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ABSTRACT 

Every romantic partner possesses faults and will at some point act poorly during the course of a 

relationship. Such negativity can lead to conflict and even relationship dissolution. In order to 

protect their relationship, romantically involved individuals often engage in positive illusions and 

forgiveness—two maintenance strategies that can promote healthy relationship functioning and 

relationship longevity. However, few studies have examined the specific relationship motives 

that lead people to engage in these processes. If positive illusions and forgiveness serve as 

relationship maintenance strategies, then people should engage in them particularly when they 

are motivated to maintain their relationship into the long-term. Across two studies, I used 

priming procedures to manipulate relationship motives (long-term motives, short-term motives, 

and a neutral control) to examine their effect on positive illusions (Study 1) and forgiveness 

(Study 2). I predicted that the long-term motive prime (compared to controls) would promote 

positive illusions and forgiveness of the partner. I also tested interactions between condition and 

sex to examine whether a long-term relationship orientation would encourage men and women to 

display greater levels of positive illusions/forgiveness on those characteristics/transgressions that 

should be particularly important to their sex. My hypotheses were not supported; no effects of 

experimental priming were found. However, across studies I replicated previous work, finding 

that greater positive illusions and forgiveness were associated with greater levels of relationship 

satisfaction. Furthermore, in Study 1, I found an unpredicted sex by condition interaction, such 

that a short-term motive prime led men (relative to women) to display marginally stronger 

positive illusions, whereas a long-term motive prime led women (relative to men) to display 

marginally stronger positive illusions. Possible interpretations of this unpredicted finding, along 

with limitations of the current studies and possible future directions, are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

No romantic partner is perfect. Every individual possesses faults and will at some point 

act poorly toward his or her significant other. Such sources of negativity can significantly 

undermine relationship success. Despite these inevitable conflicts, however, many people are 

able to maintain lasting, loving relationships for many years. Understanding the ways by which 

people maintain lasting relationships in the face of threat is a primary focus of the close 

relationships literature. This literature has identified several strategies that people use to maintain 

positive feelings toward one’s partner, despite the partner’s faults and missteps. 

Two strategies that have received particular attention are: holding overly positive views 

of one’s partner (often referred to as positive illusions) and forgiving a partner’s transgressions. 

Both positive illusions and forgiveness are associated with high levels of relationship satisfaction 

and relationship longevity (Braithewaite, Selby, & Fincham, 2011; Fletcher & Kerr, 2010; Hall 

& Fincham, 2006; Murray & Holmes, 1997). Moreover, they help people to maintain their 

relationships, particularly when the relationship is threatened by negativity and conflict 

(Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004; Rusbult, Van Lange, Wildschut, Yovetich, & Verette, 2000; 

but see also McNulty & Fincham, 2012)
1
. 

However, few studies have used experimental methods to identify the specific motives 

that promote those strategies within romantic relationships. The current work adds to the close 

relationships literature by examining the specific motives that might lead people to engage in 

relationship maintenance strategies. Identifying the motives that underlie relationship 

maintenance is important for understanding the antecedents to healthy relationship functioning 

and relationship longevity.  
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The current work is predicated on the idea that if positive illusions and forgiveness serve 

as relationship maintenance strategies, then people should engage in these strategies to the 

degree that they are motivated to maintain their relationship into the long-term. Thus, the current 

research tests the hypothesis that activating long-term relationship motives (versus short-term 

relationship motives or a neutral control) will promote positive illusions and forgiveness in 

romantic relationships.  

Positive Illusions 

One means by which people can maintain lasting relationships is via benevolent cognitive 

biases that allow romantically involved individuals to maintain positive views of their partner 

and relationship despite their flaws. One common cognitive bias that romantically involved 

individuals engage in is enhancement of their partner in their own eyes—a phenomenon often 

referred to as ‘positive illusions’ (Barelds & Djikstra, 2009; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a, 

1996b). Previous work on positive illusions shows that when it comes to perceptions of their 

partner, people frequently engage in positive mean-level bias. That is, people tend to rate their 

romantic partner more positively than some “objective” benchmark (Barelds & Djikstra, 2009; 

Fletcher & Kerr, 2010; Murray et al., 1996a, 1996b). Benchmarks in the literature have included: 

an individual’s perception of a typical relationship partner (Endo, Heine, & Lehman, 2000; 

Martz, et al., 1998) and ratings of the current partner by friends and strangers (Barelds, Djikstra, 

Koudenberg, & Swami, 2011; Murray, Holmes, Dolderman, & Griffin, 2000). One of the most 

common benchmarks, however, is self-ratings provided by the partner (Barelds & Djikstra, 2009; 

Boyes & Fletcher, 2007; Miller, Neihuis, & Huston, 2006; Murray et al., 1996a). Comparing an 

individual’s perception of their partner to the partner’s self-perceptions provides a conservative 

test of positive illusions, because people already tend to self-enhance (Brown & Dutton, 1995; 
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Taylor, Lerner, Sherman, Sage & McDowell, 2003). Thus, the literature on positive illusions 

demonstrates that people tend to enhance their partners above and beyond the already overly 

positive views the partners have of themselves, providing compelling support for the 

phenomenon of positive partner illusions.  

 Positive illusions are a robust phenomenon in relationships, occurring in many different 

judgment domains including: characteristics of the partner (e.g., kindness, intelligence, 

attractiveness; Barelds & Djikstra, 2009; Murray et al., 1996a), partner’s feelings toward the 

relationship (e.g., feelings of closeness, love; Kenny & Acitelli, 2001; Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & 

Griffin, 2003), and partner’s behaviors within the relationship (e.g., support behavior, 

willingness to sacrifice; Collins & Feeney, 2000; Van Lange et al., 1997). Positive illusions also 

extend to perceptions of both past and future events in the relationship. People tend to revise 

history to make their partner and relationship seem better than they may actually have been 

(Karney & Frye, 2002; Sprecher, 1999) and also often hold rose-tinted views of the future of 

their relationship (Fowers, Lyons, Montel, & Shaked, 2001; Murray & Holmes, 1997). 

Such positive romantic illusions are thought to enhance and stabilize relationships in 

several respects. These illusions are positively related to trust in one’s partner and security in the 

relationship (Murray & Holmes, 1997, Murray & Holmes, 1999), relationship satisfaction and 

relationship quality (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010; Barrelds & Djikstra, 2009), and help promote 

commitment and relationship longevity (Murray et al. 1996a; Rusbult et al., 2000). Thus positive 

illusions are associated with healthy relationship functioning and seem to serve a key 

relationship maintenance function. Indeed, longitudinal work demonstrates that the stronger 

one’s initial positive illusions in a relationship the more likely a relationship is to persist (Murray 

& Holmes, 1997; Murray et al., 1996b). 
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That positive illusions exert such a beneficial effect on relationships may seem 

counterintuitive. As one spends more time in a relationship, a partner’s flaws should become 

more apparent. Consequently, initial positive illusions could eventually lead to disillusionment 

with the partner and the relationship. Notably, however, people and their partner are aware that 

they engage in these positive biases in their relationship (Boyes & Fletcher, 2007). Yet, this 

awareness does not appear to dampen the benefits these illusions have on relationships; rather, it 

appears to have the opposite effect. People who feel that their partners enhance and idealize them 

tend to feel more satisfied in their relationships (Lackenbauer, Campbell, Rubin, Fletcher, & 

Troister, 2010; Boyes & Fletcher, 2007). Indeed, one way positive illusions may enhance 

relationships is by encouraging people to work toward the idealized version of themselves that 

their partner sees in them (Murray et al., 1996b). 

Although some have argued that accuracy in relationships (rather than illusions) may be 

better for relationship functioning and relationship longevity (Swann, 1990), people can be both 

positively biased and relatively accurate in their relationships (Kenny & Acitelli, 2001; Fletcher 

& Kerr, 2010). For example, even when people enhance their partner, their ratings tend to track 

their partner’s general standing relative to others (Fletcher, 2002; Kenny & Acitelli, 2001). That 

is, although people may see their partners in an overly positive light, they do so by enhancing 

positive features of the partner that he/she already possesses. For example, if Jason is 

“objectively” a 5 in attractiveness, Jessica may see him as a 7. Similarly, whereas Eric might be 

an 8 in attractiveness, Pam may see him as a perfect 10. 

Notably, positive illusions are not a panacea. Although beneficial for many relationships, 

positive illusions may not be able to help those relationship characterized by severe problems. 

For example, McNulty and colleagues (2008) found that over time, whereas positive cognitive 
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biases were beneficial for non-distressed couples, positive biases among distressed couples were 

associated with declines in satisfaction. Those declines in satisfaction were associated with 

worsening problems within the relationship, suggesting that positive biases may have led 

distressed couples to ignore their problems and allow them to worsen. Thus, positive illusions 

have their limits. Nonetheless, positive illusions are a robust and beneficial phenomenon in many 

relationships. These illusions appear to serve a relationship maintenance function once one has 

committed to the relationship by helping people to maintain a positive view of the partner despite 

their partner’s faults. 

Forgiveness 

Not only do partners possess faults that could potentially undermine one’s relationship, 

but partners are also likely to act poorly or transgress against their significant other at some point 

in the relationship. Forgiveness plays an important role in helping individuals to move past such 

transgressions and maintain positive relationship functioning (Braithewaite et al., 2011; Fincham 

et al., 2004; Hall & Fincham, 2006). 

Although several different definitions of forgiveness have been proposed (e.g., Enright, 

Gassin, & Wu, 1992; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; Fincham, 2000), these 

theories generally share a common theme – forgiveness is an intentional process where one 

inhibits negative response tendencies (e.g., vengeance and avoidance) and increases benevolence 

toward the transgressor, despite his/her transgression. In defining forgiveness, Fincham (2000) 

argued that there are minimum requirements before forgiveness can occur: (1) the victim must be 

aware that he/she has been injured or wronged by the transgressor and (2) the victim must 

believe the injury was either intentional or the result of negligence on the part of the transgressor. 

Thus, for forgiveness to occur, the victim must recognize that the transgressor is responsible for 
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the injury and the transgressor has given up any rights to sympathy. These requirements help to 

distinguish forgiveness from a similar process – accommodation. Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, 

Slovik, and Lipkus (2001) defined accommodation as “an individual’s willingness, when a 

partner has engaged in a potentially destructive behavior, to (a) inhibit tendencies to react 

destructively in turn and (b) instead engage in constructive reactions.” Thus, accommodation 

shares an essential feature of forgiveness in that destructive responses are instead transformed 

into restorative responses after some transgression. However, accommodation can occur when 

the minimum criteria for forgiveness are not met. For example, accommodation may occur 

because a person decides to condone or excuse the behavior of the transgressor. By contrast, 

forgiveness can only occur when the victim recognizes that the transgressor has wronged him/her 

and yet chooses to move beyond the transgression (Fincham, 2000). 

It is inevitable that at some point over the course of a relationship, a person will hurt their 

partner or act poorly in a relationship. Forgiveness is key to reconciliation after a partner has 

transgressed (Fincham, 2000; McCullough et al., 1997), and thus forgiveness plays an important 

role in relationship maintenance. Forgiveness promotes a variety of relationship-enhancing 

processes, including greater interdependence among couples, willingness to sacrifice for the 

relationship, and cooperation between partners (Karremans & Van Lange, 2004, 2008). 

Forgiveness is also associated with increased relationship quality, increased relationship 

satisfaction, and relationship longevity (Braithewaite et al., 2011; Fincham & Beach, 2007; 

Friesen, Fletcher, & Overall, 2005). One of the primary ways in which forgiveness is believed to 

promote these relationship-enhancing behaviors and outcomes is via its role in helping partners 

to deal positively with relationship conflict. Forgiveness is associated with improvements in 

conflict tactics, reducing ineffective arguing and negative communication and increasing positive 
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communication and accommodative behaviors (Braithewaite et al., 2011; Fincham et al., 2004; 

Karremans & Van Lange, 2004). 

However, like positive illusions, forgiveness has its limits. Karremans and Van Lange 

(2004) found that although forgiveness promoted sacrifice and cooperation in relationships, it 

only returned those processes to levels similar to those prior to the transgression. That is, 

forgiveness did not enhance these processes, but rather allowed these processes to return to 

normal levels following a transgression. Moreover, longitudinal studies reveal that among 

couples who are more forgiving, physical and psychological aggression remains stable in their 

relationship, as opposed to less forgiving couples who see decreases in aggression in their 

relationship (McNulty, 2011). This may be particularly true for couples in which negative 

behavior is more frequent. Previous work shows that whereas forgiveness is associated with 

relationship satisfaction among couples with less negative behaviors, for those relationships 

characterized by more frequent negative behavior, forgiveness is associated with increasing 

problem severity and decreasing satisfaction (McNulty, 2008). Thus, like positive cognitive 

biases, forgiveness among more distressed couples may actually exacerbate relationship 

problems. Nonetheless, for many couples forgiveness is a key strategy for overcoming negative 

behavior and conflict in one’s relationship, restoring positive relationship processes and allowing 

for reconciliation after transgressions. Indeed, Fincham (2000) has argued that forgiveness may 

be one of the most important factors in relationship quality. 

In summary, a vast literature has examined positive illusions and forgiveness, their 

association with positive relationship outcomes, and the contexts under which those processes 

may be particularly beneficial for relationships. Overall, this literature has provided strong 

evidence that positive illusions and forgiveness serve as strategies that allow many people to 
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maintain lasting and satisfying relationships. However, although much research has examined 

the process of these relationship maintenance strategies, few studies have examined 

experimentally the motives that promote these strategies. 

Long-term Relationship Motives 

If positive illusions and forgiveness serve as relationship maintenance strategies, then 

people should engage in these strategies to the degree that they are motivated to maintain their 

relationship into the long-term. Nevertheless, few studies have directly examined the motives 

that promote those strategies. Thus, the current work seeks to use experimental priming methods 

to examine whether long-term relationship motives promote positive illusions and forgiveness in 

romantic relationships. 

 The current studies activated long-term relationship motives using procedures designed to 

evoke a sense of relationship commitment and romantic love. Although many definitions and 

theories of commitment and love have been proposed (e.g., Aron & Aron, 1991; Fisher, Aron, 

Mashek, Li, & Brown, 2002; Gonzaga & Haselton, 2008; Johnson, 1981; Levinger, 1989; 

Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998), most theories share the idea that commitment and love are 

cognitive and affective states that that are intimately connected to long-term relationship 

maintenance motivation. Relationship commitment is often considered a general overarching 

construct that subsumes a wide variety of factors that can motivate people to maintain their 

relationship (Karremans & Van Lange, 2008; Linardatos & Lydon, 2011; Rusbult et al., 1998). 

For example, people can be committed to their relationship because they are highly satisfied with 

their relationship (Rusbult et al., 1998), because they are highly identified with their relationship 

(Linardatos & Lydon, 2011), or because moral or structural obligations constrain them from 

leaving the relationship (Johnson, 1991). Indeed, commitment is not just one element of 
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relationship longevity, but the key mechanism by which other relationship-promoting factors 

lead to lasting relationships (Rusbult et al., 1998). Like commitment, romantic love also 

promotes relationship maintenance. Romantic love entails an emotional attachment to the partner 

and relationship and engenders an intrinsic desire to maintain the relationship into the future 

(Acevedo, Aron, Fisher & Brown, 2012; Fisher et al., 2002). Indeed, evolutionary theories 

suggest that romantic love acts as an affective relationship maintenance device designed to foster 

long-term pair bonding (Buss, 1988; Frank, 1988; Gonzaga & Haselton, 2008). Thus, 

relationship commitment and romantic love are psychological processes that serve to activate 

long-term relationship motives and help people maintain lasting relationships.  

Work within the close relationships literature suggests that commitment and love are key 

predictors of relationship longevity in part because they help motivate people to engage in a 

variety of relationship maintenance strategies designed to overcome threats to their relationship. 

Both commitment and love are associated with or promote a variety of relationship maintenance 

strategies, such as positive conflict resolution (Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahl, & Smith, 2001; 

Stafford & Canary, 1991) and avoidance of relationship alternatives (Maner, Rouby, & Gonzaga, 

2008; Lydon, Fitzsimmons, & Naidoo, 2003). Thus, love and commitment serve to activate 

motives that orient people to the long-term maintenance of their relationship and in doing so, 

promote strategies intended to protect the relationship. Nevertheless, very few studies have used 

experimental methods to directly assess the causal role love and commitment play in relationship 

processes. Based on this framework, I propose to test the hypothesis that long-term relationship 

motives (evoked via commitment and love) promote positive illusions and forgiveness. 

Although studies have not directly examined the causal role of commitment and love on 

positive illusions, previous work has demonstrated that they are positively related. Longitudinal 
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studies show that overly positive views of a partner’s interpersonal traits and qualities predict 

later feelings of love for one’s partner (Miller et al., 2013, Murray and Holmes, 1997) and 

greater feelings of commitment (Murray & Holmes, 1999; Murray & Holmes, 1996a). People 

who are relatively more committed to their relationship are more likely to see their partner and 

relationship as superior to others, particularly when primed with relationship threatening 

information (Arriaga, Slaughterbeck, Capezza, & Hmurovic, 2007; Gagne & Lydon, 2003; 

Rusbult et al., 2000). Thus, commitment and love appear to be essential to positive illusions, 

particularly when threatening information could undermine one’s relationship. 

Previous work has also revealed a strong association between long-term relationship 

motives and forgiveness. For example, forgiveness tends to predict later levels of commitment 

and closeness (Tsang, McCullough, and Fincham (2006; Ysseldyk & Wohl, 2012). Furthermore, 

the benefits of forgiveness may be particularly strong for those high in commitment, as the 

association between forgiveness and personal and relationship well-being occurs primarily for 

those high in commitment (Bono, McCullough, & Root, 2008; Karremans, Van Lange, 

Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003). 

There is also evidence to suggest that long-term relationship motives can promote 

forgiveness. In a series of studies, Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, and Hannon (2002) found that 

higher levels of commitment predicted greater forgiveness. Notably, the researchers found that 

the key component to commitment that mediated its relation to forgiveness was the intent to 

persist in the relationship (i.e., the intrinsic motivation to continue the relationship; Arriaga & 

Agnew, 2001), providing some evidence that long-term relationship motivation may play a 

causal role in forgiveness. The researchers also experimentally examined the connection between 

commitment and accommodative responses. The results indicated that participants primed with 
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high commitment were significantly less likely to engage in negative accommodative response 

tendencies than those primed with low commitment. Although it does not provide a direct test of 

commitment on forgiveness, in part because accommodation is distinct from forgiveness, this 

work does provide preliminary support for the presence of a causal relationship. The results 

suggest that feelings of commitment decrease negative responses to transgressions; as previous 

work demonstrates, a reduction in negative response tendencies is one key aspect to forgiveness. 

Thus, previous research provides some preliminary (albeit indirect) support for predicting that 

long-term relationship motives may play an important causal role in forgiveness within romantic 

relationships. 

Overall, the close relationships literature demonstrates a robust association between long-

term relationship motives and the relationship maintenance strategies of positive illusions and 

forgiveness. Longitudinal work demonstrates that positive illusions and forgiveness predict later 

feelings of love and commitment. Furthermore, some experimental work has demonstrated that 

relationship maintenance strategies tend to be primarily used by and most beneficial for those 

high in commitment. However, to date, no studies have directly tested whether long-term 

relationship motives lead people to engage in these relationship maintenance strategies. The 

current research proposes to build on previous work by experimentally examining whether long-

term relationship motives (using experimental primes involving romantic love and relationship 

commitment) lead romantically involved individuals to engage in greater levels of positive 

illusions and forgiveness. 

To test this hypothesis, I conducted two studies in which I primed long-term relationship 

motives, short-term relationship motives, or a neutral control and then measured the degree to 

which participants engage in positive illusions (Study 1) and forgiveness (Study 2). Whereas the 
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long-term relationship motive prime was designed to elicit feelings of love and commitment, the 

short-term relationship motive prime was designed to elicit feelings of sexual desire and physical 

attraction. Sexual desire was chosen as means to prime short-term relationship motives because, 

unlike love and commitment, sexual desire typically does not evoke a long-term orientation 

toward close relationships, but rather the more short-term goal of sexual union (Gonzaga, 

Haselton, Smurda, Davies, & Poore, 2008). Consequently, whereas commitment and love likely 

promote relationship maintenance strategies like positive illusions and forgiveness, sexual desire 

likely does not. A strength of using short-term relationship motives as a control condition is that 

it also involved positive motivation toward the relationship and partner. Thus, this control 

condition would allow me to isolate long-term relationship motives, rather than relationship 

motives more generally, as the driving force behind positive partner illusion and forgiveness. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

STUDY 1 

Study 1 examined the causal relationship between long-term relationship motives and 

positive partner illusions. Participants completed one of three priming essays (long-term 

relationship motives, short-term relationship motives, or neutral control). As a measure of 

positive illusions, participants rated their partner on several mating-related characteristics; these 

ratings were compared to ratings of a typical partner, as well to their current partner’s self-

ratings. Positive illusions were tested at two times: immediately after priming and two weeks 

later. This longitudinal feature was included to explore whether priming long-term relationship 

motives would have lasting effects on relationship maintenance strategies. I predicted that long-

term relationship motives (compared with short-term motives and a neutral control) would 

promote greater levels of positive illusions (both at Time 1 and Time 2). 

 In addition to testing my primary hypothesis, I also examined sex differences in the 

content of people’s positive illusions from an evolutionary perspective. Evolutionary theories 

suggest that people tend to look for qualities in mates that will maximize genetic fitness (Buss, 

1989; Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Although some of these mating-related qualities are important to 

both sexes, the evolutionary literature has identified several qualities which are particularly 

important to each sex. For example, men’s mate preferences tend to focus on such things as 

physical attractiveness (which acts as a cue to health and fertility) and sexual faithfulness (which 

increases paternal certainty) (Buss, Larsen, Westen, & Drew, 1992; Buss, 1995; Li, Bailey, 

Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002). In contrast, women tend to prioritize status, access to resources, 

and emotional faithfulness in mates (each of which increase the likelihood that a woman’s mate 

will invest in her and her children) (Buss et al., 1992; Buss, 1995; Li et al., 2002). Although in 
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forming a relationship it would behoove individuals to be relatively accurate in identifying 

partners that possess those preferred qualities, once they have committed to and invested in a 

relationship, positive illusions about such qualities could serve to help people to maintain their 

relationship. Thus, committed men and women may be likely to evince stronger positive 

illusions on those characteristics that are most relevant to their mating preferences. Indeed, 

preliminary works support this hypothesis, as Boyes and Fletcher (2007) found that people tend 

to engage more strongly in positive illusions on characteristics that are more directly related to 

mating (e.g., attractiveness) than those that are not (e.g., extroversion). However, their work was 

not designed to examine potential sex differences on positive illusions for specific 

characteristics. Thus, I performed ancillary analyses testing an interaction between relationship 

motives and participant sex, to examine the subsidiary hypothesis that, once primed with long-

term relationship motives, men and women would engage in stronger positive illusions on those 

specific characteristics that the evolutionary literature has identified as being particularly 

important to their sex. 

Participants 

 Sixty-one undergraduate psychology participants participated for course credit. Because 

previous work on positive illusions and sex differences has generally focused on heterosexual 

participants, I recruited heterosexual participants. However, one participant identified as 

gay/lesbian. This participant was excluded from analyses, leaving 60 total participants (45 

females, 15 males), ranging in age from 18 to 32 (M = 19 years old). All participants were 

currently involved in a romantic relationship, ranging from 1 month to 144 months, M = 22 

months, SD = 21.73 (5% of relationships had been together 3 months or less,  35% 3 months-1 

year, 26.7% 1-2 years, 30% 2-5 years, 1.7% 5-10 years, 1.7% 10 years or more).  
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Procedure 

Participants involved in a romantic relationship were recruited via the Psychology 

Department’s mass screening. Participants were told they would take part in a two-session 

experiment, with the first session completed in the lab and the second session completed online 

two weeks later. Participants were also asked to have their current relationship partner 

independently complete a survey of self-ratings prior to their first session. 

 In the first session, participants completed a demographics form. Next participants wrote 

one of three short priming essays. For the long-term relationship motive prime, participants 

wrote about a time they felt strong feelings of love, commitment and closeness in their current 

relationship. For the short-term relationship motive prime, participants instead wrote about a 

time they felt strong feelings of sexual desire and physical attraction for their partner. In the 

neutral control condition, participants wrote about something they did the previous day while 

alone. Participants were provided 12 minutes to write the essay. This priming procedure is 

similar to that used in previous research (Gonzaga et al., 2008; Maner et al., 2008). 

 Immediately following the priming manipulation, participants completed the Brief Mood 

Introspection Scale (BMIS; Mayer & Gaschke, 1988), a 16-item scale providing measures of 

current mood and arousal (e.g., grouchy, content, peppy, calm; all measured on 1 to 5 point 

Likert scales). The BMIS was included to control for mood effects. 

Next, participants were asked to rate their current romantic partner on a list of 30 

characteristics (presented in random order), consisting of a variety of mating-related 

characteristics that romantically involved individuals tend to prioritize in mates (Buss et al., 

1992; Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999). This list included characteristics important to 

both sexes (e.g., intelligence, honesty, emotional stability), as well as characteristics often 
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prioritized by men (e.g., attractiveness, sexual fidelity) and women (e.g., status, resources) (Buss 

et al., 1992; Buss, 1995; Li et al., 2002). Each characteristic was rated on a 9-point scale, from 1 

(very untrue of my partner) to 9 (very true of my partner). (The participant’s partner also 

independently rated himself/herself on these same 30 characteristics in an online survey prior to 

the participant arriving for the first session). After rating their partner, participants then rated a 

typical partner and themselves on the same characteristics. Following previous work on positive 

illusions (e.g., Murray et al., 1996a, 1996b), participants’ self-ratings were included to control 

for any effects of partner ratings deriving from perceptions of the self (due to perceived 

similarity or identification with the partner).  

 Next, participants completed an adapted version of the Quality Marriage Index (QMI; 

Norton, 1983) to assess current levels of relationship satisfaction. The survey items were revised 

such that rather than referring to a marriage, they referred to the relationship (e.g., “Our marriage 

is strong” was revised to read “Our relationship is strong”; α = .89). 

Participants were contacted via e-mail two weeks
2
 after the first session to complete 

follow-up measures online. Participants were asked to complete follow-up measures only if they 

were still with the same relationship partner as in Time 1. In that follow-up, participants 

completed the same characteristic ratings (of their partner, a typical partner, and themselves) and 

the adapted QMI (α = .96) as at Time 1. 

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary results 

Preliminary analyses assessed effects of priming condition on participants’ mood valence 

and arousal. No significant differences were found between conditions for either mood valence, 

F(2, 57) = .35, p = .71, η
2 

=.01, or arousal, F(2, 57) = .55, p = .58, η
2  

= .02. 
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Typical partner benchmark 

Of the 60 participants, six did not complete Time 2 measures. Thus, for Time 2 analyses 

for the typical partner benchmark, only 54 participants could be included. To create an overall 

measure of positive illusions using the typical partner benchmark, a difference score was 

calculated by subtracting participants’ rating of a typical partner from their rating of their current 

partner on each characteristic and then differences were summed across characteristics. 

To test the primary hypothesis that a long-term motive prime would promote positive 

illusions, I conducted a one-way ANCOVA to test the effect of priming condition on positive 

illusions (using the typical partner benchmark) at Time 1, controlling for participants’ self-

ratings. The omnibus effect of condition was not significant, F(2, 56) = .01,  p = .99, η
2 

< .001 

(Long-term: M  = 27.28, SE = 6.25; Short-term: M = 28.92, SE = 7.62;  Neutral: M = 27.82, SE = 

7.94), thus the hypothesis was not supported. 

I also examined whether the effect of condition on positive illusions might depend on the 

length of the relationship (by adding relationship length to the ANCOVA model described 

above). I found a marginal interaction between condition and relationship length, F(2, 53) =  

2.45, p = .10, η
2 

= .09. However, simple effects (tested at 1 SD above and below the mean) 

revealed no significant effects, p’s > .19. I also examined this interaction excluding the outlier 

(i.e., the participant who reported relationship length of 144 months) and found a similar 

nonsignificant pattern of results (interaction: p = .10, simple effects: p’s > .30). 

Although my subsidiary hypotheses focused on potential sex differences for specific 

characteristics, I first examined the interaction of priming condition and sex across all 30 

characteristics (by including sex in the original ANCOVA model described above). Results 

revealed no main effect of condition, F(2, 53) =.04, p = .96, η
2 

= .002, and no main effect of sex 
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F(1, 53) = .04, p = .83, η
2 

 = .001. Furthermore, condition and sex did not interact, F(2, 53) = .22, 

p = .80, η
2 

 = .01.  

To test my subsidiary hypothesis that that the long-term relationship prime would lead to 

stronger positive illusions on those mating-related characteristics previously identified as being 

particularly important to each sex, characteristics were split into one of three groups: prioritized 

by men (facial attractiveness, body attractiveness, enjoys humor/laughs at jokes, desires sex, 

sexually faithful to the relationship), prioritized by women (good job, good salary, high social 

status, invests materially in relationship, witty/tells good jokes, adventurous/risk-taking, 

emotionally faithful to the relationship), and prioritized by both sexes (remaining 18 

characteristics). Descriptive statistics can be found in Table 1. 

 

Table 1     

Estimated Means (and Standard Errors) of Positive Illusions Using the Typical Partner 

Benchmark by Priming Condition and Sex 

     

 Preferred by Men Preferred by Women 

Condition Men Women Men Women 

Long-term (N = 26) 4.83 (2.20) 6.86 (1.35) 8.73 (3.09) 8.53 (1.89) 

Short-term (N = 18) 8.07 (3.41) 7.04 (1.52) 5.07 (4.80) 7.42 (2.13) 

Neutral (N = 16) 4.09 (2.81) 4.41 (1.78) 4.46 (3.68) 5.90 (2.50) 

Note. Higher numbers indicate greater positive illusions. 

 

 

On characteristics prioritized by men, results revealed no main effects of condition, F(2, 

53) = .92, p = .41, η
2 

 = .03, and no main effect of sex, F(1, 53) = .06, p = .82, η
2 

 = .001. 

Furthermore, condition and sex did not interact, F(2, 53) = .25, p = .78, η
2 

 = .009. On 

characteristics prioritized by women, analyses revealed no main effect of condition F(2, 53) = 

.78, p = .46, η
2 

 = .03, and no main effect of sex, F(1, 53)=.21, p = .65, η
2 

 = .004. Furthermore, 
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condition and sex did not interact, F(2, 53) = .09, p = .91, η
2 

 = .003. Thus, results did not support 

the hypothesis that a long-term motive would lead men and women to engage in greater positive 

illusions on those characteristics previously identified as being particularly important to their 

sex.  

To assess whether the study replicated the link between positive illusions and relationship 

satisfaction, I regressed Time 1 QMI scores on Time 1 positive illusions, controlling for 

participants’ self-ratings. Results revealed a significant effect, B = .26, p = .05, semi-partial r
2
 

(sr
2
) = .06, such that greater positive illusions were associated with greater satisfaction with the 

relationship. Thus, replicating previous work, the degree to which people see their partner more 

positively than a typical partner the more satisfied they are with their relationship.  

I also examined the effect of experimental condition on Time 2 positive illusions 

controlling for Time 2 self-ratings. The omnibus test of condition was not significant, F(2, 50) = 

.14,  p = .87, η
2 

 = .01  (Long-term: M = 25.35, SE = 8.93; Short-term: M = 21.92, SE = 9.74; 

Neutral: M = 18.00, SE = 10.68). 

To test the association between Time 2 positive illusions and Time 2 state satisfaction, I 

regressed Time 2 QMI scores on positive illusions, controlling for participants’ self-ratings at 

Time 2. Results revealed a significant effect, B = .63, p < .001, sr
2
 = .36, such that Time 2 

positive illusions were positively related to Time 2 relationship satisfaction. Thus, results for 

Time 2 match those of Time 1. 

In sum, for the typical partner benchmark, priming condition had no effect on positive 

illusions. Furthermore, sex did not interact with priming condition to predict positive illusions. 

However, in fitting with previous research (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010; Barrelds & Djikstra, 2009), to 

the degree that romantically-involved individuals engage in positive illusions (using the typical 
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partner benchmark), this predicted their satisfaction with their current relationship. This 

relationship was found both at Time 1 and Time 2.  

Partner self-rating benchmark 

Of the 60 original participants, five participants’ romantic partners did not complete the 

self-rating questionnaire. Thus, only 55 participants could be included in analyses using the 

partner’s self-rating as a benchmark for positive illusions. Of those 55 participants, five did not 

complete Time 2 measures. To create a measure of positive illusions using the partner’s self-

ratings as a benchmark, a difference score was created by subtracting the partners’ self-ratings 

from the participants’ rating of their partner on each characteristic and then differences were 

summed across characteristics. 

I conducted a one-way ANCOVA to test the effect of condition on positive illusions 

(using the partner’s self-rating benchmark) at Time 1, controlling for participants’ self-ratings. 

The omnibus test of condition was not significant, F(2, 51) = 1.01,  p= .37 η
2 

= .04 (Long-term: 

M = 8.41, SE = 4.62; Short-term: M = 2.29, SE = 5.65; Neutral: M = -1.51, SE = 5.45). Thus, as 

with the typical partner benchmark, results did not support the hypothesis that a long-term 

motive prime (compared to controls) would lead to greater positive illusions.  

I also examined whether positive illusions might depend on the length of the relationship 

(by adding relationship length to the ANCOVA model described above). I found no interaction 

of condition and relationship length, F(2, 48) = .27, p = .76, η
2 

= .01. (I also found no interaction 

when excluding the outlier, F(2,48) = .43, p = .67, η
2 

= .02). 

Next, I examined the interaction of condition and sex (controlling for self-ratings) across 

all 30 characteristics (by including sex in the original ANCOVA model described above). 

Results revealed no main effect of condition, F(2, 48) = 1.29, p = .28, η
2 

 = .05, and no main 
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effect of sex, (F(1, 48)= .18, p = .68, η
2 

 = .004. However, I found a significant interaction 

between condition and sex, F(2, 48) = 3.56, p = .04, η
2 

 = .13 (see Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1. For positive illusions using the partner’s self-rating as a benchmark, women (relative to 

men) display marginally greater positive illusions in the long-term prime, whereas men (relative 

to women) display marginally greater positive illusions in the short-term condition. Errors bars 

represent standard errors. 

 

 

I decomposed this interaction by examining the effect of sex within condition. I found a 

marginal sex difference in the long-term condition, F(1, 48) = 3.13, p = .08, η
2 

 = .06, such that 

women engaged in greater levels of positive illusions than men when primed with a long-term 

motivation. By contrast, in the short-term condition, men displayed marginally greater levels of 

positive illusions than women, F(1, 48) = 3.28, p = .08, η
2 

 = .06. No sex differences were found 

in the neutral condition, F(1, 48) = 1.56 p = .22 η
2 

 = .03. Thus, when looking across all 

characteristics, I found that men tend to display (marginally) stronger positive illusions than 

women when primed with a short-term relationship motivation, whereas women tend to display 

(marginally) stronger positive illusions than men when primed with a long-term relationship 
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motivation.  Notably, however, there was a very small number of men in each condition, so these 

results should be considered with caution. 

Ancillary analyses examined the prediction that the long-term relationship prime would 

lead to stronger positive illusions on those mating-related characteristics previously identified as 

particularly important to each sex. Descriptive statistics can be found in Table 2. 

 

Table 2     

Estimated Means (and Standard Errors) of Positive Illusions Using the Partner’s Self-rating 

Benchmark by Priming Condition and Sex 

     

 Preferred by Men Preferred by Women 

Condition Men Women Men Women 

Long-term (N = 23) 1.22 (1.93) 3.32 (1.02) -.28 (3.38) .95 (1.79) 

Short-term (N = 16) 7.12 (2.54) 1.36 (1.22) .2.87 (4.46) -2.23 (2.13) 

Neutral (N = 16) -1.38 (3.46) 3.46 (1.31) -8.62 (3.39) -1.20 (2.30) 

Note. Higher numbers indicate greater positive illusions. 

 

On characteristics prioritized by men, results revealed no main effects of condition, F(2, 

48) = 1.51, p =.23, η
2 

 = .06, and no main effect of sex, F(1, 48) = .08, p = .78, η
2 

 = .002. 

However, I found a significant interaction between condition and sex, F(2, 48) = 4.52, p = .02, η
2 

 

= .16. To decompose this interaction, I examined the effect of sex within each priming condition. 

Among participants primed with a long-term mating motivation, I found no significant sex 

differences, F(1, 48) = .94, p = .34, η
2 

 = .02. Among participants primed with a short-term 

mating motivation, men displayed stronger positive illusions than women, F(1, 48) = 4.32, p = 

.04, η
2 

 = .08. In the neutral condition, women (compared to men) displayed significantly 

stronger positive illusion on those characteristics prioritized by men, F(1, 48) = 4.17, p = .05, η
2 

 

= .08.  
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 On characteristics prioritized by women, analyses revealed no main effect of condition, 

F(2, 48) = 2.17, p = .13, η
2 

 = .08, and no main effect of sex, F(1, 48) = .23, p = .64, η
2 

 = .005. 

Furthermore, condition and sex did not interact, F(2, 48) = 1.98, p = .15, η
2 

 = .08. Thus, 

ancillary analyses did not support the hypothesis that a long-term prime would lead men and 

women to engage in greater positive illusions on those characteristics that should be particularly 

important to their sex. Indeed, results revealed that men (compared to women) displayed stronger 

positive illusions in the short-term motive prime condition on those characteristics men tend to 

prioritize. 

To examine the relationship between relationship satisfaction and positive illusions using 

the partner’s self-rating benchmark, I regressed QMI scores on positive illusions controlling for 

participants’ self-ratings. Results revealed a significant effect, B = .36, p = .004, sr
2
= .11, such 

that greater positive illusions were related to greater satisfaction with the relationship. Results 

demonstrate that even when using the partner’s own self-rating as a benchmark, greater positive 

illusions are associated with greater relationship satisfaction. 

I also examined the effect of condition on Time 2 positive illusions controlling for Time 

2 self-ratings. The omnibus test of condition was not significant, F(2, 46) = .14,  p=.87, η
2 

 = .01, 

(Long-term: M = -1.70, SE = 7.65; Short-term: M = 1.54, SE = 8.47; Neutral: M = -5.02, SE = 

8.67). 

To examine whether Time 2 positive illusions would predict Time 2 state satisfaction, I 

regressed Time 2 QMI scores on positive illusions, controlling for participants’ self-ratings at 

Time 2. Results revealed a significant effect, B = .68, p < .001, sr
2
 = .40, such that greater Time 

2 positive illusions predicted greater Time 2 relationship satisfaction. 
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In sum, for positive illusions using the partner’s self-rating benchmark, I did not support 

the hypothesis that a long-term motive prime would lead to greater positive illusions than a 

short-term or neutral prime. Furthermore, I did not support the hypothesis that men and women 

would respond to a long-term prime with stronger positive illusions on those characteristics 

which should be particularly important to their sex. Indeed, I found an unexpected effect such 

that for men (compared to women) the short-term prime led to stronger positive illusions on 

those characteristics typically prioritized by men. I also found an unexpected condition by sex 

interaction across all characteristics, such that men (relative to women) displayed stronger 

positive illusions in the short-term prime, whereas women (relative to men) displayed stronger 

positive illusions in the long-term prime.  Tests of sex differences should be interpreted with 

caution, however, as the number of men in this study was quite low. Lastly, as with typical 

partner benchmark, I found that positive illusions were associated with greater relationship 

satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

STUDY 2 

For Study 2, I used a similar design as Study 1 to examine the effect of long-term 

relationship motivation on forgiveness. After the same priming procedure, participants were 

asked to imagine several hypothetical scenarios in which their partner had transgressed. I 

predicted that participants primed with long-term relationship motives (compared to the short-

term relationship motive prime and neutral condition) would report less negative response 

tendencies (i.e., vengeance and avoidance), more benevolent response tendencies, a greater 

willingness to forgive, and less time to forgive. 

 Using an evolutionary framework, I also examined whether men and women differ in 

forgiveness of specific transgressions. As mentioned previously, men and women prioritize 

different qualities in their relationship and partner as a means to maximize genetic fitness. 

Consequently, transgressions related to those qualities (e.g., committing sexual infidelity, losing 

status) should be particularly threatening and unforgivable to one sex over the other. For 

example, previous work has shown that men and women tend to differ on how upsetting they 

find different types of infidelity; whereas men tend to find sexuality infidelity relatively more 

upsetting, women tend to find emotional infidelity relatively more upsetting (Buss et al., 1992). 

Thus, men and women may differ in the degree to which they are willing to forgive specific 

types of transgressions. 

 However, it is unclear how the threatening nature of specific transgressions will affect the 

relationship between long-term relationship motives and forgiveness. It is possible that long-term 

relationship motives may reduce people’s forgiveness on transgressions particularly threatening 

to members of that sex. For example, Shackelford, Buss, and Bennett (2002) found that men tend 
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to be relatively less forgiving of sexual infidelity, whereas women tended to be relatively less 

forgiving of emotional infidelity. By being less forgiving, people may discourage their partner 

from acting poorly again and reduce the likelihood of future transgressions (McNulty, 2010). 

Thus, long-term relationship motives may encourage people to be less forgiving of 

transgressions that are particularly threatening as a means to protect the relationship by 

discouraging future transgressions. 

 Alternatively, long-term relationship motives may weaken sex differences on those 

transgressions because such motives may encourage people to want to forgive their partners, 

work past the transgression, and reconcile in an effort to maintain the relationship (McCullough 

et al., 1997). Thus, I conducted ancillary analyses testing the interaction between long-term 

relationship motives and sex to examine forgiveness of specific types of transgressions. 

Participants 

 One hundred and five participants
3
 participated in exchange for a small monetary 

payment. Participants were recruited online through Amazon Mechanical Turk (mturk.com), a 

crowdsourcing website in which registered users anonymously complete surveys and other tasks 

for payment. All participants were limited to those located in the United States. Of the 105 

participants, 10 identified as bisexual or gay/lesbian. These participants were excluded from 

analyses, leaving 95 participants (57 female, 38 males). Age ranged from 18 – 74 years old (M: 

33 years old). All participants were currently involved in a romantic relationship, ranging from 1 

month to 430 months, M = 79 months, SD = 94.14 (2.1% of relationships had been together 3 

months or less, 17.9% 3 months-1 year, 8.4% 1-2 years, 35.8% 2-5 years, 15.8% 5-10 years, 

20% 10 years or more). 
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Procedure 

 As in Study 1, participants completed the same priming essays immediately followed by 

the BMIS. Participants then completed a three-item manipulation check (“At this moment, to 

what degree do you feel oriented toward making sure your current relationship lasts into the 

future?”; “At this moment, to what degree do you feel motivated to maintain your relationship 

into the long-term?”; “At this moment, to what degree do you intend to persist in your current 

relationship?”). Responses were rated on a 7-point Likert scale such that higher scores indicated 

a stronger long-term orientation toward the relationship (α = .96). 

 Next, participants were presented with seven hypothetical transgressions and instructed to 

imagine their partner had committed each transgression. Three of these transgression were 

designed to be equally upsetting to both sexes, two were transgressions designed to be 

particularly upsetting to men (sexual infidelity and failing to take care of one’s physical 

appearance), and two were transgressions designed to be particularly upsetting to women (loss of 

resources and emotional infidelity). Transgressions were presented to participants in random 

order. 

Following each hypothetical transgression, participants rated the severity of the 

transgression (“How negatively would you perceive your partner’s behavior?”) on 9-point Likert 

scale from 1 (not at all negative) to 9 (extremely negative). Participants then completed a 

modified version of the Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations inventory (TRIM; 

McCullough et al., 1998) This measure consists of two subscales, avoidance (α’s > .91) and 

vengeance (α’s > .87), and is commonly used in the forgiveness literature to assess reduction in 

negative response tendencies following a specific transgression (McCullough, Fincham, & 

Tsang, 2003; McCullough et al., 1998). In addition, participants completed a five item 
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benevolence measure used in previous work to assess levels of goodwill toward a transgressor 

(α’s > .92; McCullough et al., 2003). Participants were also asked to indicate how likely they 

would be to forgive their partner from 1 (very unlikely) to 9 (very likely) and to indicate how 

long they thought it would take to fully forgive their partner for the transgression (rated on a 10-

point scale: 1-less than a day, 2-about a week, 3-about two weeks, 4-about a month, 5-about 

three months, 6-about six months, 7-about a year, 8-about two years, 9-more than two years, 10-

never). Following the transgressions, participants completed the same adapted QMI measures 

used in Study 1 (α = .94).  

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary analyses 

 Preliminary analyses assessed effects of condition on participants’ mood valence and 

arousal. No significant differences were found between conditions for either mood valence, F(2, 

92) = .34, p = .71, η
2  

= .01 or arousal, F(2, 92) = .38, p = .68, η
2  

= .01. 

 To test if the long-term prime led to greater feelings of long-term relationship orientation 

compared to the other two primes, I conducted an ANOVA examining the effect of condition on 

the averaged manipulation check items. The omnibus test revealed no significant differences 

between conditions on the manipulation check, F(2, 92) = .30, p = .74, η
2 

=.01 (Long-term: M  = 

6.64, SD = .78; Short-term: M = 6.69, SD = .69; Neutral M = 6.54, SD = .68). Thus, it appears 

that the long-term motive prime did not lead to greater self-reported long-term orientation toward 

the relationship. Notably, the fact that the means for each priming condition were close to the 

maximum possible score (of 7) indicates a ceiling effect, which perhaps is not surprising given 

the highly overt nature of the response items.  
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Main analyses  

To create a total score for vengeance, avoidance, benevolence, willingness to forgive and 

time to forgive, I averaged responses across the seven transgressions for each of the five 

dependent measures. To test the primary hypothesis that participants primed with long-term 

relationship motives (compared to those primed with short-term motives or a neutral control 

condition) would report less vengeance and avoidance, greater levels of benevolence and 

willingness to forgive, and a shorter amount of time to forgive, I conducted ANCOVAs to 

examine the effect of priming condition on each of these scores, controlling for transgression 

severity. Descriptive statistics are provided in Table 3. 

 

Table 3     

Estimated Means (and Standard Errors) for Forgiveness Measures by Priming Condition 

 Long-term 

(N = 36) 

Short-term 

(N=36) 

Neutral 

(N = 23) 

Vengeance 1.61 (.10) 1.78 (.10) 1.96 (.13) 

Avoidance 2.59 (.09) 2.54 (.09) 2.51 (.11) 

Benevolence 3.73 (.11) 3.48 (.11) 3.63 (.13) 

Forgiveness 6.78 (.20) 6.42 (.20) 6.62 (.25) 

Time to Forgive 3.56 (.16) 3.51 (.16) 3.69 (.20) 

Note: Higher numbers indicate greater levels of vengeance, avoidance, benevolence, 

greater willingness to forgive, and a longer time to forgive. 

 

 

For vengeance, the omnibus test revealed a non-significant trend, F(2, 91) = 2.23, p =.11, 

η
2 

= .05. Simple contrasts revealed no significant difference between the long-term and short-

term prime on vengeance, F(1,91) = 1.36, p = .25, η
2 

= .02, and no significant difference between 

the short-term and neutral prime, F(1, 91) = 1.11, p = .29, η
2 

= .01. However, I found a 

significant difference between the long-term and neutral prime, F(1,91) = 4.37, p = .04, η
2 

= .05, 
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such that the long-term prime elicited less vengeance than the neutral condition. For the other 

forgiveness variables, omnibus tests revealed no effects of condition: avoidance: F(2,91) = .16, p 

= .85, η
2 

= .003; benevolence: F(2,91) = 1.43, p = .24, η
2 

= .03; willingness to forgive: F(2, 91) = 

.85, p = .43, η
2 

= .02; time to forgive: F(2,91) = .25, p = .78, η
2 

= .005. Thus, the hypothesis that 

a long-term motive prime (compared to control primes) would lead to greater forgiveness was 

generally not supported. 

I also examined whether the effect of condition on forgiveness might depend on the 

length of the relationship (by adding relationship length to the ANCOVA model described 

above). Across all five measures of forgiveness, I found no interaction of condition and 

relationship length, p’s > .31. 

 I also examined the interaction of priming condition and sex across all seven 

transgressions for each of the five measures of forgiveness (by adding sex to the ANCOVA 

models described above). Results revealed no significant interactions of priming condition and 

sex (ps > .30). Subsidiary analyses also examined the interaction of priming condition and sex on 

specific types of transgressions. Transgressions were grouped into three types: particularly 

upsetting to men (sexual infidelity and failing to take care of one’s physical appearance), 

particularly upsetting to women (loss of resources and emotional infidelity), upsetting for both 

sexes (the remaining three transgressions). On transgressions that should be particularly 

upsetting to men, I found no interaction between sex and condition for any of the five measures 

of forgiveness (ps > .45). Similarly, I found no interaction between sex and condition on any 

measures of forgiveness on transgressions that should be particularly upsetting to women (ps > 

.19). 
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To replicate evidence for a link between forgiveness and relationship satisfaction, I 

regressed QMI scores on each of the five forgiveness measures. Results revealed significant 

effects of vengeance (B = -.26, p = .01 sr
2
 = .06), avoidance (B = -.42, p = .001 sr

2
 = .11) and 

time to forgive (B = -.29, p = .03 sr
2
 = .05) on satisfaction, such that lower vengeance and 

avoidance and less time to forgive predicted greater satisfaction with the relationship. Similarly, 

results indicated significant effects of benevolence (B = .26, p = .02, sr
2
 = .06) and willingness to 

forgive (B = .24, p = .03 sr
2
 = .05) on satisfaction, such that greater benevolence and a greater 

willingness to forgive predicted greater relationship satisfaction. Thus, across all measures of 

forgiveness, results indicated that higher levels of forgiveness were associated with greater 

relationship satisfaction. 

 Overall, results did not support my hypotheses for Study 2. However, as with positive 

illusions in Study 1, results indicated that greater levels of forgiveness (i.e., decreased 

vengeance, avoidance and time to forgive, increased benevolence and willingness to forgive) 

were associated with greater relationship satisfaction. This finding fits with previous work from 

the forgiveness literature, demonstrating that forgiveness plays a key part in maintaining 

satisfaction with a relationship in the face of a romantic partner’s poor behavior (Braithwaite et 

al., 2011). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Positive illusions and forgiveness are two relationship maintenance strategies that have received 

particular attention in the close relationships literature. Both positive illusions and forgiveness 

have been shown to exert positive effects for many romantic relationships, helping people to 

maintain their relationship even in the face of negativity. However, little work has examined the 

specific relationship motives that underlie those maintenance strategies. The current work 

focused on one such motive—long-term relationship motivation. 

 I hypothesized that a long-term relationship motive prime would lead to greater levels of 

positive illusions (Study 1) and forgiveness (Study 2) than a short-term relationship motive 

prime or a neutral prime. Across both studies, my hypotheses were not supported; the long-term 

motive prime was no more likely to elicit positive illusions or forgiveness than the two control 

primes.  

 However, results indicated that both positive illusions and forgiveness were positively 

related to relationship satisfaction, such that those who displayed greater levels of positive 

illusions and forgiveness reported more relationship satisfaction. This finding was robust, as it 

was found across all measures of positive illusions and forgiveness in the current studies. These 

results replicate previous work demonstrating a strong association between the use of these 

relationship maintenance strategies and satisfaction with one’s relationship (Braithwaite et al., 

2011; Fletcher & Kerr, 2010; Barrelds & Djikstra, 2009). Thus, the current work provides further 

support that positive illusions and forgiveness have a strong link with relationship satisfaction 

and likely serve as relationship maintenance strategies in the face of negativity within the 

relationship. 
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 Beyond main effects of condition, I also examined the interaction of sex and condition on 

positive illusions and forgiveness. I did not support my subsidiary hypotheses that relationship 

motivation would interact with sex to elicit stronger positive illusions and forgiveness on those 

characteristics/transgressions that should be particularly important to each sex (based on the mate 

preference literature; e.g., Buss, 1995; Buss et al., 1992; Li et al., 2002). However, in Study 1, I 

did find two unpredicted effects when examining positive illusions using the partner’s self-rating 

as the benchmark. I found an unpredicted sex by condition interaction across all 30 

characteristics, such that men (relative to women) displayed marginally stronger positive 

illusions when primed with a short-term mating motivation, whereas women (relative to men) 

displayed marginally stronger positive illusions when primed with a long-term mating 

motivation. Similarly, I found that on those characteristics prioritized by men, a short-term prime 

led men to display significantly stronger positive illusions than women.    

Although not predicted, the sex differences found in the current work fit with several 

theories in the evolutionary psychological literature. Although both men and women use dual-

mating strategies, men tend to prefer a short-term mating strategy, whereas women tend to prefer 

a long-term mating strategy (Buss, 2013; Buss & Schmitt, 1993). This difference is rooted, in 

part, in an asymmetry between men and women’s minimum obligatory parental investment 

(Trivers, 1972); whereas women must invest several years into any given child’s survival (due to 

gestation, lactation, etc.), men’s minimum level of investment is only the sexual encounter that 

led to pregnancy. In other words, women should generally invest heavily in each child, in part by 

securing a valuable long-term mate (thus increasing offspring survival via the mate’s resources 

and protection and bi-parental care). Indeed, women (relative to men) tend to be choosier in 

picking a romantic partner (Schmitt & Buss, 1996; Schmitt et al., 2003) and are more likely to 
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engage in relationship-protective maintenance strategies (Lydon, Meana, Sepinwall, Richards, & 

Mayman, 1999; Lydon, Menzies-Toman, Burton, & Bell, 2008). By contrast, the low minimum 

investment level for men means they should generally be interested in gaining as many sexual 

partners as possible, thus increasing fitness by increasing their number of offspring. Indeed, men 

(relative to women) tend be more oriented toward a short-term mating strategy (Schmitt et al., 

2012), are more sexually unrestricted (Schmitt, 2005), seek more sexual partners (Schmitt, 

Shackelford, Duntley, Tooke & Buss, 2001), and are less discriminating in choosing a partner (to 

the degree that they are seeking a short-term partner; Schmitt et al., 2003)
4
.  

Based on this literature then, the sex differences found in the current work could be 

understood in terms of men and women’s preferred mating strategy. Women may be more likely 

than men to respond to long-term relationship motivation with positive illusions, because women 

should be particularly motivated to protect and maintain a long-term relationship. Such positive 

illusions may help a woman to stay satisfied in her relationship and keep the relationship going 

into the long-term in part as a means to secure bi-parental investment in her children. For men, 

however, positive illusions may serve a different function. Positive illusions may instead serve as 

a proximate mechanism that encourages men to approach short-term relationship partners. 

Indeed, it is possible that men may engage in positive illusions with extra-pair partners as well. 

Another possible interpretation of my results is that, although men may be motivated by a 

relatively more short-term orientation early in relationships (notably, the majority of 

relationships in Study 1 were fledgling relationships), positive illusions may encourage men to 

shift from a short-term strategy to a long-term strategy. That is, although men may tend to be 

oriented toward starting a relationship because of a short-term motivation, the degree to which 

they engage in relationship-enhancing strategies like positive illusions may predict whether or 
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not they eventually switch to a more long-term orientation toward the relationship. Notably, 

these speculations should be considered with caution, due to the low number of men in the study, 

as well as the fact that the findings were not predicted and were found for only one type of 

positive illusions – the partner’s self-rating benchmark. Nonetheless, the findings present 

interesting avenues for future work.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

One possible limitation of the current work that could account for the nonsignificant 

results may be that the priming manipulation was ineffective at activating a long-term orientation 

toward the relationship. Although this manipulation has been used in previous work (Gonzaga et 

al., 2008; Maner et al., 2008), the manipulation check in Study 2 revealed no significant 

differences between priming conditions on long-term orientation toward the relationship. This 

finding raises the question of what exactly the manipulation is priming in participants. One 

possibility is that the priming essays were not strong enough to elicit a long-term or short-term 

orientation toward one’s relationship above and beyond what the participant already felt toward 

his/her relationship. In other words, the priming manipulation may not have been strong enough 

to elicit different motivations among the participants.  

Another possibility is that the manipulation check in Study 2 may not have served as a 

good measure of implicit relationship motivations. Indeed, the means for the manipulation check 

show that these scores were close to the maximum possible across all three conditions, 

suggesting a ceiling effect. This ceiling effect may be due to the explicit nature of the 

manipulation check items, which directly asked participants the degree to which they are 

oriented toward the long-term continuation of their relationship. On such explicit measures of 

attitudes toward one’s relationship, researchers tend to find little variability because people are 
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unwilling to report their commitment or attitudes toward the relationship in negative light 

(Bradbury, Fincham & Beach, 2000; Rausch, Barry, Hertel, & Swain, 1974). Indeed, recent work 

has demonstrated that explicit reports of people’s attitudes toward their relationship tend not to 

be related to implicit measures of relationship attitudes (McNulty et al., 2013). Thus, the explicit 

nature of the manipulation check may not have been able to tap into the more implicit 

relationship motivations the current work attempts to examine. 

Another possible issue with the current studies is that the priming essays themselves are 

also more explicit than implicit.  In asking participants to consider a time in which they felt 

strong feelings of love or sexual desire, it is likely clear to participants what the essays are 

attempting to elicit. Thus, future work might consider using more implicit primes for activating a 

long-term or short-term orientation toward one’s relationship. For example, future studies could 

use a sentence unscrambling task (e.g., Maner, Rouby, Gailliot & Miller, 2007) using words 

related to a long-term orientation (e.g., commitment, love, future) or a short-term orientation 

(e.g., sex, desire, fling).  

Another possible future direction would be to use implicit, behavioral measures of 

relationship maintenance strategies. Rather than rely on self-reports of forgiveness, future studies 

could instead use behavioral measures of vengeance, avoidance, and benevolence toward a 

romantic partner following a transgression. For example, after long-term or short-term priming, 

participants could be given an opportunity to enact revenge on a partner who has transgressed 

(e.g., the noise blast task; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), to put physical distance between 

themselves and their partner (e.g., chair placement task; Pedersen, 1973), or to act prosocially 

toward their partner (e.g., the Dictator game; Forsythe, Horowitz, Savin & Sefton, 1994).  
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 Another important limitation of Study 1 is that the sample consisted of undergraduate 

students in fledgling relationships who are likely only to be very low to moderately committed to 

their relationship. Those who are low in commitment may not be especially oriented toward the 

long-term survival of their relationship and the primes may have had little effect on such 

individuals. Indeed, college students may have difficulty coming up with a strong memory of 

love and closeness with their current partner. Future work should consider using a broader 

sample that includes individuals in more established relationships to further test the role of long-

term relationship motives on positive illusions. 

 A limitation of Study 2 was the use of hypothetical transgressions to examine 

forgiveness. Previous work comparing hypothetical versus real transgressions has demonstrated 

that, when determining the degree to which they will forgive a hypothetical scenario (compared 

to a real transgressions), people tend to give more weight to transgression-specific information 

and be more swayed by the perceived severity of the transgression (McCullough & Hoyt, 2002).  

 Relatedly, another limitation may be that forgiveness in response to the transgressions 

was measured only at one time point. McCullough and colleagues (2003) have argued that 

because prosocial change is a hallmark of forgiveness, time is an important aspect in measuring 

forgiveness. People do not necessarily forgive instantaneously; rather, they tend to decrease their 

vengeance and avoidance responses and increase benevolent responses over time. Thus, 

instantaneous measures of forgiveness may miss out on the fundamentally longitudinal aspect of 

this construct. Indeed, it is possible that long-term or short-term relationship motives may play 

different roles depending on how forgiveness is measured. For example, individuals with a short-

term orientation (versus a long-term orientation) may be more willing to forgive immediately (if 

they forgive at all) because they are not oriented toward the long-term health of the relationship 



38 

 

and may make snap decisions as to whether or not to continue staying in the relationship. By 

contrast, individuals with a long-term orientation may instead tend to forgive over time 

depending on the partner’s subsequent behavior (e.g., apologies, lack of transgressing again) as a 

means to maintain the long-term health of the relationship. Thus, using actual transgressions and 

measuring longitudinal changes in forgiveness of those transgressions may provide a better 

means for assessing the role of long-term and short-term relationship motives on forgiveness. 

Conclusion 

 In summary, the current work did not support my hypotheses. A long-term motive prime 

(relative to controls) led to neither greater levels of positive illusions nor forgiveness.  

Furthermore, a long-term motivation did not elicit greater levels of positive illusions/forgiveness 

for men and women on those characteristics/transgressions that should be particularly important 

to their sex. Nonetheless, the current research provided a replication of previous work, 

demonstrating that greater levels of positive illusions and forgiveness are associated with greater 

relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, the unpredicted sex differences found in Study 1 provide 

some interesting new directions for examining the role of sex and relationship motivation in the 

use of relationship-enhancing strategies.  
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ENDNOTES 

1
It is important to note that relationship maintenance strategies (like positive illusions and 

forgiveness) are not beneficial for all relationships (McNulty & Fincham, 2012). For example, 

for highly distressed couples in relationships characterized by severe problems, positive illusions 

and forgiveness appear to be associated with poorer relationship quality and increased problem 

severity over time (McNulty, 2011; McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 2008). Thus, these strategies 

are not inherently positive or beneficial. Rather, the potential benefits of these strategies may 

depend on characteristics of the relationship. Nonetheless, for many couples positive illusions 

and forgiveness serve as key strategies for promoting healthy relationship functioning and 

relationship longevity. Consequently, understanding the motives that underlie these strategies is 

an important avenue of research.  

2 
Due to experimenter error, 10 participants were contacted early and completed Time 2 

measures before the two week mark. These participants completed the Time 2 measures 

anywhere from the same day as Time 1 to six days after Time 1. These participants were 

included in analyses. 

3
 As is common with studies conducted online, a sizable portion (38%) of participants quit the 

experiment early. Only those participants who completed all measures were included in the 

sample. 

4
 This is not to suggest that men do not invest in their children or engage in long-term mating or 

conversely that women do not engage in short-term mating. Evidence suggests that both men and 

women can use long-term and short-term mating strategies (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Greiling & 

Buss, 2000) and that the degree to which they do so depends on a variety of contexts (Gangestad 

& Simpson, 2000; Pedersen, 1991). Nonetheless, men (compared to women) tend to engage in 
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relatively more short-term mating because asymmetries in parental investment mean that men 

gain substantially more (in a reproductive sense) from multiple matings than women. 
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APPENDIX A 

ESSAY PRIMING INSTRUCTIONS 

Long-term relationship motive prime: 

“Please try to visualize a time in your current romantic relationship when you felt very strong 

feelings of romantic love, closeness, and commitment toward your partner. Now, in the space 

below, please write about that situation as vividly as you can. Try to focus on the way you felt in 

the situation.” 

 

Short-term relationship motive prime: 

“Please try to visualize a time in your current romantic relationship when you felt very strong 

feelings of sexual desire and physical attraction toward your partner. Now, in the space below, 

please write about that situation as vividly as you can. Try to focus on the way you felt in the 

situation.” 

 

Neutral control prime: 

“Please try to visualize something you did yesterday while you were alone. Now, in the space 

below, please write about that situation as vividly as you can.” 
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APPENDIX B 

LIST OF CHARACTERISTICS (STUDY 1) 

Sexually faithful to our current relationship 

Facially attractive 

Attractive body 

Desires sex 

Enjoys humor/laughs at jokes 

Emotionally faithful to our current relationship 

Has good job (or potential to get a good job) 

Has a good salary (or potential to receive a good salary) 

Invests materially in the relationship 

High social status/respected by others 

Adventurous/enjoys taking risks 

Witty/tells good jokes 

Intelligent 

Kind 

Tolerant 

Healthy 

Charismatic 

Agreeable 

Self-confident 

Honest 

Reliable 
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Creative 

Supportive 

Responsive to partner needs 

Good communicator 

Considerate 

Open and disclosing 

Understanding 

Emotionally stable 

Patient 
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APPENDIX C 

ADAPTED QUALITY OF MARRIAGE INDEX 

For the following questionnaire, please indicate how well the following statements describe your 

current relationship. For each item, indicate how you feel RIGHT NOW.   

   

1.) We have a good relationship. 

2.) My relationship with my partner is very stable. 

3.) Our relationship is strong. 

4.) My relationship with my partner makes me happy. 

5.) I really feel like part of a team with my partner. 

6.) All things considered, how happy are you in your current relationship? 

 

Note: Items 1 – 5 are rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). 

Item 6 is rated on a 10-point scale from 1 (Very Unhappy) to 10 (Perfectly Happy). 
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APPENDIX D 

HYPOTHETICAL TRANSGRESSIONS (STUDY 2) 

1.) Imagine that, as your relationship progresses, your partner seems to take less of an interest in 

his/her appearance. He/she does not always keep up with his/her hygiene, engages in more 

unhealthy eating habits, doesn’t exercise as much, and gains some weight. You get the sense that 

because you’re in a relationship now, your partner feels like he/she can “make less of an effort.”  

2.) Imagine that your partner recently took a trip to visit family and friends. Upon returning, your 

partner confesses that that he/she ran into an ex and engaged in kissing and light petting with this 

person. Your partner tells you that he/she knows it was a big mistake. He/she still wants to be 

with you and promises to never do it again. 

3.) Imagine that you and your partner are living together and depend on each other to pay the 

bills. One day, your partner gets very angry with his/her boss, insults the boss and then loses 

his/her job. Because of this, it will be difficult for your partner to pay the bills until he/she finds 

another job. 

4.) Imagine that your partner recently took a trip to visit family and friends. Upon returning, your 

partner tells you that he/she ran into an ex and they went to dinner together. Your partner then 

confesses to realizing that he/she still has some emotional feelings for this person. However, 

your partner says he/she knows seeing the ex was a mistake. Your partner still wants to be with 

you and promises not to see the ex again. 

5.) Imagine that you had decided to share with your partner something very personal and private 

about yourself that you had never told anyone else. You explicitly asked your partner not to 

divulge this information to anyone. However, you later discover that your partner told a mutual 

friend this personal information about you. 



46 

 

6.) Imagine your partner has arrived home from a long day at work/school. When you ask how 

his/her day was, your partner is very short with you. Later, after discovering that you had not 

done something he/she had asked of you, your partner insults you, calling you incompetent and 

lazy.  

7.) Imagine that your partner told you he/she was going to go out with a same-sex friend this past 

weekend. Later, one of your friends mentions to you that he/she saw your partner out with a 

person of the opposite sex that night. When you confront your partner, he/she admit to lying to 

you about who he/she was hanging out with so you wouldn’t get upset.  
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APPENDIX E 

MODIFIED TRIM AND BENEVOLENCE SCALES 

For each item, please indicate how you would respond to your partner given their behavior in the 

previous scenario.  

1. I would make him/her pay. (R) 

2. I would wish that something bad would happen to him/her. (R) 

3. I would want him/her to get what he/she deserves. (R) 

4. I would get even. (R) 

5. I would want to see him/her hurt and miserable. (R) 

6. I would keep as much distance between us as possible. (A) 

7. I would live as if he/she doesn't exist, isn't around. (A) 

8. I wouldn’t trust him/her. (A) 

9. I would find it difficult to act warmly toward him/her. (A) 

10. I would avoid him/her. (A) 

11. I would cut off the relationship with him/her. (A) 

12. I would withdraw from him/her. (A) 

13. Even though his/her actions would hurt me, I would still have goodwill for him/her. (B) 

14. I would want us to bury the hatchet and move forward with our relationship. (B) 

15. Despite what he/she had done, I would want us to have a positive relationship again. (B) 

16. Although he/she would have hurt me, I would put the hurt aside so we could resume our 

relationship. (B) 

17. I would release my anger so I could work on restoring our relationship to health. (B) 

Note. Items on the Avoidance, Revenge and Benevolence scales denoted with (A), (R), and (B), 

respectively. 
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APPENDIX F 

IRB APPROVAL FOR HUMAN SUBJECTS 

The Florida State University 

Office of the Vice President For Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM (for change in research protocol) 

 

Date: 10/23/2013 

 

To: Jennifer Leo 

 

Address: 1107 W Call St Tallahasse FL 32306-4301 

Dept.: PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 

 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research (Approval for Change in Protocol) 

Project entitled: Relationship Maintenance Processes 

 

The form that you submitted to this office in regard to the requested change/amendment 

to your research protocol for the above-referenced project has been reviewed and 

approved. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 9/8/2014, you must request a renewal of 

approval for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent 

to you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the 

Principal Investigator to timely request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major 

professor is reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning 

research projects involving human subjects in the department, and should review 

protocols as often as needed to insure that the project is being conducted in 

compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research 

Protection. The Assurance Number is FWA00000168/IRB number IRB00000446. 

 

Cc:  

HSC No. 2013.11546 

 

 

The formal PDF approval letter: http://humansubjects.magnet.fsu.edu/pdf/printapprovalletter.aspx?app_id=11546 
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