow-up satisfaction without the identified influential observations (n = 74),
the nonsignificant actor effect of gratitude in Table 3 emerged as significant along with
the partner effect of gratitude. That is, those who were highly grateful themselves (b =
0.10, t = 3.83, p < .001, 95% CI [0.05, 0.15]) or had a more grateful partner (b = 0.10, t =
3.89, p < .001, 95% CI [0.04, 0.14]) at baseline increased in satisfaction by the follow-up.
No other effects changed.

Covariates

We ran an additional model including gender, age, and relationship length as predictors.
None of the effects changed.

Moderating Effect of Follow-Up Length

We examined whether the over-time effects of interest depended on the follow-up length
(see Table 1). No significant interaction effect was observed.

Moderating Effect of Gender

We explored the moderating role of gender and found no significant three-way interac-
tion involving gender.

Moderating Effect of Relationship Length (Not Pre-Registered)

Although not initially pre-registered, we also tested relationship length as another po-
tential moderator of the effects found in our study. We tested the moderating role of
relationship length in all models and found some consistent effects on actor-partner
interactions (i.e., four out of five possible three-way interactions were significant). Full
results can be found in the Supplementary Materials. Overall, there was evidence that
among couples who had been in their relationships for longer, there were significant
actor-partner interactions suggesting that having a partner high (vs. low) in gratitude
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could buffer against negative implications of low actor gratitude. That is, even when
people were less grateful, they were relatively more satisfied at baseline, and remained
satisfied, committed, and grateful at the follow-up if their partners were high (vs. low) in
gratitude. On the other hand, for those who had been together for a shorter period, actor
effects of gratitude were not qualified by an interaction (except for a model predicting
satisfaction in which the actor-partner interaction was simply weaker compared to
couples in a longer-term relationship). That is, having a highly grateful partner did not
play the same protective role in relationships for less grateful actors among those in
newer relationships.

Part 2: Details of the Analysis

In estimating RSA models for indistinguishable partners, we followed Schonbrodt and
colleagues’ (2018) approach of using structural equation modeling (SEM). Standard errors
were bootstrapped with 10,000 replications and we estimated all parameters based on
all available data. We estimated path models with polynomial regressions, which regress
each partner’s outcome (Z; and Z,) on both partners’ gratitude, the two squared terms,
and the interaction term between the two partners’ gratitude. We included dummy varia-
bles encoding sample membership (S,) as covariates. That is, we estimated the following
SEM:

Zy = by + by Xy + by Xy + by Xy 4 by X X + by Xo' + by Sy + o+ b5 inSeo1 + €

Zy = by + 01X, + by Xy +b3pXy" + b X Xy + bspXy¥ + bpSy + e+ b 4 12Sk_ 1+ €
€~ 6

Full details of the path models with polynomial regressions can be found in the pre-
registration.

In accordance with the general strategy of RSA (Edwards, 2002; Humberg et al.,
2019), we computed auxiliary RSA parameters (al, a2, a3, a4, and a5) from the estimated
regression coefficients which were used to infer support for the similarity hypothesis
(similar levels of the two partners’ gratitude are associated with higher relationship
quality). Specifically, we examined if 1) a, was significantly negative, 2) a; did not
significantly differ from 0, and 3) a; did not significantly differ from 0 (Schénbrodt et
al., 2018). When these conditions are satisfied, a congruence effect in a broad sense is
supported. That is, when comparing two couples with the same within-couple average of
gratitude, the more similar couple has the higher outcome value. In the case that we did
not find support for the similarity hypothesis, we explored the patterns that were present
in the data (e.g., linear and quadratic main effects of gratitude), which can be found in
the Supplementary Materials.
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Part 2: Preliminary Analyses

We first examined whether the data contained enough couples with clearly discrepant
gratitude values. Following the strategy described in Humberg et al. (2022; see also
Fleenor et al., 1996), we found that 37% of couples could be classified as incongruent.

Part 2: Primary Analyses

As summarized in Table 4, there was no evidence for a similarity effect (e.g., a4 was not
significant) in any of the models (also see Figure 3). In other words, having both (vs. one)
partner high or low in gratitude was not necessarily related to better outcomes above
and beyond the unique effect of one partner’s gratitude.

Table 4

Summary of Results From the DRSA Models

Model
Model b, b, b, b, b, a, a, as a, a; comparison
Satisfaction 0.57 0.24 -0.12 -0.10 -0.07 0.80 -0.29 0.33 -0.09 -0.05 AXZ(S) =413.62,

p<.001
Follow-up 0.06 0.08 -0.05 0.07 -0.06 0.14 -0.04 -0.03 -0.18 0.01 AXZ(S) =11.72,
satisfaction p=.04
Commitment 047 005 -0.11 -0.06 -0.10 0.52 -0.27 0.42 -0.15 -0.01 AX2(5) =201.80,

p<.001
Follow-up 0.11 0.03 -0.08 -0.00 0.02 0.14 -0.07 0.09 -0.07 -0.10 AXZ(S) =16.14,
commitment p=.006
Follow-up 0.67 0.12 -0.05 0.02 -0.00 0.78 -0.04 0.55 -0.07 -0.05 AXZ(S) = 543.75,
gratitude p<.001

Note. DRSA = Dyadic Response Surface Analysis. Regression coefficients b, to b; were from the following
polynomial model: Z = b, + b,X + b,X + b,X* + b,X, X, + b5, X,* . Model comparisons were made between the
full DRSA model and the baseline model which includes the intercept and control variables (dummy variables
for the sample membership only for models predicting baseline outcomes and baseline outcomes as well for
models predicting follow-up outcomes). Significant effects (p < .05) are in bold.
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Figure 3

DRSA Models With Satisfaction (A: At Baseline; B: At The Follow-Up), Commitment (C: At Baseline; D: At The
Follow-Up), And Follow-Up Gratitude (E) As An Outcome

o
n

Actor satisfaction
Actor follow-up satisfaction

Actor commitment

Actor follow-up commitment

Actor follow-up gratitude

Note. Follow-up models control for the outcome at baseline.

Part 2: Sensitivity Analyses

Influence Analysis

We examined if there were any influential cases (i.e., single data points whose inclusion
heavily affects the coefficients in the DRSA model) according to three criteria suggested
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for RSA (Edwards, 2002) and pre-registered. In none of the models was there an influen-
tial case for which we needed to account.

Covariates

We also ran additional models controlling for gender, age, and relationship length. None
of our conclusions changed.

Discussion

Summary of the Findings

Gratitude is considered to play a key role in promoting the maintenance of high-quality
relationships (e.g., Algoe, 2012), but what about when partners have differing levels of
gratitude? Using two different approaches, we tested the dyadic effects of gratitude on
relationship quality and future gratitude in a large dyadic longitudinal dataset. From
the weak-link perspective, analyses using traditional dyadic methods did not reveal any
evidence that having a less grateful partner particularly weakened any benefits of being
more grateful. Instead, people who were more (vs. less) grateful appeared more satisfied
and committed, even if their partner was low in gratitude. People with a more (vs. less)
grateful partner were also more satisfied, even if their own gratitude was low. When
looking at changes in relationship quality, more (vs. less) grateful people remained more
committed over time while those with a more grateful partner remained more satisfied.
Lastly, having at least one grateful member in a couple was linked with greater gratitude
at the follow-up regardless of the other partner’s initial gratitude.

In Part 2, we found no evidence of a dyadic effect of gratitude in the form of a
similarity effect. This might be surprising considering that beneficial effects of similarity
or mutuality have been discussed in terms of other relationship variables more generally
(e.g., Chi et al., 2013; Drigotas et al., 1999). As such, a broad implication of our research
may be that similarity might be more important in some relationship factors than others,
and it is necessary to develop a comprehensive understanding of what they are, utilizing
statistical techniques that provide a precise test of similarity, such as DRSA.

(In)Consistency With Previous Findings

The present results conceptually diverge from McNulty and Dugas’ (2019) findings in
several ways. In their work, a partner’s gratitude was associated with one’s high levels
of initial satisfaction as well as weaker declines in satisfaction over time only if one was
more grateful themselves. In contrast, we found that the equivalent links held similarly
even if one was initially low in gratitude. Further, whereas McNulty and Dugas’ study
did not reveal any evidence of interpersonal transmission of gratitude, we found that
being a grateful partner or having one at baseline were both associated with greater
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gratitude at the follow-up. Importantly, our data suggested that couples in which at least
one partner was grateful at baseline were more grateful at the follow-up compared to
couples in which both were low in gratitude at baseline, contrasting a robust weak-link
effect. When looking at the cross-partner transmission of gratitude, we additionally
found that people with a grateful partner may become more grateful because they feel
appreciated by them (see the Supplementary Materials for full results).

One reason for the discrepancy between our and previous findings may be meth-
odological differences. McNulty and Dugas focused on newlywed couples whereas we
included both dating and married couples, with variability in relationship length across
samples. Their study also included more frequent and longer follow-ups, which is a
strength given that changes in outcomes can be hard to capture with only two time
points (although notably, our baseline findings also diverged from theirs). Further, their
measure of gratitude captured different aspects of the construct from the one in our
research'. We hope future research with multiple, large samples with which we can
precisely test moderations by study-specific characteristics (e.g., scales of gratitude, fol-
low-up length) will help interpret the discrepancy between studies.

Our findings also differed from Baker’s (2021) on discrepancies in gratitude influenc-
ing commitment, although consistent in suggesting that links between partner gratitude
and commitment are complex. Whereas Baker found high levels of partner gratitude
were indirectly associated with less commitment when people did not reciprocate grat-
itude (i.e., were low in gratitude), we actually found that a partner’s gratitude was
associated with greater concurrent commitment for less (vs. more) grateful actors.

One important difference between Baker’s and our work was that our study looked
at naturally-occurring (or dispositional levels of) gratitude, rather than manipulated
gratitude. Perhaps, unreciprocated partner gratitude, when experienced chronically and
naturally, may not necessarily shift people’s evaluations of themselves and their partner
the same way as it does when situationally elicited. In addition, we only found a main
effect of actor gratitude on follow-up commitment, suggesting that a partner’s gratitude
may play a stronger role in shaping how committed people feel in the moment than over
time. Combined, these findings point to the importance of considering the unique dyadic
effects that emerge from the actor-partner interaction as well as the need for more
research to help elucidate when, how, and for whom a partner’s gratitude is beneficial.

Implications

Conceptually, our findings provide additional evidence for the potential benefits of grat-
itude, suggesting that grateful people experience higher quality relationships, even if
their partner is lower in gratitude. On the one hand, they thus have implications for
gratitude interventions by suggesting that intervening with one partner might be enough
to create changes in both partners (but see Leong et al., 2020; Loewenstein et al., 2015).
We also found differences in how gratitude was associated with changes in relationship
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satisfaction and commitment, with partner gratitude predicting satisfaction over time
but actor gratitude predicting commitment over time. These findings highlight the need
to consider the nuanced ways in which gratitude might influence different aspects of
relationship quality and suggest that gratitude interventions may also have different
effects, depending on how they are deployed (e.g., focusing on the individual or the
couple).

In terms of methodological implications, uniquely dyadic effects, assessed through
actor-partner interactions or DRSA, are not as commonly considered as main actor and
partner effects. Our findings highlight the importance of accounting for both partners’
characteristics as well as examining the effects of (dis)similarity. Advances in dyadic
analysis, such as DRSA, make these analyses increasingly accessible, thus it is important
to apply these methods in other contexts and to answer questions for which these
methods are most useful.

Limitations (Constraints on Generality) and Future Directions

Our participants were from the USA and Canada, relatively young, and in established
but relatively newer relationships. Thus, these analyses do not speak to the effects
of gratitude in other cultures or among older, longer-term couples. In fact, our data
suggested that gratitude might function differently depending on relationship length,
with partner gratitude playing more of a buffering role for longer-term couples. We
also cannot conclude how the longitudinal effects would change beyond our longest
follow-up length.

Although we focused on dispositional gratitude in relationships, Chang et al. (2022)
recently showed that situational gratitude (operationalized as daily deviations from one’s
average level of gratitude) has better predictive power for changes in daily relationship
quality compared to dispositional gratitude (average levels of gratitude). This perhaps
helps explain the relatively weak effects we found when predicting changes in satisfac-
tion and commitment; future research may benefit from using datasets with multiple
data points to test the role of both partners’ situational gratitude.

Conclusion

The present work adds to the growing literature highlighting the role of gratitude in the
maintenance of high-quality relationships. Our findings suggest that being grateful, even
if your partner is less grateful, may help individuals maintain a high-quality relationship.
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