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Abstract and Keywords

Responsiveness consists of partners interacting in ways such that they understand, value, 
and support each other in fulfilling important personal needs and goals. Responsiveness 
supports and strengthens both the relationship and its members. This chapter presents a 
broad theoretical account of what responsiveness is and how it operates in close 
relationships, emphasizing conceptual linkages between responsiveness and a variety of 
related constructs in the literature. We consider responsiveness to be the prototype of an 
interpersonal process that unfolds over time and in which both partners' behavior 
matters. Our account considers the role of responsiveness across the life span and in both 
emerging and established relationships. We suggest responsiveness is a sufficiently far-
reaching process to be able to help organize myriad and disparate theories and themes in 
the relationship literature into a more cohesive theoretical entity.

Keywords: responsiveness, intimacy, communal relationships, caring

Over the years, researchers have devoted much attention to understanding what it means 
for two or more people to be close. Most people cite “close relationships” as one of their 
most important life goals. Yet, what elements characterize a relationship that successfully 
fulfills this goal? When relationships are close, what processes are responsible for their 
influence on personal well-being and effectiveness? What goes wrong when close 
relationships deteriorate? Certainly, many processes contribute to the success and failure 
of close relationships, and we hope and expect that researchers will continue to adopt 
diverse theoretical approaches to addressing them. At the same time, we see a 
compelling convergence in existing work centering on the theme of responsiveness. The 
purpose of this chapter is to review evidence of this convergence and, in so doing, define 
and describe the construct of responsiveness and its impact on close relationships.
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Responsiveness refers to the processes through which relationship partners attend to and 
respond supportively to each other’s needs, wishes, concerns, and goals, thereby 
promoting each other’s welfare (Clark & Lemay, 2010; Reis, Clark, & Holmes, 2004). 
Responsiveness is grounded in social interaction but crucially depends on the individuals’ 
understanding or perceptions of those interactions. It depends on how partners perceive 
each other’s needs and desires, respond to those needs and desires, and perceive each 
other’s responses. The ability and fortitude necessary for responsiveness develop over the 
life span as well as over the history of a particular relationship. For both giver and 
recipient, responsiveness contributes to attraction and liking, trust and commitment, and 
personal growth. It fosters a sense of security, allowing partners to use their relationships 
as safe havens in distressing circumstances and as secure bases for exploration. Finally, 
responsiveness is a deeply interpersonal process with intrapersonal roots and 
consequences that implicate all three self-regulatory systems of the human mind: 
cognitive, affective, and conative.

We view responsiveness as a core principle for theorizing about close 
relationships. By core principle, we suggest that responsiveness represents a central 
theme in numerous models and processes. Reis (2007) encouraged researchers to pay 
more attention to identification of the relationship field’s “core ideas, the principles that 
make them cohere, and [thereby to provide] an organizational framework for 
understanding how the many empirical pieces interconnect” (p. 9). Doing so, he argued, 
would foster development of a nomological network of systematically related constructs, 
processes, and theories, which is essential for relationship science to become a 
cumulative, collective science and to provide a foundation for evidence-based 
interventions (cf., Bradbury, 2002). Our review of literature will highlight the ways in 
which the construct of responsiveness may fulfill this role for the study of close 
relationships.

The chapter begins with our basic model of responsiveness that emphasizes mechanisms 
through which responsiveness operates in close relationships. We then consider 
responsiveness from a broader perspective, describing, on the one hand, factors that 
elicit responsiveness, and on the other hand, the effects that responsiveness elicits. The 
former includes norms and goals within relationships, as well as the partner’s needs and 
behavior; the latter refers to the impact of responsiveness on relationship initiation, 
development (including strengthening), and maintenance (including repair). Next, we 
examine the question of whether perceived responsiveness is largely a matter of 
perceptions, properties of actual interaction, or both. This will be followed by a brief 
discussion of two secondary issues: how responsiveness is linked to two related 
constructs—social support and gratitude—and ways in which responsiveness likely differs 
in the context of negative and positive events. The chapter concludes with selective 
comments on the role of responsiveness in the next generation of relationship science 
research.

(p. 401) 
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The basic model used 
throughout this chapter is 
displayed in Figure 18.1. It 
is intrinsically 
interpersonal and assumes 
that each partner’s 
behavior is shaped not 
only by that person’s own 
needs, goals, and wishes 
but also by the other 
partner’s behavior.  The 
model posits that 
responsive interaction 
sequences commence 
when one party expresses 
a need or desire, the 

fulfillment of which might be promoted by the partner; when one party expresses an 
accomplishment or reveals an event that might be celebrated; when one party describes a 
personal problem or concern that might be ameliorated by the other’s support; or 
alternatively when one (or one’s situation) reveals important aspects of the self that 
provide opportunities for responsiveness. The sequence continues when the other party 
enacts a supportive response, which can then lead to the perception of 
responsiveness by the first party. This sequence unfolding influences both parties’ 
relationship outcomes. Of course, events may not unfold as described. A person might 
reveal needs, but the partner might not respond supportively. Even if the partner does 
respond supportively, the discloser might misperceive the responder’s intent. In these 
instances, movement toward desired relationship outcomes likely is impaired. The model 
also allows for intrapersonal influences, in that each step is affected not only by the 
partner’s behavior but also by one’s own needs, goals, and wishes, which influence 
motivation and perception. For simplicity, we have omitted feedback arrows, but, as 
described below, the model is intended to be reciprocal and mutual; that is, participating 
in successful interactions as the provider of responsiveness is likely to encourage people 
to initiate these sequences on their own. Similarly, recipients of responsiveness are likely 
to provide responsiveness when reversing roles with their supporters. This switching 
back and forth between being attentive to a partner’s welfare coupled with being the 
provider of responsiveness and being attentive to one’s own welfare coupled with being 
the elicitor of responsiveness is driven by the natural flow of ups and downs in personal 
needs, desires, and goal pursuit and the magnitude of each person’s needs relative to the 
other. Of course, sometimes neither person will have pressing needs, desires, or goals 
that predominate over the other. In such cases, responsiveness may be embodied in joint 
attention to mutual preferences and engagement in shared activities that satisfy both 
partners’ needs, desires, or goals. For instance, partners may engage in mutually desired 

Click to view larger

Figure 18.1  The interaction sequence of 
responsiveness. Intrapersonal processes are 
indicated by dotted lines; intepersonal processes by 
solid lines.

1

(p. 402) 
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conversations, singing, or sexual activity (Clark, Lemay, Graham, & Williams, 2008). 
Responsiveness inheres in those activities as well.

In the remainder of this section, we selectively review theory and research supporting the 
various steps in Figure 18.1.

Perceived Partner Responsiveness and the Intimacy Process Model

Reis and Shaver’s (1988) intimacy process model addresses the manner in which social 
interactions are experienced as intimate. Because it focuses on interaction, the model 
highlights the interplay of one partner’s self-disclosure with the other’s response. This 
emphasis notwithstanding, their model defines intimacy in terms of the perception of 
partner responsiveness: the perception by the self-disclosing partner that the other 
understands, validates, and cares for oneself, particularly those aspects of the self that 
were revealed during the interaction. Thus, perceived partner responsiveness is the 
product of interpersonal and intrapersonal influences; that is, it reflects the properties of 
actual interactions as well as the individual’s motivated construal of those interactions.

Self-disclosure is viewed as the typical opening step of the intimacy process for several 
reasons. Reis and Shaver (1988) define self-disclosure broadly to include any 
verbalization, expression, or behavior that reveals core aspects of the self to the 
interaction partner. Thus, in addition to verbal content (the standard subject of self-
disclosure research), the model takes account of nonverbal expressions (e.g., emotional 
expressions on the face, in tone of voice, and in posture) as well as self-revealing actions 
(e.g., staying home from school on the day of a threatening exam, sending flowers to a 
new acquaintance, or wearing all-black clothes for days). People reveal themselves in 
diverse ways, and the model applies to all of these varieties of self-revelation. In fact, 
Asians are more likely to request and show support behaviorally than through verbal 
disclosures or verbal responses to partner disclosure (Kim, Sherman, & Taylor, 2008). The 
intimacy process is thought typically to begin with self-disclosure because perceived 
partner responsiveness depends on feeling understood and validated, which follows more 
readily when people feel that significant self-relevant material—their affective life, what 
they value or care about, or facts usually kept private—has been shared with a partner 
(e.g., Pronin, Fleming, & Steffel, 2008). Moreover, self-disclosure may stimulate 
responsiveness (e.g., Graham, Huang, Clark & Helgeson, 2008; Laurenceau, Barrett & 
Pietromonaco, 1998), consistent with evidence that listening to emotional disclosures 
helps listeners fulfill their need to belong (Hackenbracht & Gasper, 2011). Importantly, a 
voluntary act of self-disclosure can convey not only needs, desires, and goals but also the 
willingness to be dependent and to be open to receiving and accepting responsiveness in 
a way that cannot otherwise be displayed. Consistent with this theorizing, extensive 
research has demonstrated that high levels (both depth and breadth) of self-disclosure, if 
appropriately paced, are associated with greater intimacy (see Derlega, Metts, Petronio, 
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& Margulis, 1993; Reis & Patrick, 1996, for reviews) and liking (see Collins & Miller, 
1994, for a review) in social interaction.

As Figure 18.1 indicates, the next step of the Reis-Shaver (1988) model posits a 
facilitating role of partner responsiveness for the development of intimacy; 
conversely, unresponsive behavior is likely to derail this process. Several studies have 
shown that responsiveness is a stronger proximal predictor of intimacy than self-
disclosure is (e.g., Laurenceau et al., 1998; Laurenceau, Barrett & Rovine, 2005; Lin, 
1992). More generally, responsive support promotes the development of intimacy and 
closeness (e.g., Feeney & Collins, 2001, 2003; see Albrecht, Burleson, & Goldsmith, 1994, 
for a review), and, reciprocally, intimacy and closeness promote helpful and supportive 
behavior (e.g., Maner, Luce, Neuberg, Cialdini, Brown, & Sagarin, 2002; Mikulincer, 
Gillath, Halevy, Avihou, Avidan, & Eshkoli, 2001; Sanderson & Evans, 2001). Although 
responsiveness usually follows self-disclosure, defined broadly, it may also be based on an 
event or situation relevant to the partner that is believed to be stressful. For instance, a 
perceiver may infer the recipient’s need or desire, and act accordingly, without direct 
provocation—for example, calling a friend whose parent has died or preparing a special, 
surprise dinner for a partner who is studying for the bar exam. So, too, may 
responsiveness result from a person simply wishing to initiate, strengthen, or maintain a 
relationship and therefore acting in ways suspected or known to be welcomed in 
relationships generally or by the partner in particular. For example, a person might invite 
a friend to party, stop by a friend’s office with a cup or coffee, or pass along a joke in an 
email message.

There are several different traditions for studying responsiveness. Some researchers 
define responsiveness behaviorally—for example, visible displays of attention and 
comprehension of a communication (e.g., Pasupathi, Carstensen, Levenson & Gottman, 
1999) or by measuring whether people choose to mimic each other (Stel, Van Baaren, 
Blascovich, Van Dijk et al., 2010). Other researchers, mostly coming from the perspective 
of communication theory, emphasize the nature of responsive messages—for example, 
whether messages are relevant, stylistically similar, and appropriately elaborative, and 
whether they address the communicator’s manifest content and underlying motives 
(Davis, 1982). In the case of responsive support, this approach considers the extent to 
which a message successfully addresses the recipient’s needs—for example, “the extent 
to which the feelings and perspective of a distressed other are explicitly acknowledged, 
elaborated, and granted legitimacy” (Burleson, 1994, p. 12).

Clinically oriented research stresses openness and nondefensiveness. For example, 
Notarius and Markman (1993) defined responsive listening as sincerely attending to the 
speaker’s thoughts, feelings, and needs, and helping the speaker recognize that the 
listener has listened to and understood the message. Social-psychological approaches, in 
some contrast to the above, emphasize the functional outcomes of responsive 
communication. For example, Clark and Mills (1979; Clark, Mills, & Powell, 1986) 
highlight interactions that demonstrate one partner’s receptivity to the other’s need (as 
reviewed later in this chapter). Other studies, based on the Reis and Shaver (1988) model, 

(p. 403) 
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examine the extent to which interactions facilitate feeling understood, validated, and 
cared for (e.g., Maisel, Gable, & Strachman, 2008), as discussed next. Confirmatory 
factor analyses of a diverse set of self-report measures conducted by Aron and Tomlinson 
(2010) suggest that all of these processes contribute to responsiveness.

Although rooted in interaction, the intimacy process model prioritizes perceived partner 
responsiveness. Research indicates that perceived partner responsiveness reflects both 
actual partner behavior and motivated reinterpretations, as discussed later in this 
chapter. Perceived partner responsiveness is conceptualized as having three elements: 
feeling understood, validated, and cared for. Understanding, the first of these, refers to 
whether the partner is believed to have accurately and appropriately understood core 
aspects of the self—that he or she “gets the facts right” about oneself. This can refer to 
traits and trait-like elements of the self—important traits, needs, and values—or to 
momentary thoughts and feelings. Feeling generally understood is associated with marital 
quality (e.g., Murray, Holmes, Bellavia, Griffin, & Dolderman, 2002), as is having specific 
content understood—for example, marital conversations about end-of-life medical 
treatments (Moorman, 2011). We consider feeling understood influential for close 
relationships in its own right because it fosters a sense of authenticity (Kernis & 
Goldman, 2006) and acceptance (Finkenauer & Righetti, in press), and also because 
several other processes are predicated on it. For example, perceived social support 
necessitates feeling on the recipient’s part that a partner has provided assistance that 
matches one’s need (Thoits, 1986), whereas trust requires believing that partners will not 
betray whatever vulnerabilities have been revealed (Holmes & Rempel, 1989). Perceiving 
that a partner did not get the facts right would likely undermine both of these. Moreover, 
self-verification, a motive whose fulfillment is associated with various personal and 
relational benefits, is closely related to feeling understood (Swann, 1990; Weger, 
2005). Finally, believing that partners accurately perceive one’s strengths and 
weaknesses makes it easier to feel securely accepted by them—otherwise, the threat of 
rejection looms, should they become aware of previously undetected shortcomings 
(Murray & Holmes, 2011; Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994).

An unresolved question concerns the distinction between perceived understanding (i.e., 
feeling understood) and actual understanding (i.e., actually being understood). Our model 
prioritizes perceived understanding, as do Finkenauer and Righetti (in press), in a recent 
review. Yet it might be asked, does actual understanding matter? Pollmann and 
Finkenauer (2009) compared the impact of perceived understanding and actual partner 
knowledge on relationship well-being, finding evidence only for the former. This finding is 
consistent with the results of a recent meta-analysis (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010), which 
distinguished mean-level bias from what they called “tracking accuracy,” or, the 
correlation between one’s judgments about a partner and relevant benchmarks (in this 
instance, the partner’s self-ratings). Tracking accuracy, which might be considered the 
same as actual partner knowledge, was unrelated to relationship quality (see also 

Chapter 14). Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that actual understanding does 
contribute to perceived understanding. For example, receiving feedback that is consistent 
with self-views promotes feeling understood (Campbell, Lackenbauer, & Muise; 2006; 

(p. 404) 
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Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992) and positive affect (Campbell et al., 2006; Oishi, 
Koo, & Akimoto, 2008). Empathic accuracy, defined as accurately judging a partner’s 
momentary thoughts and feelings in empathy-related situations, generally predicts 
relationship well-being (Ickes & Simpson, 1997) and constructive conflict resolution 
(Bissonnette, Rusbult, & Kilpatrick, 1997). Accurately perceiving partners’ daily 
behaviors is associated with better relationship outcomes (Gable, Reis, & Downey, 2003; 
Finkenauer, Wijngaards-De Meij, Reis, & Rusbult, 2010). Finally, understanding 
undergirds shared meaning systems, which facilitate smooth communication (Sillars & 
Scott, 1983) and coordination of interdependent activity (Rusbult & Van Lange, 1996). We 
return to this issue later in this chapter.

The Reis and Shaver (1988) model makes an important distinction between 
understanding and agreement. Understanding refers to one’s partner’s awareness of 
one’s inner qualities and beliefs, as one sees them oneself. Agreement, on the other hand, 
refers to partners personally sharing those beliefs. It is possible to recognize and 
acknowledge how a person sees himself or herself without agreeing with those 
perceptions. (Kenny’s [1994] social relations model calls this recognition meta-
perception, and it is the basis of perspective taking in social perception.) Perceived 
partner responsiveness is theorized to depend on perceived understanding and not on 
agreement. If a person thinks no one will talk to him at the party and doesn’t want to go 
alone, the person’s partner needs to know that to be responsive to the person’s fears. The 
partner need not agree that the fear is correct. Indeed, in this example, it seems possible 
that a person may perceive the most responsiveness when his partner acknowledges and 
addresses his personally felt fears while simultaneously (and sympathetically) stating that 
she herself sees no reason for fear. This key distinction differentiates the Reis-Shaver 
(1988) model from self-verification research (Swann, 1990), which emphasizes 
agreement.

Understanding may matter for another reason. Substantial evidence supports the impact 
on relationship development of validation—the belief that partners value and appreciate 
one’s abilities, traits, and world view—including research on marital communication 
(Gottman, 1994), marital conflict (Margolin, Talovic, & Weinstein, 1983), friendship 
(Argyle & Henderson, 1984), reciprocity of liking (Curtis & Miller, 1986), reflected 
appraisals (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a,b), social comparison (Wood, 1989), and 
self-enhancement motives (Sedikides & Strube, 1997). Validation is likely not to be 
meaningful absent perceived understanding by the partner, as a pair of experiments by 
Patrick and Reis (1995; reported in Reis, 2006) demonstrated. Participants in a mock 
interview were given positive, negative, or neutral evaluative feedback about their 
personal qualities. Simultaneously, the interviewer’s comments made clear that he or she 
had understood the participant’s self-description either accurately or inaccurately. These 
experiments manipulated accuracy and inaccuracy so that neither implied a positive or 
negative evaluation. Positive evaluations increased attraction to the interviewer when 
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they were based on accurate understanding; when they were based on misunderstanding, 
in contrast, positive evaluations diminished attraction to the interviewer.

Other evidence also suggests that the impact of favorable feedback may vary depending 
on perceived understanding by its source. For example, in a sample of newlyweds whose 
global satisfaction was very high, wives’ accuracy about their partner’s specific 
abilities and traits predicted higher levels of support provided to their spouses, greater 
feelings of control in the marriage, and a lower likelihood of divorce (Neff & Karney, 
2005). Low self-esteem individuals often have trouble accepting a partner’s positive 
evaluation (Murray, Griffin, Rose, & Bellavia, 2006; Swann et al., 1992) presumably 
because those evaluations clash with their self-evaluations or perhaps because they 
anticipate those evaluations will eventually be discovered to be untrue. A complex social 
relations analysis reported by Monsour, Betty, and Kurzweil (1993) reached a similar 
conclusion. They showed that meta-perspectives (partner A believing that partner B 
understands how A perceives himself or herself) predicted intimacy better than any other 
components of social judgment in isolation. In other words, the well-known and broad-
based effects of receiving positive evaluations from a partner may be contingent on the 
credibility—that is, the perception that one’s partner understands oneself—of those 
evaluations. Consistent with this conclusion, in a study that independently manipulated 
positive bias and accuracy, intimates responded most positively when they received 
feedback that was both positively biased and accurate (Lackenbauer, Campbell, Rubin, 
Fletcher, & Troister, 2010).

The third component of perceived responsiveness in the Reis and Shaver (1988) intimacy 
model is caring. Perceived caring reflects perceptions of the partner’s response to one’s 
needs, desires, and goals, which we review in the next section of this chapter.

Caregiving: Responding to Needs, Desires, and Goals

Actual caregiving is the component of responsiveness that likely comes to mind most 
easily when thinking about what should contribute to perceiving that a partner is 
responsive to oneself and that one has been responsive to a partner. In thinking about 
types of caregiving that give rise to such perceptions, it is important to think broadly. 
Certainly included are traditional forms of help offered when a partner is faced with a 
clear need that he or she cannot meet alone. If, and only if, a person desires or has a 
close relationship with another person, receiving noncontingent help results in greater 
liking for that partner (Clark & Mills, 1979) and, simultaneously, improves the caregiver’s 
mood and self-esteem (Williamson & Clark, 1989). The fact that the recipient’s liking and 
the donor’s mood do not improve when such relationships are not desired points to the 
implications of caregiving for the relationship, rather than to its implications for self-
perceptions of competence or virtue. (This distinction is discussed in more detail later in 
this chapter.) Research further suggests that the recipient must also perceive that the 

(p. 405) 
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donor has given help intending to promote one’s welfare rather than for ulterior motives 
or selfish reasons (Clark & Mills, 1979; Tsang, 2006; Weinstein, DeHaan, & Ryan, 2010).

The caring that contributes to felt responsiveness comes in many other forms as well. 
Some of them have been studied extensively, such as social support (Stroebe & Stroebe, 
1996). Not all of them are commonly called help, however. For example, it is also caring 
(and responsive) to include others in one’s social group, by keeping in contact or by 
asking them to join in group activities. Such behaviors can enhance the sense of 
belonging, a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Monahan, Goldweber, 
and Cauffman (2011) found that family visits lessened incarcerated teens’ depression, an 
outcome that likely reflects a sense of family belonging despite their circumstances. 
Social acceptance has also been linked to decreased anxiety in children (Festa & 
Ginsburg, 2011), lowered depression in adults (Hagerty & Williams, 1999), and lesser 
pain in adults with arthritis (Mock, Fraser, Knutson, & Prier, 2010).

Caregiving also includes facilitating and promoting a partner’s exploration and pursuit of 
personal goals. Feeney and colleagues (2004, 2007; Feeney & Thrush, 2010) 
demonstrated that many positive outcomes may emerge from this particular sort of 
caregiving. In some of their studies, married or romantically involved couples were 
brought to a laboratory, and one of them was given a novel task. The partner was given 
no explicit instructions and remained present while the participant worked on the task. 
Partners’ encouragement was associated with better performance on the task, more 
enthusiasm while performing the task, and higher post-task reports of having enjoyed the 
task and feeling smart. Partner suggestions were also beneficial, but interference created 
mixed feelings toward the interfering partner, and lowered self-esteem.

Yet another form of responsive caregiving, termed capitalization, involves responding in a 
positive, enthusiastic way to a partner’s disclosure of personal good fortune (Gable, Reis, 
Impett, & Asher, 2004; Gable & Reis, 2010). Sharing in and celebrating a partner’s 
accomplishments conveys genuine concern for the other’s well-being and success, as well 
as understanding of the event’s meaning for the person (consistent with the work 
reviewed above). When partner good fortune or success occurs in a domain important to 
the self as well as to the partner (and the self has not experienced the same good 
fortune), capitalization may be especially valued because it conveys not only that one 
cares about the partner’s welfare but also that the care has taken precedence over 
potential self-focused feelings of envy or resentment. Successful capitalization has been 
linked to greater relationship well-being (Gable et al., 2004; Gable, Gonzaga, & 
Strachman, 2006), higher levels of daily marital satisfaction and intimacy (Gable et al., 
2004), and a more generous prosocial orientation toward the responsive partner (Reis, 
Smith, Carmichael, Caprariello, Tsai, Rodrigues, & Maniaci, 2010). Ilies, Keeney, and 
Scott (2011) found that capitalization regarding disclosure of positive work experiences 
to romantic partners enhanced work satisfaction over and above pleasure in the event 
itself and other positive events occurring on the same day.

(p. 406) 
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Sacrifice, forgiveness, and simply tolerating a partner’s poor behavior can be and often 
are yet other forms of caring (Rusbult, Hannon, Stocker, & Finkel, 2005; Rusbult, Verette, 
Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991; Whitton, Stanley, & Markman, 2002). Because sacrifice 
involves foregoing one’s own outcomes to benefit a partner, sacrifice is highly diagnostic 
of caring (Holmes & Rempel, 1989) and can be seen as especially responsive. For that 
matter, in relationships characterized by high trust and security, even criticism can be 
perceived as caring if it is judged as constructive and well intentioned. Yet it is important 
to note that not all such acts, even when seen as responsive, will necessarily benefit a 
relationship. For example, forgiveness may not be beneficial when it follows extremely 
harmful behaviors (e.g., severe physical abuse) because such forgiveness is less likely to 
elicit reform on the perpetrator’s part and may therefore reinforce destructive behavior 
(McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 2008).

Although much evidence exists that actual, objective caring in its many forms is 
responsive and does elicit perceived responsiveness, it is perceived caring that leads 
partners to believe that their relationship is a responsive one. Perceived caring is multiply 
determined, and beyond the influence of actual caring, research reveals at least three 
types of bias. First, positive “mean-level biases” are generally associated with 
relationship well-being (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010). For example, people who are high in self-
esteem and trust in others tend to have positive illusions about partners, including beliefs 
about those partners’ caring (Murray & Holmes, 1997). These illusions are related to 
relationship satisfaction for both partners (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a), perhaps as 
a result of self-fulfilling prophecies (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996b). Moreover, and 
likely related, the desire for a close relationship may lead people to project their own 
level of caring onto perceptions of the partner’s care for oneself. For example, research 
by Lemay and colleagues (Lemay, Clark, & Feeney, 2007; Lemay & Clark, 2008a) shows 
that people may see their partners as more caring when they themselves are more caring 
of those partners (controlling for partners’ or observers’ reports of the partners’ actual 
care). Of course, projection can also lead to seeing partners as less caring than 
objectively warranted. As with positive illusions, projections can become reality in these 
relationships, in the manner of a self-fulfilling prophecy (Lemay & Clark, 2008a; Murray 
et al., 1996b).

Second, a lack of security or trust in partners may activate motivated self-protective 
biases, leading people to perceive partners as less caring than they objectively are. For 
example, Murray, Holmes, and their colleagues have shown that people low in self-esteem 
often fail to see their partners as caring, compared with how those partners describe 
their own behavior (see Murray & Holmes, 2011, for a review). Moreover, these self-
protective defenses sometimes foster preemptive striking out at partners in ways that 
almost certainly inhibit future enactments of actual care by the partner (Murray, Rose, 
Bellavia, Holmes, & Kusche, 2002).

These and other perceptual biases notwithstanding, one might think that clear, concrete 
instances of care cannot be missed. If a spouse goes out of his or her way to drive one to 
work, prepares a delicious dinner, or surprises one with a box of fine Belgian chocolates 
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on no special occasion, especially when such efforts are costly, shouldn’t care be 
perceived? Sadly, new empirical work suggests that insecure partners may still “miss” the 
caring implied by such actions. For example, insecure individuals may see the caring act 
itself accurately but misperceive it as involuntary, thereby obviating the opportunity to 
see the act as evidence of the partner’s genuine caring. Beck and Clark (2010) showed 
that avoidant attachment increased the tendency to perceive benefits provided by a 
partner as involuntary (relative to partners’ reports of having given those benefits 
voluntarily). In another study, these authors demonstrated that when people were primed 
with avoidant feelings (by writing about a relationship characterized by 
avoidance), they were more likely to perceive benefits provided by their friends as 
involuntary.

Third, people sometimes create relational situations that undermine the amount of care 
they can receive, which, of course, will in turn lessen their perceptions of being cared for, 
no matter how potentially or actually caring those partners might be. For example, Beck 
and Clark (2009) examined people’s willingness to enter diagnostic situations—that is, 
situations in which partners can demonstrate caring. Avoidant individuals sidestepped 
these situations, thus precluding receiving or perceiving care. Moreover, studies by 
Lemay and his colleagues (Lemay & Clark, 2008b, 2008c; Lemay & Dudley, 2011) showed 
that insecure people, by conveying their insecurity and sensitivity to partners, 
undermined their own ability to perceive care. Partners reacted to such expressions by 
“walking on eggshells” and conspicuously increasing their caring reassurances. Yet 
because recipients knew that their partners were intentionally trying to be reassuring, 
they discounted these acts as evidence of caring.

In sum, caring is expressed in many different ways in close relationships. The experience 
of responsiveness reflects the perception of care, which depends on both actual care and 
a variety of motivated biases. This distinction is elaborated in a later section of this 
chapter.

A Developmental Perspective on Responsiveness

Developmental research provides a useful perspective by describing the interactive 
processes that foster responsiveness in parent–child relationships. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in attachment theory, which highlights caregiver responsiveness as a 
foundation for secure attachment relationships (see also Chapter 4). In attachment 
theory, responsiveness was originally defined in terms of the caregiver’s sensitivity to the 
infant’s signals of distress (as well as their signals of other important needs). When a 
caregiver responds sensitively and supportively, infants develop confidence that she will 
be available and helpful when needed (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). This 
sense of confidence, generalized to other caregivers, is a key element of secure internal 
working models throughout life (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). In contrast, insensitivity—
nonresponses or intrusive, noncontingent responses—makes it difficult for infants to 

(p. 407) 
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confidently internalize the caregivers’ accessibility and responsiveness, fostering 
insecure working models of attachment (Kobak & Madsen, 2008).

Although attachment researchers often adopt a relatively broad view of caregiver 
responsiveness, Goldberg, Grusec, and Jenkins (1999) argued that maternal sensitivity to 
infant distress—the degree to which mothers respond in a consistent, timely, and 
appropriate manner to their infants’ displays of distress—is what distinguishes 
attachment theory from other theories, which often lump many other varieties of “good” 
parent–child interaction under the label of responsiveness. In support of the specificity of 
the attachment theory definition, McElwain and Booth-LaForce (2006) found that 
maternal sensitivity to infant distress, but not to other infant signals, was a significant 
predictor of attachment security in early infancy.

Nevertheless, although maternal sensitivity, especially to affective signals (Tronick, 
1989), remains the core construct in most accounts of parental responsiveness and infant 
attachment, a somewhat broader conceptualization is common. This may not be 
surprising. In developing the Strange Situation, Ainsworth et al. (1978) expanded on the 
idea of maternal sensitivity and insensitivity by incorporating other, related dimensions: 
acceptance versus rejection, cooperation versus interference (i.e., intrusiveness), and 
psychological accessibility versus ignoring. Since then, scores of studies have confirmed 
the association between this somewhat broader model of parental responsiveness and 
attachment in infants and adults, both at a given time and longitudinally predicting later-
life outcomes (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, for a review). These studies confirm the 
particular influence of maternal sensitivity on infant attachment (see, e.g., de Wolff & van 
Ijzendoorn’s, 1997, meta-analysis), as well as illustrating the relevance of other 
dimensions of caregiver responsiveness. For example, one meta-analysis linked 
attachment security to several dimensions of parental responsiveness, including 
sensitivity, support, assistance, warmth, involvement, and affective tone (van Ijzendoorn, 
1995). In short, existing research strongly supports two conclusions: that parental 
responsiveness contributes to the development of secure attachment relationships 
between infants and their caregivers; and that these relationships in turn promote the 
development of secure internal working models that persist into later childhood and 
adulthood.

Other theoretical frameworks in developmental psychology also stress the importance of 
parent responsiveness. Generally speaking, parent responsiveness fosters a 
variety of positive child outcomes (Bugental & Grusec, 2006), whereas nonresponsiveness 
contributes to numerous behavioral and emotional problems (Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). 
Dix (1991, 1992), for example, defined responsiveness in terms of parental awareness of, 
and willingness to actively support, children’s needs, wants, and concerns. To Dix, “a 
principal benefit of sensitive parenting and positive parent–child relationships may be 
their tendency to promote in children motivation to connect with parents and behaviors 
that do so effectively” (Dix, Cheng, & Day, 2009, p. 25). In line with our model, 
developmentalists typically view responsive parenting as more than simple warmth, 
highlighting behaviors that communicate understanding, validation, and caring—for 

(p. 408) 
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example, providing accurate assessments of the child’s needs, goals, and abilities and 
actively encouraging the child’s goal-directed strivings and autonomous self-regulation 
(Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1997). Empirical support for these latter processes is strong 
and consistent. For example, in a comprehensive study spanning eleven national or ethnic 
groups, Barber, Stolz, and Olsen (2005) showed that parental support (which included 
care, attention, warmth, and validation) predicted higher levels of social competence and 
psychosocial functioning, controlling for other positive parent behaviors. In another 
study, parental support was found to promote adolescent self-disclosure, increasing 
parents’ accurate knowledge about their adolescents, which in turn lessened problem 
behaviors by the adolescents (Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Luyckx, & Goossens, 2006). Also, 
children with consistently responsive mothers tend to self-regulate better in social 
situations than children with less responsive mothers (Biringen & Robinson, 1991).

Research on the impact of maternal depression also testifies to the importance of 
caregiver responsiveness. Maternal depression is consistently associated with a diverse 
set of cognitive, social, and emotional problems in children (see Downey & Coyne, 1990, 
for a summary). In a provocative review, Dix and Meunier (2009) proposed maternal 
unresponsiveness as a mediating mechanism for these effects—that is, that symptoms of 
maternal depression such as negative mood, low energy, excessive self-focus, anhedonia, 
and social withdrawal may preclude the sustained and often taxing other-focused 
attention and positive engagement that are hallmarks of responsiveness. Responsiveness 
might thereby be responsible for the intergenerational transmission of depression.

In conclusion, developmental research highlights continuities in how responsiveness is 
developed, maintained, and expressed across the life span. Of course, there are important 
differences, too—verbal communication is probably more important in adulthood than in 
infancy, for example, and reciprocity tends to be stronger among adults than between an 
adult and an infant or young child who has far less ability to understand, validate, and 
care for the adult (notwithstanding the fact that children encourage adults to interact 
with them through their warm responsiveness; Kochanska, 1997). Nevertheless, because 
the central elements of responsiveness show striking similarities and continuities across 
the life span, we can have greater confidence that these processes describe something 
fundamental about human social interaction.

An Interdependence Theory Perspective on Responsiveness

Interdependence theory defines and describes the processes through which people’s 
outcomes are affected by the nature of their interdependence with others (Kelley & 
Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959; see also Chapter 3). A key feature of 
interdependence theory is that its postulates depend on both the abstract properties of 
situations and the manner in which individuals respond to those properties. This dualism 
lends itself well to thinking about responsiveness. Although the original formulations of 
interdependence theory did not discuss responsiveness, more recent extensions of the 
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theory treat responsiveness as a focal process (e.g., Holmes & Rempel, 1989; Kelley, 
Holmes, Kerr, Reis, Rusbult, & Van Lange, 2003; Murray & Holmes, 2011; Rusbult, 
Finkel, & Kumashiro, 2009).

Interdependence theory regards responsiveness as a process by which a person gives 
priority to a partner’s needs or wishes relative to one’s own needs and wishes. This often 
occurs in coordination problems: situations that confront partners “with a problem of 
coordinating one person’s actions with another’s, so that both may gain good 
outcomes” (Kelley et al., 2003, p. 406). Coordination problems are very common in close 
relationships. Not only do partners typically share responsibilities for family and 
household tasks, but also they often engage in recreational, social, and intimate activities 
together. When both partners want the same thing, this is easily done. At other times, 
however, partners’ personal needs or preferences may conflict. Such conflicts of interest 
are called diagnostic situations because they reveal the partners’ willingness to 
set aside self-interest and act instead to benefit the other (Rusbult & Van Lange, 1996). In 
diagnostic situations, pursuing one’s own desires while disregarding the other’s desires is 
considered nonresponsiveness.

This definition highlights an important addendum to Figure 18.1. Although researchers 
usually have emphasized verbal disclosures about personal secrets or emotions as 
responsiveness-eliciting circumstances, situations in which a partner’s needs or 
preferences are made known behaviorally also are relevant. For example, asking for help 
with an onerous task or expressing the desire to see a certain movie together on Saturday 
night reveals one’s desired outcomes, creating a situation in which partners may or may 
not be responsive. The partner’s response can show understanding (“I am attentive and 
know what your preference is”), validation (“I see value in what you would like to do”), 
and caring (“I willingly will do what you want because your wishes are important to me”). 
Thus, the manner in which partners coordinate their actions in diagnostic situations 
exemplifies the first two pairs of boxes in Figure 18.1. Furthermore, continuing along in 
this figure, enacted responsiveness can engender perceived partner responsiveness, 
which in interdependence theory represents an attribution for a costly behavior enacted 
by one’s partner (Kelley et al., 2003)—that is, perceiving that a partner is willing to 
suspend his or her own preferences and instead prioritize one’s own preferences implies 
the logical inference that the partner has one’s interests and needs at heart. This sort of 
inference is fundamental to perceiving that a communal relationship exists (Clark & Mills, 
1993, 2012).

Of course, partners do not always respond optimally to expressions of need. 
Responsiveness depends to varying degrees on social norms (e.g., politeness, reciprocity), 
stable individual differences (e.g., perspective-taking skills, empathy, attachment 
security), and relationship-specific motives (e.g., interaction goals; feelings of love, 
gratitude, or anger toward the partner) (Rusbult & Van Lange, 1996). Similarly, people do 
not always accurately perceive their partners’ intent. For example, projection of one’s 
own responsive (or nonresponsive) intentions may influence judgments about a partner’s 
responsiveness (Lemay, Clark, & Feeney, 2007). Also, research has shown that low self-

(p. 409) 
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esteem and anxiously attached people may overlook or otherwise misconstrue their 
partners’ attempts to be supportive (Collins & Feeney, 2000; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 
2000). These influences are indicated by the “needs and goals” boxes in Figure 18.1.

Murray and Holmes (2011) take this idea further, based on the premise that mutuality in 
responsiveness differentiates unsuccessful from successful relationships—that is, 
differentiating relationships whose “interactions proceed by prioritizing the goal to self-
protect [from those that instead involve] recognizing risk, embracing it, and … seeking 
connection nonetheless.” Their Motivation-Management Model of Mutual Responsiveness 
incorporates several key principles from theories of motivated social cognition. Of 
particular importance is the idea that the decision to enter the model displayed in Figure 
18.1 at any stage (i.e., to reveal a need or preference, to be responsive or unresponsive, 
or to acknowledge or ignore a partner’s response) depends on a complex calculus of “if–
then” procedural rules. At each step, partners rely on a series of automatic (habitual, 
well-learned, and spontaneous) and reflective (consciously deliberated) contingencies to 
either engage or withdraw from mutually responsive interaction. These rules depend not 
only on the content of what one has learned about the consequences of openness but also 
on one’s trust that the partner will or will not reciprocate one’s responsiveness. An 
extensive series of studies (reviewed by Murray & Holmes, 2011) supports the 
propositions of their model.

Finally, we note that conceptualizing responsiveness as a problem of coordination helps 
highlight key interactive properties essential to responsiveness (Reis, 2010). Coordination 
situations most often are studied in certain group-process situations, in which it is 
evident that success depends not only on what both partners do but also on how they 
coordinate their activity—for example, the complementarity of their expertise, whether 
their goals coincide, how well they communicate, and so on. As described elsewhere in 
this chapter, responsiveness in close relationships depends similarly not just on what both 
partners do but also on how their behavior is coordinated. Responsive listening depends 
on synchronization between what the discloser reveals and how the listener reacts, so 
that the response is perceived as understanding, validating, and caring. Similarly, in 
attachment theory, responsive caregiving means being sensitively aware of the child’s 
needs and fears, being available and comforting without being intrusive. In both 
instances, effective interaction depends on partners’ careful attention to each other’s 
signals and their ability and willingness to respond contingently and supportively. We 
suspect that many other relationship processes are intrinsically problems of 
coordination. If so, our model of responsiveness may provide helpful landmarks for 
studying them.

What Elicits Responsiveness?

(p. 410) 
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A variety of factors elicit responsiveness. To some extent, humans appear hard-wired to 
be responsive to genetically related kin who are dependent upon us. Infants innately emit 
signs of needing care (e.g., by crying), and mothers and other caregivers have hormones 
(e.g., oxytocin) that exist for the purpose of bonding with their infants and children 
(Feldman, Weller, Zagoory-Sharon, & Levine, 2007; Pedersen, 2006). In positively toned 
interactions between adults, oxytocin appears to raise levels of trust and affection, both 
factors that increase responsiveness (Campbell, 2010; Kosfeld, Heinrichs, Zak, 
Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2005). Other innate mechanisms also foster responsiveness to those 
who need care for survival, including adults’ heightened attention to babies’ faces 
(Brosch, Sander, Pourtois, & Scherer, 2008), increased caregiving toward people with 
baby-faced features (Keating, Randall, Kenrick, & Gutshall, 2003), and the tendency to be 
more responsive to kin than to nonkin (Neyer & Lang, 2003). Other research suggests 
that we may like, approach, and be especially responsive to physically attractive 
individuals because physical attractiveness was a powerful signal in our evolutionary past 
of health, fertility, and lack of threat of contagion (Thornhill & Gangestad, 1999).

Yet certainly not all responsiveness is genetically determined. To a large extent, 
responsiveness may be driven by practical issues such as the desire to form new, mutually 
responsive relationships (Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007). One cannot be 
responsive to all other people, nor does one’s welfare require that everyone be responsive 
to you. Responsiveness to new acquaintances, therefore, is likely to be greatest when we 
lack a sufficient number of responsive relationships (as when the move to a new physical 
location disrupts existing ties). Responsiveness to selected new acquaintances may also 
be high when a person suddenly has new concerns or needs and currently lacks a partner 
capable of being optimally responsive in that particular domain. For instance, a woman 
who has just had a baby might be eager to form responsive relationships with other new 
mothers; a person who has developed a chronic disease might wish to form responsive 
relationships with others who share her experiences. In these instances, responsiveness 
not only supports the others’ welfare but also helps establish new communal 
relationships.

Responsiveness is also influenced by the standard factors that influence attraction. Thus, 
simple proximity may drive the formation of responsive relationships (Festinger, 
Schachter, & Back, 1950). It is easier to be responsive to those who live close by, and for 
them to be responsive to us, than when they live at a distance. So, too, does similarity and 
anticipated liking by others contribute to responsiveness. It is well-established that 
people are more likely to initiate relationships with others who are similar to them on a 
variety of sociodemographic (e.g., age, race, socioeconomic status) and attitudinal 
variables (Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 2008; Newcomb, 1961; Singh, Ng, Ong, & Lin, 
2008). Evidence suggests that this may occur because similarity enhances trust and the 
expectation that the other will reciprocate one’s liking and care (Condon & Crano, 1988; 
Singh, Yeo, Lin, & Tan, 2007). Furthermore, it seems likely that similarity provides strong 
cues suggesting that others will understand, accept, validate, and care for us more and 
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better than dissimilar others would. It is also accepted that we like and are responsive 
toward others whom we perceive to like us (e.g., Bukowski, Motzol, & Meyer, 2009), a 
result that makes good sense in service of the goal of trying to establish or maintain 

mutually responsive relationships.

In addition to the factors mentioned above, a sense of personal responsibility or duty, 
guilt, empathy, peer expectations, and many other factors too numerous to mention may 
elicit responsiveness. The nature of these antecedents to desiring and acting to form 
responsive relationships varies widely, but they all drive the initiation, strengthening, and 
maintenance of responsive relationships by bringing people into contact, fostering 
interactions characterized by responsiveness, and nurturing commitment.

Responsiveness, Attraction, and Relationship 
Maintenance
Earlier, we reviewed Reis and Shaver’s (1988) intimacy process model, which links 
responsiveness to the development of intimacy. We now discuss the role of responsiveness 
in fostering other relationship outcomes, referring both to the emergence of new 
relationships and to the maintenance of existing ones. The close connection between 
intimacy and liking is well documented. Collins and Miller’s (1994) meta-analytic review 
supported links between self-disclosure and liking in both causal directions, presumably 
because openness signals liking and trust, triggering reciprocity. Self-disclosure 
may also foster liking because it provides a context for the emergence of responsiveness, 
which is a sign of the listener’s desire for a relationship.

As discussed earlier, responsive listening conveys one’s willingness to support another 
person’s needs, wishes, and goals (Reis et al., 2004). Mutual responsiveness to needs is 
the foundation of communal relationships, and close, communal relationships are highly 
valued, especially in friendship, romance, and family (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Clark & 
Monin, 2006). When people feel that their needs have been (or will be) met in a 
relationship, they feel closer and like each other more. For example, when partners are 
perceived to be helping meet one’s needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, 
satisfaction and commitment are enhanced (Patrick, Knee, Canevello, & Lonsbary, 2007). 
Similarly, marital satisfaction tends to be higher when spouses share and jointly address 
intimacy goals (Sanderson & Cantor, 2001). This may occur because, as Clark and Lemay 
(2010) explain, one person’s desire for a mutually responsive relationship may foster the 
provision of responsive support, triggering the mutual giving-and-receipt of support 
typical of successful communal relationships. Evidence for the motivational 
underpinnings of responsive support was provided by Canevello and Crocker (2010), who 
showed that compassionate goals, in contrast to self-image goals, promoted cycles of 
reciprocally responsive interaction in roommate dyads, leading to better relationship 

(p. 411) 
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outcomes on a variety of measures. A noteworthy feature of their studies is the clear link 
between each roommate’s reports of enacted responsiveness and the other’s perception 
of responsiveness.

Responsiveness may promote intimacy, even in circumstances in which relationships do 
not usually flourish. For example, Trail, Shelton, and West (2009) found that intimacy-
building behaviors that signaled responsiveness occurred less often in interracial than 
intraracial roommate pairs, but when they did occur, they predicted friendship 
development and the desire to live together the following semester. Trail et al. suggest 
that perceived responsiveness may be especially important in interracial relations 
because “interracial relationships…are often characterized by distrust, 
miscommunication, and misunderstanding” (Trail et al., 2009, p. 681), and, further, 
because “in interracial interactions, people often think they are being responsive and 
conveying how delighted they are to learn about the other person, even more so than in 
intraracial interactions, but their partners are unlikely to perceive the situation 
similarly” (Shelton, Trail, West, & Bergsieker, 2010, p. 83). Perceived responsiveness may 
help diffuse anxiety that can hinder the development of interracial relationships (Shelton 
et al., 2010).

Interdependence theory, reviewed earlier, highlights the role of responsiveness in two 
central relationship processes, trusting of and committing to partners. Holmes and 
Rempel (1989) theorize that people learn to trust each other when they observe partners 
behaving well in diagnostic situations—that is, as explained earlier, when partners are 
perceived as behaving responsively at some personal cost to themselves. Because such 

strain tests (Simpson, 2007) allow people to conclude that their partners will not take 
advantage of revealed needs and vulnerabilities, trust encourages openness, which, in a 
given relationship, would increase the frequency of interactions following the sequence 
displayed in Figure 18.1. This also enhances commitment. Trust fosters commitment 
because people are more willing to depend on trusted partners for need satisfaction and 
support (Rusbult, Coolsen, Kirchner, & Clarke, 2006). Commitment, in turn, promotes the 
enactment of responsive behavior because committed partners have a long-term interest 
in making sure that their partners’ needs are met. Thus, as displayed in Figure 18.2, a 
virtuous cycle ensues. Termed mutual cyclical growth by Weiselquist, Rusbult, Foster, and 
Agnew (1999) and motivated management of mutual responsiveness by Murray and 
Holmes (2011), this model posits that one partner’s responsiveness encourages the 
other’s trust and commitment, which in turn leads the other to be open about needs on 
the one hand, and to be reciprocally responsive on the other hand, and so on.
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Trust involves not only 
observing and noting a 
partner’s past beneficence 
but also having confidence 
in the partner’s continued 
trustworthiness. Vigil 
(2009) proposed that cues 
about trustworthiness help 
answer one of two 
questions that perceivers 
ask before deciding to 
enter a relationship—Does 
the other intend to behave 

altruistically toward me? (The other question is whether the other is able to provide 
resources for oneself). When the perceiver’s confidence is low, perhaps reflecting low 
self-esteem, self-protective impulses may be activated automatically, leading people to 
defensively move away from actual or potential partners (Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 
2006; Wood & Forest, 2011). Partner behavior can mitigate this self-protectiveness, 
however. Vigilant partners who are aware of and sensitive to their partners’ 
chronic insecurity may respond with exaggerated expressions of affection, bolstering, at 
least in the short-term, the insecure partner’s security in the relationship (Lemay & 
Dudley, 2011). Similarly, responsiveness can increase emotional openness among low self-
esteem persons (Forest & Wood, 2011). One partner’s momentary responsiveness may 
thereby help compensate for the other’s tendency to underperceive responsiveness. Over 
time, accumulated experiences may lessen self-protective tendencies, perhaps leading to 
what attachment theorists call earned security: a secure working model of self and others 
despite damaging early experiences with caregivers. This proposition has yet to be fully 
tested, however.

Finally, although more commonly studied in the context of relationship maintenance, 
responsiveness also tends to be a trait highly desired in prospective mates. For example, 
in a study of thirty-seven cultures, Buss et al. (1990) found that “dependable character” 
was the second-most highly desired characteristic for both men and women (mutual 
attraction/love was the first). Similarly, trustworthiness (Cottrell, Neuberg, & Li, 2007) 
and kindness (Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002) were the top-rated characteristics 
in other studies. The first author of this chapter has for more than a decade conducted a 
similar survey in his lecture class, including the item, “someone who is responsive—a 
good listener.” This item usually receives the highest level of endorsement by both men 
and women. Consistent with this evidence, Birnbaum and Reis (2011) recently found that 
the responsiveness of a new male acquaintance contributed to secure, but not avoidant, 
women’s sexual attraction to him.

Click to view larger

Figure 18.2  Mutual cyclical growth: Responsiveness 
provides a mechanism by which commitment fosters 
trust

(p. 412) 



Responsiveness

Page 21 of 46

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Subscriber: Cornell University; date: 03 January 2018

Responsiveness: Links to Related Constructs
One way to think about a core organizing principle is as a higher order factor that can 
explain positive associations between various markers. In this sort of scheme, the higher 
order construct contributes to each of the individual markers, though these markers also 
contain domain-specific information that allows them to vary to some extent among 
themselves (Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). We believe that perceived partner 
responsiveness can play such a role. To illustrate this point, we discuss two of them: 
social support and gratitude.

Social Support

Social support, a venerable topic in health psychology, is closely linked to and overlaps 
with responsiveness. Yet we see responsiveness as the more inclusive construct because 
responsiveness includes diverse benefits given to another person—for example, 
assistance in goal striving, symbolic gestures of caring, listening attentively to self-
disclosures, knowing what is important to a partner, and celebrating the other’s success—
whereas social support is more typically limited to assistance given in response to a 
stressor or problem. Of the diverse definitions of social support (see Stroebe & Stroebe, 
1996, for a review), the link to responsiveness is most apparent in emotional or esteem 
support and tangible support. The former clearly exemplifies the process displayed in 

Figure 18.1—responding with understanding, valuing, and caring to the disclosure of a 
distressing circumstance. The latter, tangible support, referring to material assistance 
given in response to a partner’s expression of need, also overlaps if it truly does meet a 
need, desire, or goal. Although these are the clearest examples, responsiveness is 
also evident in other types of social support. For example, effective informational support 
(i.e., advice and guidance) can and often is responsive, although it must convey that the 
responder has understood the discloser’s plight, appreciates its significance, and is 
offering advice in a caring way.

The give-and-take of support in close relationships is often described as an exchange 
process, whereby over time, the balance of support receipt and provision comes to be 
equitable. For example, Antonucci (1985) used the analogy of a “support bank account,” 
into which over time partners make both deposits and withdrawals. To us, this seems an 
inadequate representation of support processes for two reasons. First, supportive 
relationships are often asymmetrical even over long periods, such as when one partner is 
disabled or is a young child. Second, and more in keeping with our model, when support 
is provided in a communal relationship (as it often, though not exclusively, is), it is based 
on the recipient’s expressed or perceived need at that moment (consistent with Figure 
18.1). Keeping track of accounts can undermine responsiveness, inasmuch as the support 
might then be seen (by either party) as a settling of accounts or the accrual of 
obligations, either of which precludes inferring that the helper’s actions reflect caring 

(p. 413) 
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about the recipient. Research by Clark and her colleagues supports this conclusion 
(Clark, 1984; Clark, Mills, & Corcoran, 1989; Clark, Lemay, Graham, Pataki & Finkel, 
2010).

Across the vast social support literature, health outcomes are most reliably predicted by 

perceived availability of support (as distinguished from actual receipt of support)—the 
belief that others would provide help if and when it is needed. This distinction is 
consistent with the idea that perceived partner responsiveness facilitates trust in a 
partner’s future availability and support (Reis et al., 2004). Nonetheless, actual 
responsiveness also contributes to the perception of support availability. For example, 
Feeney and Collins (2001, 2003) demonstrated that enacted responsiveness to a partner’s 
expressions of need fostered feeling secure in a relationship and increased perceptions of 
the availability of support. Similarly, roommate pairs with more compassionate goals 
acted more responsively toward each other, which over time increased their perceptions 
of support availability (Canevello & Crocker, 2010; Crocker & Canevello, 2008).

Our model of responsiveness may help explain a seeming paradox in research contrasting 
two types of support: visible and invisible. In an impressive series of diary studies and 
experiments, Bolger and his colleagues (e.g., Bolger & Amarel, 2007; Bolger, Zuckerman, 
& Kessler, 2000) found that visible support—support of which the recipient is aware—was 
associated with increased distress, whereas invisible support—support that the provider 
reports giving but the recipient does not report receiving—was associated with decreased 
distress. These results typically are attributed to the self-esteem-threatening implications 
of receiving help, which may amplify distress (Bolger et al., 2000; Rafaeli & Gleason, 
2009), and to the possibility that the help recipient would feel indebted to the donor. 
Figure 18.1, in contrast, suggests that the benefits of support will be greatest when the 
recipient can infer the partner’s responsiveness—in other words, when the recipient feels 
that the partner has been understanding, validating, and caring—which seems more 
likely when support is visible than when it is invisible.

Four lines of reasoning suggest that visible and responsive support need not have an 
undermining effect. First, although visible support may have enhanced distress in Bolger 
and colleagues’ studies, even in those studies it was nonetheless associated with 
relationships benefits (e.g., Iida, Seidman, Shrout, Fujita, & Bolger, 2008), suggesting 
that effects on mood and relationship well-being can diverge. In addition, Gleason, Iida, 
Shrout, and Bolger (2008) reported that those support recipients who showed more 
closeness benefits tended to show less mood impairment, suggesting that the harmful 
effects of visible support may reflect poor-quality (i.e., nonresponsive) interactions.

Second, if visible support is detrimental because it undermines self-efficacy, then support 
that does not do so should correspondingly not be problematic. Current models indicate 
that the most beneficial—that is, the most skillful and comforting—social support is 
person centered; that is, that it entails supportive actions that acknowledge, elaborate, 
and validate the distressed person’s concerns (Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002). Person-
centered support (which is much like our definition of responsiveness) seems unlikely to 
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threaten self-esteem. Indeed, a skilled, responsive (or person-centered) supporter 
presumably gauges the extent to which a recipient is vulnerable to self-esteem damage or 
feelings of indebtedness and takes that into account in deciding how best to be helpful. 
Choosing to keep one’s support invisible (i.e., subtle and low key) is one such choice 
(though admittedly this might impair the perception of responsiveness).

Third, visible support seems more likely than invisible support to imply indebtedness by 
the recipient to the helper because it can make salient exchange rather than communal 
norms (Clark & Mills, 1979), which suggests disinterest in a relationship based on 
concern for each other’s welfare. People do seem motivated to avoid any indication of 
following an exchange norm (Clark, 1984). Yet authentically responsive and visible 
support, motivated by the donor’s concern for the recipient’s well-being and not an 
exchange of benefits, clearly can and often is given (Clark & Mills, 1979; Clark et al., 
2010), and its very visibility signals understanding, acceptance, and care. Visibility of 
benefits need not and often does not produce a sense of indebtedness.

Fourth, and finally, in a daily diary study, Maisel and Gable (2009) included a three-item 
measure of perceived responsiveness that assessed understanding, validation, and caring. 
Consistent with past research, they found that visible support (support one partner 
reported giving and the other reported receiving) was associated with greater sadness. 
However, supporting our logic above, they also found that “visible support was associated 
with neutral or even positive outcomes when it was high in responsiveness, and invisible 
support was associated with negative outcomes if it was low in responsiveness” (p. 931)—
in other words, visible support was not detrimental to mood when it was perceived as 
responsive. Furthermore, in prospective analyses of data from a large, nationally 
representative survey of Americans between the ages of 25 and 74 years, Selcuk and Ong 
(2011) found that perceived responsiveness moderated the impact of received support on 
mortality risk over approximately 10 years, such that support was associated with higher 
levels of mortality when perceived partner responsiveness was low but not when 
perceived partner responsiveness was high.

In sum, these findings suggest that it is not the visibility or invisibility of support that 
matters so much as the degree to which support is responsive—conveying understanding, 
validation, and caring of the recipient’s needs, without threatening the recipient’s self-
perceived competence or implying indebtedness. Responsiveness involves flexibly 
deploying the right sort of person-centered assistance in the right way at the right time. 
In this circumstance, and notwithstanding individual differences that may lead some 
persons to feel threatened or indebted, visible support should be more beneficial than 
invisible support.

Gratitude

(p. 414) 
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Recent research has established a variety of benefits of gratitude for individual well-being 
(Algoe & Haidt, 2009). Defined as awareness of a benefit received from another person’s 
act (Emmons, 2004), gratitude has been shown to promote both personal emotional well-
being (e.g., Lambert, Graham, Fincham, & Stillman, 2009) and high-quality social bonds 
(e.g., McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson, 2001). Of particular interest here is the 
role of responsiveness in these effects. We suggest that gratitude is a special case of 
responsiveness, in which the recipient acknowledges and accepts the benefactor’s 
responsiveness and, in turn, wishes to convey the desire to establish, maintain, or 
strengthen a responsive relationship with the benefactor.

Algoe, Haidt, and Gable (2008) offered a social-functionalist model of gratitude, 
proposing a “detection-and-response system to help find, remind, and bind ourselves to 
attentive others” (p. 429) and conceptualizing attentiveness in terms of the benefactor’s 
responsiveness to one’s needs and preferences. Thus, in a daily diary study, Algoe, Gable, 
and Maisel (2010) found that daily benefits described as thoughtful by both benefactor 
and recipient prompted grateful feelings in the recipient, which in turn predicted both 
partners’ increased connectedness and relationship satisfaction the following day. Their 
analyses controlled for prior levels of satisfaction so that daily changes can be ascribed to 
the thoughtful act and not to general positive sentiments about the relationship. 
Presumably, gratitude is most potent when it is most visible. Expressing gratitude to 
benefactors acknowledges their responsiveness and signals the desire for a communal 
relationship. Lambert, Clarke, Durtschi, Fincham, and Graham (2010) demonstrated that 
expressions of gratitude to a friend increased the communal strength of the friendship 
from the grateful person’s perspective as well; positive interactions, on the other hand, 
did not have this effect.

Gratitude is most likely to be elicited when a person believes that a benefactor 
understands and appreciates one’s needs or wishes, and the benefactor seems willing to 
incur personal costs in providing that help. Importantly, the benefits of gratitude go 
beyond feeling indebted (Algoe et al., 2010) if, indeed, people feel indebted at all, 
suggesting that gratitude reflects communal rather than exchange norms. Because 
people in communal relationships expect to give benefits as well as to receive them, 
gratitude involves reciprocal responsiveness, as research has shown (e.g., McCullough et 
al., 2001). In a similar vein, feeling appreciated and being appreciative had 
positive and independent effects on relationship quality and stability (Gordon, Impett, 
Kogan, Oveis, & Keltner, 2012). These studies suggest that gratitude promotes high-
quality social bonds because it signals that recipients perceive that their benefactors 
have been responsive to their needs and that they are motivated to be responsive in 
return.

(p. 415) 
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Perceived Responsiveness: Motivated 
Perception or Social Reality?
Spanning many research topics, social psychologists have long been interested in the 
extent to which people’s perceptions of social behavior are a function of motivated 
construals, accurate observations of behavior, or both. This question is particularly 
germane to perceived partner responsiveness. Motivated bias is more likely when 
behavior is somewhat ambiguous and open to alternative explanations and the events 
being perceived are psychologically significant to the perceiver (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 
These criteria apply often to responsiveness, so it is not surprising that researchers and 
lay perceivers alike often debate the difference.

Considerable evidence documents the impact of motivated perception in relationships. It 
is widely accepted that qualities of the perceiver, as conceptualized by diverse theoretical 
approaches—for example, personality traits, working models of self and others, relational 
schemas and expectations, goals—influence perceptions of a relationship partner’s 
behavior (Baldwin, 1992; Holmes & Cameron, 2005). Moreover, and notwithstanding the 
likelihood that some inaccuracy is caused by simple, more or less random error, extensive 
evidence also indicates that perceptual bias in relationships often has a substantially 
functional basis—that is, that this bias may help perceivers carry out psychologically 
meaningful tasks, such as self-protection, self-esteem maintenance, drawing closer to 
partners, and so on (e.g., Murray & Holmes, 2011).

General principles aside, what research has examined motivated perception in the 
specific case of responsiveness? A commonly studied example of motivated perception is 
projection—assuming that one’s own motives, intentions, or behavior characterizes a 
partner’s behavior. Reciprocity is a powerful norm (Gouldner, 1960), whether in exchange 
relationships, which are based on well-scripted norms of reciprocity, or in communal 
relationships, which typically are based on the expectation that partners are equally and 
mutually concerned with each other’s welfare (Clark & Mills, 2012). Thus, Lemay and 
Clark (2008a), for example, showed that people may project their own communal 
responsiveness—that is, their own feelings of caring and support toward another person
—onto partners and new acquaintances. Other studies that directly compared projection 
and accuracy in close relationships have similarly found evidence of projection in 
perceptions of, for example, a partner’s caring for oneself (Kenny & Acitelli, 2001) and a 
partner’s willingness to respond to one’s needs (Lemay et al., 2007). Also, the fact that 
perceptions of a partner’s behavior tend to correlate more highly with ratings of one’s 
own behavior than with the partner’s self-reported behavior—for example, in ratings of 
social support (e.g., Brunstein, Dangelmayer, & Schultheiss, 1996)—is sometimes taken 
as evidence of projection (although this might be debated because it contrasts a within-
person correlation with an across-partner correlation).
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Mechanisms other than projection also illustrate motivated perceptions of responsiveness 
and unresponsiveness. These include the tendency of low self-esteem and rejection-
sensitive persons to perceive their partners’ slightly negative and ambiguous behaviors 
as signs of rejection, invalidation, and a lack of caring (Downey, Freitas, Michaelis, & 
Khouri, 1998; Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003); the tendency of avoidant people to 
see benefits received as having been given involuntarily (Beck & Clark, 2009); 
attributional generosity by committed individuals in construing their partners’ responsive 
behavior in the best possible light (Rusbult et al., 2001); the tendency of committed 
partners to see themselves as more similar than they actually are (Maniaci & Reis, 2011; 
Murray et al., 2002); the influence of relationship goals on perceptions of a partner’s 
responsiveness (Canevello & Crocker, 2010); and the tendency of prior beliefs to shape 
responses to relationship difficulties (Knee, Patrick, & Lonsbary, 2003).

The evidence for accurate perceptions of social reality is also compelling. Laboratory 
observation studies, in which independent coders rate couples’ conversations for the 
presence or absence of responsive behaviors, have demonstrated that perceptions of 
responsiveness and support are clearly grounded in actual behaviors (e.g., Collins & 
Feeney, 2000; Feeney, 2004; Gable et al., 2006; Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992). In 
two short-term longitudinal studies of college roommates, Canevello and Crocker (2010)
found significant correlations between one roommate’s reports of enacted responsiveness 
and the other’s perceptions of partner responsiveness, a result that dovetails 
with numerous other studies correlating one partner’s report of enacted behaviors with 
the other’s report of perceived behaviors (see Clark & Lemay, 2010, for a review). Gable 
et al.’s (2003) quasi-signal-detection analysis is also informative, showing that behaviors 
on which both partners concurred (which they called hits) were generally more influential 
than behaviors enacted but not detected (misses) and behaviors detected but not enacted 
(false alarms) (see also Finkenauer et al., 2010). From this and other research, it is clear 
that there is a substantial kernel of truth underneath perceptions of partner 
responsiveness.

How might these seemingly contradictory strands of research be reconciled? In a 
comprehensive meta-analysis of studies of judgmental accuracy and bias in intimate 
relationships, Fletcher and Kerr (2010) noted that because accuracy and bias are 
products of independent processes, both might operate simultaneously. In this spirit, their 
review concluded that:

Lay intimate relationship theories and judgments are typically not castles in the 
air, remote from partners and the consequences. Rather, such theories and 
judgments develop in small and intense groups (dyads) in which participants’ fates 
are intertwined. In intimate relationships, reality and illusion go hand in hand in 
the furtherance of goals that have a long evolutionary history and where the 
outcomes, for good or ill, have profound personal consequences. (p. 653)

(p. 416) 
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We furthermore remind readers of Bowlby’s (1973) observation that “the varied 
expectations of the accessibility and responsiveness of attachment figures that different 
individuals develop during the years of immaturity are tolerably accurate reflections of 
the experiences those individuals have actually had” (p, 202, italics added for emphasis). 
In other words, if motivated perception were not tolerably accurate, it would not well 
serve the individual’s goals, needs, and other motivational purposes. Thus, perceptions of 
partner responsiveness might best be seen as the product of interwoven forces, grounded 
in reality and shaped by motivation to enable the individual to deal with the complexities 
of interdependent relationships. We suggest, then, that it is time to declare the question 
of accuracy or bias as settled in favor of a resounding “both,” and to move to the next 
stage of research, which will involve investigating their coaction in close relationships.

Is Nonresponsiveness Stronger than 
Responsiveness?
The diverse processes we discuss under the conceptual umbrella of responsiveness differ 
in various respects. One interesting distinction concerns the extent to which they reflect 
appetitive (enjoyable, affectively positive) or aversive (unpleasant, affectively negative) 
interactions. The fact that appetitive and aversive interactions and emotions tend to be 
governed by different processes (see Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Reis & Gable, 2003, for 
reviews) suggests that both sets of processes are relevant to responsiveness.

Traditionally, responsiveness has been studied in the context of aversive situations and 
interactions. For example, as reviewed earlier, interdependence theorists conceptualize 
responsiveness in terms of reactions to conflicts of interest (Holmes & Rempel, 1989; 
Rusbult et al., 2001) and risk regulation (Murray & Holmes, 2011). Likewise, attachment 
theory focuses on caregiver responsiveness to expressions of need or distress (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2007). Marital communication researchers usually examine partners’ ability 
and willingness to respect the other’s position and to accommodate when resolving 
problems and conflicts (e.g., Notarius & Markman, 1993).

In contrast, other research emphasizes more pleasant circumstances and interactions. 
Studies of capitalization, discussed earlier (see Gable & Reis, 2010, for a review), have 
investigated partner responsiveness in conversations about one partner’s personal good 
fortune and the “best thing that happened today.” Feeney and colleagues (Feeney, 2004; 
Feeney & Thrush, 2010) studied the role of partner responsiveness in adults’ exploratory 
behaviors (i.e., creative, self-energized exploration of novel tasks). Rusbult and 
colleagues’ Michelangelo Phenomenon research examined the impact of partner support 
of personal movement toward valued goals on goal progress and achievement (reviewed 
by Rusbult et al., 2009). In each case, partner responsiveness facilitates the attainment or 
enhancement of affectively positive, desired states.



Responsiveness

Page 28 of 46

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Subscriber: Cornell University; date: 03 January 2018

Some ambiguity exists about where one class of social interactions, social support, ought 
to be classified. Some researchers view social support as an appetitive process, 
presumably because it is a desired type of interaction that individuals actively pursue 
(e.g., Sullivan, Pasch, Johnson, & Bradbury, 2010). Others construe social support in more 
aversive terms because its main goal is to minimize or resolve distressing affects and 
circumstances (e.g., Gable, Gosnell, Maisel, & Strachman, 2011; Reis & Gable, 
2003). It is possible, and we think likely, that both appetitive and aversive processes are 
involved—social support interactions are on the one hand aimed at reducing distress and 
on the other hand intended to increase closeness between the help seeker and help giver. 
This possibility is consistent with research showing that supportive interactions can 
simultaneously heighten personal distress while increasing closeness (Gable et al., 2011; 
Iida et al., 2008).

Only a handful of studies directly compare the relative impacts of these different classes 
of responsive interaction on relationships. Interestingly, and in contrast to the traditional 
emphasis, those studies have not consistently shown stronger effects for the aversive 
side. For example, Sullivan et al. (2010) compared problem solving and social support in 
laboratory interactions as predictors of marital satisfaction and stability during the first 
decade of marriage. Overall, declines in enacted support behaviors predicted declines in 
satisfaction and increases in the likelihood of divorce better than behavior during 
problem-solving conversations did. Gable, Gonzaga, and Strachman (2006) compared 
responsiveness during videotaped discussions of negative and positive events as 
predictors of changes in relationship well-being over 2 months. Responses to disclosures 
of positive events were a better predictor than responses to disclosures of negative 
events. Three recent studies reported by Gable et al. (2011) reached a similar conclusion. 
On the other hand, Shorey and Lakey (2011) examined perceived responsiveness in 
support and capitalization situations in three samples of students, separating trait-like 
and relationship-specific influences. Although both had significant and independent 
effects, relationship affect and conflict was somewhat more strongly predicted by 
perceived responsiveness in support situations than in capitalization situations. The 
discrepancies in these studies suggest the operation of moderator variables to be 
identified in future research.

These studies show that the impact of responsiveness goes beyond conflicts and problems 
that must be resolved. If nothing else, this broadens the scope of situations in which 
responsiveness should be studied and points to the value of responsiveness for promoting 
relationship growth and development, not just as a way of preventing disagreements from 
undermining closeness.

Conclusion

(p. 417) 
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As we wrote this chapter, we came to appreciate two different ways to think about 
responsiveness. The first is as an important interactive behavior in its own right. 
Responsiveness—the set of processes by which people attend to and respond supportively 
to each other’s needs, wishes, and concerns—describes some of the most central, 
significant, and consequential processes in human relationships. The second is as an 
umbrella construct—that is, as a broad principle under which diverse interactive 
processes might be organized. This latter purpose is not one to which relationship 
researchers typically attend. Relationship research is often described and taught as a 
large, horizontal collection of distinct theories, each portraying some important aspect of 
relationships, yet at the same time standing apart from other theories. As argued 
elsewhere (Reis, 2007), integrating these distinct theories into a systematic account of 
the operation and impact of human relationships is essential to advancing relationship 
science.

Consider the constructs reviewed in this chapter: intimacy, communal caregiving, social 
support, prosocial behavior, capitalization, interdependence, attachment, gratitude, trust, 
emotion regulation, social-cognitive accuracy and bias, and conflict resolution. Consider 
further the constructs that were identified as roadblocks to responsiveness: self-
protection, low self-esteem, self-focus, and attachment insecurity. (There are of course 
others, too numerous to list here.) This seems to us a remarkably broad set of constructs; 
further elucidation of their linkages and overlapping nature is bound to enrich our 
understanding of close relationships.

At the same time, deeper understanding of responsiveness itself, especially its impact and 
operation in close relationships, is needed. Earlier we concluded that reality and bias 
both affect the perception of responsiveness—if so, under what circumstances does one 
or the other predominate? When is each constructive or destructive for individuals and 
relationships? How do relationship partners juggle the acts of providing responsiveness 
for a partner and eliciting responsiveness for themselves? How do individuals juggle 
providing and seeking responsiveness from their set of many relational partners? How do 
two individuals’ developmental histories of responsiveness and unresponsiveness come 
together in the development of their relationship? How do different situations facilitate 
and inhibit expressions of need, preference, or vulnerability, and subsequent caregiving? 
How is responsiveness expressed in relationships other than romantic relationships and 
friendships (the two types of relationships on which relationship researchers have 
focused almost all their attention)—for example, between teachers and students; 
in health care and work relationships; between siblings; or between adult children and 
their aging parents? In what ways are expressions of need and caregiving affected by 
cultural norms and constraints? How do responsive interactions and mental 
representations of those interactions influence emotion regulation? What are the neural 
foundations of responsiveness? Can responsiveness be taught, and if so, how?

These are substantial questions. The fact that they remain largely unanswered suggests 
how much more needs to be learned about responsiveness. Research of this sort will not 
only advance our specific knowledge about the details of the component processes that 

(p. 418) 
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comprise responsiveness but also seems likely to bridge seemingly disparate theories and 
phenomena into a unified theory of responsiveness. An empirically supported unified 
theory of responsiveness, in turn, holds huge promise. It is, in our opinion, likely to be 
just the groundwork we need to truly comprehend why and how being well connected to 
friends, family, and romantic partners is associated with better physical and emotional 
health. It holds the promise of better insights into why marriages and other close 
relationships thrive or falter. It will offer new possibilities for therapeutic interventions in 
troubled relationships. Most straightforwardly, it will provide, we believe, a linchpin to 
understanding just why people so profoundly value, and so often receive value from, close 
relationships.
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