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Abstract
Two studies were conducted to clarify the pattern of mixed results found in past research regarding the association

between costs and satisfaction in close relationships. Insights from Prospect Theory (D. Kahneman & A. Tversky,

1979, 2000) suggested the importance of gain–loss framing in understanding costs. When costs are attached to

valued outcomes, they are perceived as gains or investments; otherwise they are perceived as losses. Appreciation

by one’s partner for communal behaviors and family chores provided the basis for exploring costs as gains versus

losses. We hypothesized that when costs were appreciated, the greater the costs, the greater the relationship

satisfaction; whereas when they were not appreciated, the greater the costs, the lower the relationship satisfaction.

Further, we expected appreciation to be associated with perceived motives for incurring the costs: positively with

‘‘want’’ perceptions and negatively with ‘‘should’’ perceptions. These hypotheses were supported in research with

both dating couples and women in long-term marital or cohabiting relationships and using two types of communal

behaviors: Partner Favors and more tedious Family Chores. In general, the greater the number of communal

behaviors and family chores, the greater the relationship satisfaction when appreciated; the greater the number,

the lower the satisfaction when relatively unappreciated.

Academics from economists to social philoso-

phers have recently underscored the height-

ened competition between social obligations

and self-interest, as the market economy and

moral freedom have increasingly come to de-

fine the private realm (see, e.g., Folbre, 2001;

Kuttner, 1997; Wolfe, 1989). Social obliga-

tions serve in part to bind us as social animals,

and our close relationships in particular are

defined in some measure by the costs—expen-

ditures of effort, time, and/or resources—that

we incur for the benefit of others. Given

increasing societal tendencies to emphasize

self-interest and the economic value of behav-

ior and outcomes, conceiving of social obliga-

tions as costs might suggest that they are

necessarily negatively associated with satis-

faction and well-being. Thus, people may

assume that the more rewards received and

the fewer costs incurred, the more satisfied

they will be in their relationships. Yet, there

are both theoretical and empirical reasons for

questioning such an assumption. In fact, Clark

and Grote (1998) addressed precisely this issue

of the association between costs and relation-

ship satisfaction in an important recent paper

titled, ‘‘Why aren’t Indices of Relationship

Costs Always Negatively Related to Indices of

Relationship Quality?’’

As noted by Clark and Grote (1998), the

picture presented when reviewing the empiri-

cal relationship between costs and relationship

satisfaction is quite murky. Past research has

sometimes found a negative association (e.g.,

Bui, Peplau, & Hill, 1996; Duffy & Rusbult,

1986, for women; Rusbult, 1980), sometimes a

positive association (e.g., Argyle & Furnham,

1983; Hays, 1985; Howard & Dawes, 1976),

and sometimes no association (e.g., Duffy &

Rusbult, for men; Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult,

Johnson, & Morrow, 1986) between costs

and relationship satisfaction. Clark and Grote

surmised that much of the confusion might be
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attributable to the multiple meanings of costs

in past studies. Thus, to clarify the situation,

they decided to delimit their investigation and

focus on what they regarded as ‘‘communal

behaviors,’’ which involve the expenditure of

time, effort, and/or resources to meet the needs

of the other. These costs grow out of commu-

nal relationships in which individuals ‘‘have

an obligation to be concerned about the other’s

welfare. They give benefits in response to

needs or to please the other’’ (Clark, Mills, &

Powell, 1986, p. 333). In other words, these are

the behaviors we define in terms of our social

obligations to others we care about. Such

behaviors are distinguishable from other con-

ceptions of costs, such as disagreeable behav-

iors by one’s partner, intentional (e.g., insulting

remarks) or unintentional.

Clark and Grote (1998) maintain that when

communal behaviors are studied, ‘‘costs will

not be negatively related to relationship qual-

ity and, indeed, may be positively related’’

(p. 4). Their rich discussion in fact makes such

an outcome seem virtually overdetermined,

given the multiple processes they suggest

would contribute to greater satisfaction with

increased communal behaviors. Thus, greater

satisfaction might result from the signaling

qualities of communal behaviors (i.e., that

you care about your partner’s welfare); from

an increase in partner’s happiness in response

to your behaviors; from dissonance reduction

associated with the effort you have expended;

from feeling good about living up to an ideal

(by following a communal norm); and from

a comforting sense that your own needs will

be attended to in the future.

Clark and Grote’s communal behaviors,

then, are essentially the costs we incur as par-

ticipants in relationships. They are our own

expenditures, which in part define our contri-

butions to these relationships. What is the

association between these costs, specifically

defined in terms of communal behaviors, and

relationship satisfaction? Clark and Grote con-

ducted two studies, one of unmarried college

students in dating relationships and the other of

married nonstudents. In both cases, respon-

dents completed an index of relationship quality

and checked the number of communal behav-

iors they had recently engaged in (from a list of

such behaviors). For the student sample, com-

munal behaviors were significantly positively

associated (.23) with relationship satisfaction.

However, for spouses, there was a nonsignifi-

cant negative relationship for men (2.13) and

women (2.14).1 The mixed picture of results,

then, continues. Strong negative associations

between communal behaviors and relationship

satisfaction did not arise, but both positive and

(nonsignificant) negative associations did. It

appears that a focus on costs as communal

behaviors is not sufficient for clarifying the

association between costs and satisfaction in

relationships. What might help further eluci-

date the mixed pattern of results?

Interestingly, helpful insights can be drawn

from Kahneman and Tversky’s (1979, 2000)

important work on Prospect Theory. A major

contribution of this theory is the finding that

people are loss averse and losses are not offset

by equivalent gains. Kahneman and Tversky

demonstrate that similar costs—costs that are

formally equivalent in the problems presented

to study participants—can differ a great deal

psychologically; that is, subjective framing is

more important than objective costs in deter-

mining people’s choices and felt outcomes.

Further, expenditures are costs that can be con-

ceived of as losses or as gains; when associated

with a valued outcome, costs become worth-

while investments rather than losses.

Psychologists have productively applied

Prospect Theory to the area of health, most

specifically by examining the influence of loss

versus gain message framing on health behav-

iors (see, e.g., Apanovitch, McCarthy, &

Salovey, 2003; Rothman & Salovey, 1997;

Wilson, Purdon, & Wallston, 1988). The fur-

ther application of Prospect Theory to the

realm of close relationships provides a promis-

ing avenue for understanding the relationship

between satisfaction and costs, by implicating

the role played by loss–gain framing. That is,

for some people, communal behaviors are

1. Other types of costs—specifically those involving
partners’ unpleasant or disagreeable behaviors—were
uniformly significantly negatively associated with rela-
tionship satisfaction. These, however, are not the costs
that define our social obligations and will not be dis-
cussed further.
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costs that are perceived as losses, whereas for

others, they are perceived as gains or invest-

ments. When applied to the association be-

tween costs and relationship satisfaction, it

follows that when perceived as losses, the

number of communal behaviors (or costs) will

be negatively associated with relationship sat-

isfaction, whereas when perceived as gains, or

investments, their number will be positively

associated with relationship satisfaction.

Given that the perception of costs as gains

rather than losses hinges on whether the costs

are attached to positive valued outcomes, in this

research, we chose to focus on one means—

perhaps one very potent means—of facilitating

the attachment of costs to value in the context of

close relationships. We focused on apprecia-

tion, specifically people’s perceptions of being

appreciated by their partner, as a means of

clarifying the relationship between costs and

relationship satisfaction. Feeling appreciated is

highly valued in close relationships (e.g., Blair &

Johnson, 1992; Hawkins, Marshall, & Meiners,

1995; Hochschild, 1989;Murray, Bellavia, Rose,

& Griffin, 2003; Singer, 1994). If we feel

appreciated for our communal behaviors, we

should be able to view our costs as gains or

positive investments; when we do not feel ap-

preciated, the costs are more apt to be per-

ceived as losses.

These differences associated with loss–gain

framing are consistent with communal rela-

tionship theory (e.g., Clark & Grote, 1998;

Clark & Mills, 1979), for when partners feel

appreciated, they are more apt to feel that their

needs are being met; thus, communal costs may

be more likely to be regarded as gains and

predictive of relationship satisfaction. Further,

appreciation may be particularly worth explor-

ing in light of Clark and Grote’s findings with

married couples, for these researchers suggest

that in established intimate relationships, part-

ners’ communal behaviors may be taken for

granted; they thereby hint at the importance

of appreciation, or its absence. It is possible

that partners may not be worrying about

whether their needs are met (i.e., they are in

very secure communal relationships), but it is

also very conceivable that their communal be-

haviors are not appreciated, despite a need for

felt appreciation.

If appreciation by a partner influences how

we frame our communal behaviors in relation-

ships, its effects will be evident in our motiv-

ation to incur these costs, or engage in these

behaviors. In the absence of appreciation—

when presumably framed as losses—our com-

munal behaviors are likely to be regarded as

‘‘shoulds,’’ activities we feel obligated to per-

form. According to self-determination theory

(e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1991), such loss

framing would reflect a controlled motive, in-

volving external pressures that may or may not

be internalized. Similarly, based on Higgins’

(e.g., 1996, 1998) model of regulatory focus,

such ‘‘shoulds’’ would represent a prevention

focus, costs incurred to avoid negative outcomes.

In contrast, when framed as gains, our commu-

nal behaviors are more likely to be regarded as

‘‘wants,’’ reflecting autonomous motives (e.g.,

Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1991) and a promotion

focus (e.g., Higgins, 1996, 1998).

The transformative impact of appreciation

on motivation was recently found in a study by

Berg, Janoff-Bulman, and Cotter (2001, see

study 4), which focused on the role of appre-

ciation in the perception of ‘‘wants’’ and

‘‘shoulds’’. Respondents in the condition of pri-

mary interest were asked to interpret a series of

goal conflicts (i.e., obligations pitted against

pleasurable activities) so that they would feel

appreciation (vs. resentment in a second con-

dition and no instructions in a third). When

appreciation was felt, respondents were more

likely to regard obligations as ‘‘wants’’ rather

than simply as ‘‘shoulds.’’ This study involved

the manipulation of appreciation felt for others,

rather than one’s sense of being appreciated by

others, but the reciprocal nature of appreciation

as well as the valued nature of being appreci-

ated suggest that similar reframing would occur

in these instances as well.

The rationale for conducting this research,

then, was to clarify and extend past research on

costs and relationship satisfaction by exploring

the role of perceived appreciation as a proxy

for understanding participants’ implicit gain–

loss framing. We also wanted to expand par-

ticipants’ costs to include a broader range of

communal behaviors than those included in

studies by Clark and Grote (1998), in particu-

lar, more burdensome household tasks. Two
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studies were conducted to test our assertion

that felt appreciation would moderate the as-

sociation between number of communal be-

haviors and relationship satisfaction. More

specifically, we hypothesized a positive corre-

lation between costs and relationship satisfac-

tion for those who felt appreciated and a

negative correlation for those who did not feel

appreciated. Further, we expected to find ap-

preciation positively associated with the per-

ception of costs as ‘‘wants’’ and negatively

associated with their perception as ‘‘shoulds’’.

Study 1 was a preliminary study that explored

these relationships in a population of dating

college students, and costs were defined as

Clark and Grote’s communal behaviors. In

Study 2, the relationship costs of married and

cohabiting respondents were explored, and

costs were investigated through both Clark

and Grote’s communal behaviors and more

mundane, tedious household chores.

Study 1: Costs and Appreciation in

Dating Participants

This first study was intended as a preliminary,

exploratory investigation of the appreciation-

based hypotheses regarding relationship costs.

We hoped to find support for the loss-versus-

gain-based interpretation of Clark and Grote’s

(1998) communal behaviors, which would then

provide a justification for conducting a more

fine-tuned study of respondents in long-term

relationships, using a broader range of com-

munal behaviors. Largely replicating these

researchers’ methodology, participants com-

pleted a questionnaire that assessed the rela-

tionship satisfaction, the number of communal

behaviors they had recently performed, and

some basic background information. We addi-

tionally collected information about perceived

appreciation and motivation (‘‘shoulds’’ and

‘‘wants’’) for each communal behavior

checked.

Method

Participants

Undergraduate students, recruited from intro-

ductory psychology classes, received extra

credit for their participation. Participants were

asked to sign up only if they were ‘‘currently

involved in a romantic relationship.’’ A total of

81 students, 68 females and 13 males, partici-

pated in the study; all were involved in a het-

erosexual romantic relationship, and none

were married. Participants’ average age was

20.1 years (SD ¼ 2.2), and their partners’ aver-

age age was 21.0 years (SD ¼ 2.8). On aver-

age, the relationships had lasted 21.3 months

(SD ¼ 16.1).

Materials

Relationship satisfaction. Relationship sat-

isfaction was measured using the Quality of

Marriage Index (Norton, 1983). Clark and

Grote (1998) used this 6-item scale to measure

respondents’ satisfaction with their dating

relationships by substituting the term relation-

ship for marriage; we did the same. Sample

items included: ‘‘My relationship with my

partner makes me happy’’ and ‘‘Our relation-

ship is strong.’’ Five of the six answers were

provided on 5-point scales, with endpoints

‘‘strongly disagree’’ and ‘‘strongly agree.’’ The

final item—‘‘To what extent are you happy,

everything considered, with your romantic

relationship?’’—was rated on a 5-point scale,

with endpoints ‘‘not much’’ and ‘‘very much.’’

Costs—communal behaviors. Participants

read a list of costs that reflected communal

behaviors; these were the same 11 items used

by Clark and Grote (1998) to assess communal

behaviors in their dating couples. Sample

behaviors were: ‘‘I listened carefully to my

partner when he or she had a problem even

though I had other things to get done,’’ ‘‘I

drove my partner someplace,’’ ‘‘I went shop-

ping with my partner,’’ ‘‘I gave up an oppor-

tunity to go to a social event I wanted to attend

because of a commitment I had with my part-

ner,’’ ‘‘I cleaned up a mess of some sort [e.g.,

laundry, dirty dishes, made bed] for my part-

ner,’’ and ‘‘I bought and gave a gift to my

partner.’’ As in the Clark and Grote study, re-

spondents checked the behaviors they engaged

in for their partners in the previous two weeks.

Participants responded to three additional

items for each behavior that they checked. In
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order to get some sense of subjective framing,

two questions tapped perceptions of ‘‘want’’

and ‘‘should’’ associated with each communal

behavior: ‘‘How much did you want to do this

activity?’’ and ‘‘How much did you feel that

you should have done this activity?’’ The final

statement assessed perceptions of apprecia-

tion: ‘‘I felt that my partner appreciated what

I did.’’ Participants responded on 7-point scales,

with endpoints ‘‘not at all’’ (1) and ‘‘very

much’’ (7). In order to use these variables in

further analyses, the responses from each of

the three items were averaged across the

behaviors checked by each participant to cre-

ate three separate scales: Want, Should, and

Appreciation.

Results and Discussion

Before treating all participants as one sample,

t-tests were performed on all variables us-

ing gender as the independent variable. Only

one significant difference emerged. Women

reported wanting to engage in the activities

more than men, t(79) ¼ 10.4, p , .01, M ¼
5.3 and M ¼ 4.9, respectively. Correlation

matrices were computed separately for men

and women. The patterns were similar enough

to warrant treating the group as one sample.

Further, analyses conducted with men ex-

cluded yielded essentially identical findings

to those reported below.

The Quality of Marriage Index (Norton,

1983; referred to as Relationship Satisfaction

from this point on) was reliable for this dating

sample (a ¼ .89), and respondents were gen-

erally very satisfied in their relationships (M ¼
4.4 out of 5; actual range: 2.5–5). Participants

also reported relatively high levels of per-

ceived appreciation for their behaviors (M ¼
6.1 out of 7; actual range: 3–7).

Respondents in this sample checked an

average of 7.3 of the 11 behaviors (actual

range: 4–11). The most common communal

behaviors were listening when one’s partner

had a problem (n ¼ 78), buying a gift for one’s

partner (n ¼ 75), cleaning up a mess for one’s

partner (n ¼ 74), stopping one’s own home-

work to help one’s partner (n ¼ 69), and

spending time searching for something one’s

partner had lost (n ¼ 69).

The mean scores for Want and Should

ratings were 5.3 and 5.1, respectively (actual

ranges: 4.1–7 and 3.8–7), and Want and

Should scores were uncorrelated (r ¼ 2.15,

ns). As expected, appreciation was positively

correlated with Want scores (r ¼ .47, p ,

.001) and negatively correlated with Should

scores (r ¼ 220, p , .05). The more the

respondents felt appreciated, the more they

wanted to engage in the communal behaviors

and the less they felt obligated to do so. The

greater the appreciation, the more they wanted

to incur the costs of these behaviors for their

partners, suggesting that the costs were more

likely to be seen positively rather than nega-

tively, as gains rather than losses.

A regression analysis was run with Rela-

tionship Satisfaction predicted by Appreciation,

number of behaviors, and the interaction term.

Only Appreciation predicted Relationship Sat-

isfaction (beta¼ .263, b ¼ .524, p , .05). The

lack of an association between number of

behaviors and relationship satisfaction (i.e.,

number of behaviors did not predict relation-

ship satisfaction; also, r ¼ 2.01, p ¼ ns) was

as expected, in that the association was likely

to have been positive for some respondents

and negative for others, depending on whether

their costs were framed as losses or as invest-

ments. Given the exploratory nature of the

study, we were interested in directly testing

the interaction alone, in a kind of ‘‘planned’’

regression. When we did this, the interaction

between number of behaviors and appreciation

was significant (beta ¼ .211, b ¼ .009, p ,

.05). Further, we explored our hypotheses

regarding proposed differences in framing

using a median split (at 6.1) to divide the sam-

ple into those who felt relatively more or less

appreciated. As predicted, for those who felt

more appreciated, the number of communal

behaviors was positively correlated with rela-

tionship satisfaction (r ¼ .24, p , .05),

whereas for participants who felt less appreci-

ated, the number of behaviors was negatively

correlated with relationship satisfaction (r ¼
2.18, p , .08). These two correlations were

significantly different from each other (z ¼
1.85, p , .05).

The communal behaviors in this study

involved expenditures of time, effort, and/or
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resources for the sake of one’s partner, and

were therefore costs. In this sample, there

was no association between costs (i.e., number

of communal behaviors checked) and relation-

ship satisfaction. However, exploratory ana-

lyses suggested that appreciation moderated

the association between costs and relationship

satisfaction. When the costs were associated

with a valued outcome—appreciation—they

were positively associated with relationship

satisfaction. In contrast, for those who felt less

appreciated for their effortful behaviors, num-

ber of behaviors was negatively associated

with relationship satisfaction, suggesting that

participants’ perceptions of their costs were

more akin to losses than to gains.

Study 2: Costs and Appreciation in

Married or Cohabiting Couples

The purpose of Study 1 was largely to deter-

mine whether it was worth further investigat-

ing costs as gains and losses, via perceived

appreciation, as a means to better understand

past mixed results regarding the association

between costs and relationship satisfaction.

Given the encouragement received for this

perspective in this first exploratory study with

dating college students, we wanted to expand

the scope of the research by studying re-

sponses of long-term cohabiting couples,

who are more apt to be burdened with ongoing

mundane, tedious tasks than dating college

students. In addition to the communal behav-

iors investigated by Clark and Grote and Study

1, we wanted to sample less desirable, presum-

ably more burdensome behaviors to determine

whether the benefits of appreciation would

still stand.

As noted by Clark and Grote (1998), com-

pared with dating couples, long-term marital

and cohabiting relationship partners are more

apt to take each other’s behaviors for granted.

Although this may be attributable in part to

greater relationship security, it may also re-

flect insufficient recognition and appreciation

of the partner’s contributions. Perceived ap-

preciation, then, may be particularly important

in distinguishing between satisfied and dissat-

isfied couples. The participants in this study

were all female, representing a broad distribu-

tion in terms of age and socioeconomic status.

It is generally acknowledged that the burden of

household chores continues to fall dispropor-

tionately on women; thus, this initial study

focused on a sample most likely to evidence

the benefits and liabilities of engaging in

numerous communal behaviors. The method-

ology was very similar to that of Study 1,

although this version included a wider range

of costs, or communal behaviors, as well as

more fine-tuned questions regarded perceived

shoulds and wants. A concerted effort was

made to sample additional behaviors such as

mundane household chores that participants

were likely to engage in relatively often, yet

which might be unappreciated by their partners.

Method

Participants

A sample of 123 cohabiting heterosexual

women participated in this study; the over-

whelming majority of the women were married

(103 of 123). The sample was drawn from two

populations: alumnae of a small, liberal arts

women’s college in New England (Wellesley)

and nonfaculty staff at a large New England

University (University of Massachusetts,

Amherst). Wellesley women were recruited

while attending their college reunion, and Uni-

versity of Massachusetts (UMass) staff mem-

bers were solicited through a campus mailing.

The aim was to have a more diverse sample,

particularly socioeconomically, than would be

represented by either of these populations

alone.

Wellesley sample. To reach the Wellesley

sample, boxes with survey materials were posted

at the front desks of campus dorms and at

a hotel affiliated with the reunion. The boxes

displayed signs encouraging participation.

Volunteers were instructed to complete the

materials and return the survey to a collection

box. Participants were also given the option of

returning the survey by mail. All surveys were

anonymous. A total of 63 Wellesley alumnae

completed the survey: 48 did so at the reunion

and 15 returned the survey in the mail. Three

surveys were dropped because the women
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were not living with a partner or were in a les-

bian relationship. The final sample included

60 women; 54 were married and 6 were cohab-

iting. These women averaged 44.1 years of age

(SD ¼ 10.5), and their partners averaged 47.3

years (SD ¼ 12.8). The average length of rela-

tionship was 217.5 months (about 18 years and

2 months, SD ¼ 134.9), and they each had an

average of 1.0 child (SD ¼ 1.0). In addition,

these women contributed an average of 38.4%

to the total household income (SD ¼ 32.4).

Most of these women worked full time (n ¼
33) rather than part time (n ¼ 15).

University of Massachusetts. Surveys were

sent through campus mail to 300 women

employed in nonfaculty staff positions at the

University of Massachusetts, Amherst. A total

of 69 women returned the survey, for a re-

sponse rate of 23%. All responses were anon-

ymous. Six surveys were not included in the

analyses because the women were not in

a cohabiting relationship or were in a lesbian

relationship. Of the remaining 63 participants,

49 were married and 14 were cohabiting. The

women averaged 42.4 years of age (SD ¼ 8.6),

and their partners averaged 44.9 years (SD ¼
10.0). The average length of the relationship

was 202.9 months (about 16 years and 11

months, SD ¼ 125.9), and they had an average

of 1.2 children (SD ¼ 1.0). In addition, these

women contributed an average of 52.2% of

their household income (SD ¼ 15.8). Most of

these women worked full time (n ¼ 55) rather

than part time (n ¼ 8).

The primary means for gauging socioeco-

nomic status was the occupational prestige rat-

ings (OPR) developed by Nakao and Treas

(1994). These ratings are based on over 500

detailed occupational categories in the census

classification system. Two coders who were

unaware of the sample (Wellesley or UMass)

or the gender of the participant assigned

a Nakao–Treas Prestige Score to the occupa-

tion of each woman and her partner. The two

coders’ scores were averaged and collapsed so

that a score of 20–29 received a 2, 30–39 a 3,

and so forth. Scores ranged from 2 to 8; thus,

for example, a warehouse laborer received

a score of 2, a librarian received a score of 5,

and a physician received a score of 8. As

expected, the Wellesley alumnae had signifi-

cantly higher OPR’s than the women in the

UMass sample, M ¼ 5.5 and M ¼ 4.3, respec-

tively; t(112) ¼ 6.32, p , .001. This differ-

ence also held for their partners’ occupational

ratings, M ¼ 6.1 and M ¼ 4.2, respectively;

t(106) ¼ 7.62, p , .001. Even the range of

OPR differed between the groups. The Well-

esley sample did not have any respondents

with careers ranked lower than 3, and the range

extended up to 8. The UMass sample did not

have any respondents with careers rated higher

than 6 for women and 7 for men, and the range

extended down to 2. Together, the two samples

therefore represented a broad range of occupa-

tional prestige levels.

Materials

Background information. Participants pro-

vided general biographical information,

including information about their husbands

or cohabiting partners and children. The items

addressed length of the relationship, occupa-

tion, marital status, and other demographic

data.

Relationship satisfaction. Relationship sat-

isfaction was measured with the same scale

used in Study 1—the Quality of Marriage

Index (Norton, 1983).

List of behaviors. Although the general

format of the survey was similar to Study 1,

in this incarnation, the list was expanded to

include behaviors regarded as particularly

appropriate for married/cohabiting couples.

In contrast to behaviors in dating relationships,

many of the activities in a cohabiting relation-

ship are mundane, tedious tasks performed in

the service of the household or family rather

than for the partner directly. Therefore, in-

cluded in the final list of behaviors were two

types of activities. The first type was equiva-

lent to the communal behaviors assessed by

Clark and Grote (1998). These were behaviors

engaged in specifically for one’s partner

because one was in a close relationship. The

second type involved activities that needed to

be done by a member of the couple but were

not necessarily done specifically for the other
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person. These were mundane, often tedious

tasks that would have to be done even if the

person were not in a relationship (e.g., clean-

ing the bathroom, paying bills). They were

costs (i.e., expenditures of time, effort, and/

or resources) that would nevertheless be

regarded as communal behaviors in that they

benefited the relationship (in contrast to the

intentional or unintentional costs involving

a partner’s unpleasant behaviors discussed by

Clark & Grote). In order to distinguish

between these two types of communal behav-

iors, we labeled the first type, done specifically

for one’s partner, ‘‘Partner Favors’’ and the

more mundane household activities, ‘‘Family

Chores.’’

The items comprising the final list were

culled from a large survey of couples (Blumstein

& Schwartz, 1983), from Clark and Grote’s

(1998) communal behaviors in their study of

married couples, and from discussions with

married partners. The final list included 10

Partner Favors and 10 Family Chores. The

majority of the Partner Favors were those used

by Clark and Grote, and none of their items

was included in the Family Chores list of

activities. Family Chores included domestic

tasks common to most couples and several

common, but less habitual, activities. A com-

plete list of behaviors—both Partner Favors

and Family Chores—can be found in Table 1.

Again following Clark and Grote’s methodol-

ogy, respondents were asked to check any

activity that they had engaged in during the

previous 2 weeks.

For every behavior checked by participants,

four additional items were completed about

that behavior. Participants were instructed to

think about the most recent time they engaged

in the behavior and to answer the following

questions about their motivation: ‘‘How much

did youwant to do this activity for your partner/

family?’’; ‘‘How much do you like to do this

activity in general (i.e., if it were not for your

partner/family)?’’; ‘‘How much did you feel

obligated to do this activity?’’ Respondents

also responded to the following item: ‘‘I felt

that my partner appreciated what I did.’’ All

responses were made on 7-point scales, with

endpoints ‘‘not at all’’ (1) and ‘‘very much’’

(7). These items will be referred to as Want,

Like, Should, and Appreciated. In order to cre-

ate scales, these items were averaged sepa-

rately across the 10 behaviors in each

behavior type, Partner Favors and Family

Chores.

Results and Discussion

In spite of differences related to socioeco-

nomic status, our aim was to combine the

samples to test the predictions about costs,

appreciation, and relationship satisfaction.

T-tests were conducted to compare the UMass

and Wellesley samples on all hypothesis-

related scales. Only one significant difference

emerged. The UMass group checked signifi-

cantly more Family Chores than did the

Wellesley group, M ¼ 7.2 and M ¼ 6.3,

respectively; t(121) ¼ 22.37, p , .05. Over-

all, despite the different means of recruitment

and the different backgrounds, the two sam-

ples showed remarkable similarity. Because

there was no theoretical reason for believing

that the two populations would show different

patterns of responses, the two groups were

treated as one sample for all remaining

analyses.

In contrast, Family Chores and Partner

Behaviors were perceived differently by par-

ticipants and were therefore treated as separate

scales. Respondents checked significantly

more Family Chores than Partner Favors,

M ¼ 6.8 and M ¼ 5.0, respectively; t(122) ¼
8.05, p , .001. The four follow-up items were

averaged across the 10 Chores and the 10 Fa-

vors, creating eight separate scales. Repeated

measure t-tests found significant differences

on all four items—Want, Like, Should, and

Appreciated—based on behavior type. Partic-

ipants rated Want, t(119) ¼ 5.86, p , .001,

M ¼ 5.0 and M ¼ 4.4; Like, t(119) ¼ 5.35,

p , .001, M ¼ 4.5 and M ¼ 3.7; and Appre-

ciated, t(119) ¼ 8.05, p , .001, M ¼ 5.2 and

M ¼ 4.7, significantly higher for Partner

Favors than for Family Chores. They rated

Should significantly higher for Family Chores

than for Partner Favors, t(119) ¼ 25.35, p ,

.001,M ¼ 4.1 andM ¼ 4.7. More specifically,

Partner Favors were perceived more positively

than Family Chores; respondents wanted to
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engage in Partner Favors more than in Family

Chores but felt more obligated to engage in the

latter. Also, Partner Favors were themselves

more enjoyable activities (i.e., respondents

liked the activities more, apart from their part-

ner or family). Finally, participants felt more

appreciated for engaging in Partner Favors

than in Family Chores, as might be expected

given the more mundane nature of household

chores. Not only were these differences con-

sistent with expectations regarding the less

pleasant, obligatory nature of Family Chores

compared with Partner Favors in long-term

relationships, but the differences across all

scales further served to justify treating the

two types of behaviors separately in subse-

quent analyses.

Costs, appreciation, and

relationship satisfaction

The means, standard deviations, and intercor-

relations for all study variables can be found in

Table 2. The Quality ofMarriage Index (Norton,

1983) had a high reliability (a ¼ .94), and the

mean score for this sample was 4.2 out of

5 (actual range: 1.83–5). Perceived motives

for behaviors once again supported apprecia-

tion-based differences in framing. In the case

of Family Chores, appreciation was positively

associated with Want scores (r ¼ .51, p , .05)

Table 1. Family Chores and Partner Favors in order of frequency of selection by respondents

Respondents who checked item

% n

Family Chores

Did the dishes 90 111

Cooked the evening meal 89 109

Did the grocery shopping 84 103

Did the laundry 84 103

Paid the bills 68 84

Cleaned the bathroom 68 84

Took out the trash 67 82

Vacuumed the carpets 58 71

Repaired something around the house 46 56

Took on extra work to increase the household income 21 26

Partner Favors

Made a social arrangement for my partner and

myself for the weekend

73 90

Listened carefully to something my partner wanted 72 89

Made an effort to share in a hobby or leisure

activity with my partner

69 85

Searched for something my partner had lost

(e.g., keys, glasses)

62 76

Went out of my way on a busy day to do an

errand for my partner

61 75

Waited for my partner to finish something, even though

I was anxious to go somewhere or do something

52 64

Sent a card/gift to a relative for my partner 43 53

Packed a lunch for my partner to take to work 28 34

Handled an unpleasant confrontation with another person 24 29

Went to a business function associated with

my partner’s job in order to help

21 26
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and negatively associated with Should scores

(r ¼ 2.24, p , .05); in addition, Want and

Should scores were negatively correlated (r ¼
2.19, p , .05). For Partner Favors, apprecia-

tion was again positively correlated with Want

scores (r ¼ .69, p , .001), although uncorre-

lated with Should scores (r ¼ .06, ns), and

Want and Should scores were uncorrelated

(r ¼ 2.08, ns). When appreciated, respon-

dents indicated a greater desire to engage in

both Partner Favors and Family Chores, and

less obligation to engage in Family Chores,

which in general were regarded as more oner-

ous than Partner Favors.

The correlation between number of behav-

iors and Relationship Satisfaction was signifi-

cant and negative for both Partner Favors (r ¼
2.24, p , .01) and Family Chores (r ¼ 2.20,

p , .05). For both types of activities, the

greater the number of behaviors respondents

engaged in, the less satisfied they were in their

relationships. Interestingly, this somewhat

resembles Clark and Grote’s (1998) findings

with married couples. Although they found

a significant positive association between

behaviors and relationship satisfaction for dat-

ing couples (whereas we found essentially no

association), Clark and Grote found a negative,

though nonsignificant, correlation (2.14 for

women and 2.13 for men) for their married

respondents. These negative associations pre-

sumably reflect the greater burden of costs

(i.e., communal behaviors) in long-term rela-

tionships versus short-term relationships. As

noted by Clark and Grote (1998), these are

the relationships in which such behaviors are

apt to be taken for granted. They are the rela-

tionships in which the weight of routine, com-

mon favors and chores may increasingly be

felt by partners.

The most interesting finding from Study 1

was the role of appreciation in moderating the

relationship between the number of behaviors

and relationship satisfaction. The costs of com-

munal behaviors seemed more akin to invest-

ments than to losses for those who felt

appreciated and more like losses than in-

vestments for those who did not. Would per-

ceived appreciation play a similar moderating

role in this study of married or cohabiting

respondents?

For both Family Chores and Partner Favors,

there was a strong relationship between Rela-

tionship Satisfaction and Appreciation (r ¼ .58

and r ¼ .68, respectively, p , .001). Regres-

sion analyses were run for each behavior type,

with Relationship Satisfaction predicted by

Appreciation, number of behaviors, and the in-

teraction term. In the Family Chores equation,

number of behaviors and the interaction term

(Appreciation � Number of Behaviors) both

significantly predicted Relationship Satisfac-

tion (number of behaviors: B ¼ 2.50, b ¼
2.19, p , .05; Appreciation � Number of

Behaviors: B ¼ .61, b ¼ .04, p , .05). In the

Partner Favors equation, Appreciation (B ¼ .34,

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among major variables in Study 2

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Relationship satisfaction 4.2 0.8

2. No. of PF 5.0 2.3 2.24

3. No. of FC 6.8 2.0 2.20 .38

4. Appreciation—PF 5.2 1.4 .69 2.21 2.14

5. Appreciation—FC 4.7 1.6 .59 2.12 2.29 .77

6. Want—PF 5.0 1.2 .61 2.35 2.16 .69 .50

7. Want—FC 4.4 1.2 .33 2.18 2.23 .44 .51 .49

8. Should—PF 4.1 1.5 2.18 .05 .03 2.06 2.19 2.08 2.02

9. Should—FC 4.7 1.5 2.34 .17 .17 2.12 2.24 2.23 2.19 .65

10. Like—PF 4.5 1.0 .29 2.34 2.11 .39 .19 .59 .34 .07 2.18

11. Like—FC 3.7 1.2 .13 2.14 2.20 .27 .41 .30 .78 .13 .01 .31

FC, Family Chores; PF, Partner Favors.
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b ¼ .20, p , .05), number of behaviors (B ¼
2.58, b ¼ 2.21, p , .05), and the interaction

term (B ¼ .54, b ¼ .03, p , .05) were all

significant predictors of Relationship Satisfac-

tion. Both of the above regression equations

contained a significant interaction term, so

we used Aiken and West’s (1991) method to

interpret and to graphically represent the inter-

actions, which can be seen in Figure 1 (Family

Chores) and Figure 2 (Partner Favors).

The Aiken and West’s (1991) interpreta-

tions of the interactions, represented by the

different slopes in Figures 1 and 2, were essen-

tially replicated in the correlations calculated

between number of chores and relationship

satisfaction for different levels of appreciation.

There was considerable range in Appreciation

scores in this study (actual range: 1–7, the full

possible range of the scale). To afford a fine-

grained picture, and to be consistent with the

Aiken and West’s tripartite division, Appreci-

ation scales were divided into three groups

(low, medium, and high appreciation), with

similar numbers of participants in each cate-

gory. The breakdown into three groups was the

same for Family Chores and Partner Favors

(see Table 3): Those who felt least appreciated

scored from 0 to 4.2 on the Appreciation scale,

those in the middle group scored from 4.3 to

5.8, and those who felt most appreciated

scored from 5.9 to 7.0. When the correlations

between number of Family Chores and Rela-

tionship Satisfaction were examined, the im-

portance of appreciation in interpreting costs

once again emerged. For respondents who felt

least appreciated, this correlation was nega-

tive, r ¼ 2.29, p , .05, whereas for those

who felt most appreciated, it was positive, r ¼
.36, p , .01 (difference: z ¼22.83, p , .01);

for those in the medium appreciation group,

the correlation was close to 0, specifically r ¼
2.04, ns (difference between medium and

high appreciation groups: z ¼ 21.65, p , .05;

difference between medium and low ap-

preciation groups: z ¼ 21.14, ns). In the case

of Partner Favors, the correlation for respon-

dents who felt least appreciated was negative,

r ¼ 2.42, p , .01, whereas for those who felt

most appreciated, it was close to 0, specifically

r ¼ 2.02, ns; for those in the medium appre-

ciation group, the correlation was also weak,

r ¼ 2.10, ns (see Table 2). The correlations

for the high and low appreciation groups were

again significantly different (z ¼ 21.83, p ,

.05). The correlations for the medium and high

appreciation groups did not differ signifi-

cantly, and the difference in correlations be-

tween the medium and low appreciation groups

was marginal, z ¼ 1.49, p , .08.

For thosewho felt appreciated, it appears that

the more Family Chores they engaged in, the

more satisfied they were in their relationship;
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Figure 1. Representation of the interaction between number of Family Chores and relationship

satisfaction.
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this association reversed for those who felt

least appreciated. The behaviors included as

Family Chores were clearly costs, activities

that respondents did not like a great deal and

saw as more obligatory than desirable. Yet,

when appreciated, these costs were not losses,

as they were in the absence of appreciation, for

they were associated with greater relationship

satisfaction.

Partner Favors in this study were, on their

face, less burdensome than Family Chores.

Respondents wanted to do them more than

they felt obligated to do them, and they were

activities that were somewhat likeable. In this

case, it appears that it was not feeling appre-

ciated that turned costs into investments but it

was feeling unappreciated that turned costs

into losses. It is as if there was an expectation

that these relatively positive behaviors, done

specifically for one’s partner, would be appre-

ciated, and if they were not, their number

would have a negative impact on relationship

satisfaction. When participants felt apprecia-

tion was lacking, regardless of the behavior

type, the more that they did, the less satisfied

they were with the relationship. This negative

association disappeared for those who felt

appreciated for Partner Favors but reversed

and turned positive for those who felt appreci-

ated for Family Chores. This latter pattern par-

allels that found for communal behaviors in

Study 1, in which the behaviors more closely
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Figure 2. Representation of the interaction between number of Partner Favors and relationship

satisfaction.

Table 3. Correlations between number of behaviors and relationship satisfaction for Family

Chores and Partner Favors at three levels of appreciation

Level of appreciation

Low Medium High

Family

Chores

0–4.2 4.3–5.8 5.9–7.0

n ¼ 45 n ¼ 40 n ¼ 30

r ¼ 2.29* r ¼ 2.04 r ¼ .36**

Partner

Favors

0–4.2 4.3–5.8 5.9–7.0

n ¼ 40 n ¼ 40 n ¼ 39

r ¼ 2.42** r ¼ 2.10 r ¼ 2.02

*p , .05. **p , .01.

64 A. R. Berger and R. Janoff-Bulman



resembled Partner Favors than mundane

chores.

General Discussion

It appears that in close relationships, our satis-

faction depends in part on how we frame the

costs we incur for our partners and/or family.

Our expenditures of time, effort, and resources

are not intrinsically positive or negative. Costs

are not uniformly bad, as might be assumed by

attending to our outputs, nor uniformly good,

as might be concluded by dissonance theorists;

contrary to a popular phrase derived from dis-

sonance, we do not always come to love what

we suffer for. Rather, as suggested by Prospect

Theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, 2000),

costs are a function of how we frame them.

The very same outputs can be gains or losses,

and it is by attaching our costs to valued out-

comes that we transform them from losses to

gains. In these studies, such value was as-

sessed via respondents’ perceptions of appre-

ciation for their communal behaviors. In

general, the greater the costs, the greater the

participants’ satisfaction when their efforts

and expenditures were appreciated. When they

were not appreciated, costs were associated

with relationship satisfaction and thereby

seemed to reflect losses rather than gains.

Study 1, which explored costs and satisfac-

tion in dating relationships, provided support

for the two faces of costs. When communal

behaviors were appreciated, they were more

apt to be regarded as wants rather than shoulds,

and the greater the costs, the greater the satis-

faction. Study 2 focused on married or cohab-

iting women in heterosexual relationships and

again found support for the framing effects of

costs. In this case, two types of expenditures

were investigated: Partner Favors, which

resembled favors done specifically for one’s

partner (and echoed the communal behaviors

investigated in Study 1), and Family Chores,

the more unpleasant, mundane tasks of family

living (e.g., cooking, cleaning, paying bills).

In the case of Partner Favors, the absence of

appreciation for an increasing number of com-

munal behaviors was more predictive of rela-

tionship dissatisfaction than its presence was

predictive of satisfaction. These Partner

Favors were regarded as less obligatory and

more pleasant than the Family Chores; they

were also less routine and mundane, and they

were done specifically for one’s partner. As

such, the respondents may have been more

likely to expect some appreciation for their

efforts. Appreciation was strongly associated

with wanting to engage in the behaviors; when

it was not forthcoming, the loss frame seemed

particularly powerful, in that in the absence of

appreciation the greater the number of Partner

Favors, the greater the relationship dissatisfac-

tion. When there was some or a great deal of

appreciation, the association between numbers

of behaviors and satisfaction was more atten-

uated and close to 0.

Yet, even the most routine, effortful

tasks—Family Chores—became positive in-

vestments in the context of appreciation. In

fact, appreciation seemed to matter most when

tasks were seen as obligatory and tedious. In

the participants’ long-term relationships, the

absence of appreciation for such behaviors

provided a loss frame for interpreting these

activities, and the greater the number of behav-

iors, the greater the relationship dissatisfac-

tion. On the other hand, appreciation of these

chores promised greater relationship satisfac-

tion as the number of activities engaged in

increased. Apparently, a partner’s appreciation

of these relatively unpleasant, obligatory tasks

provided a basis for regarding these behaviors

not as onerous tasks but as investments or

inputs into a close relationship worth preserv-

ing. The greater the appreciation perceived by

respondents, the more they wanted to engage

in the chores, and the less the tasks felt

obligatory.

The study’s findings are presented in terms

of the impact of cost framing on relationship

satisfaction, so as to be consistent with past

work on costs and satisfaction. As such, the

relationship between appreciation and satis-

faction is discussed in terms of the former

impacting the latter. Yet, the cross-sectional

nature of the research clearly does not preclude

other interpretations. In particular, it seems

likely that the relationships studied are actu-

ally bidirectional; that is, relationships in

which there is more felt appreciation are

apt to be more satisfying and more satisfying
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relationships are also apt to produce more felt

appreciation. However, the bidirectionality of

these associations does not negate the impor-

tance of cost framing in relationships, and,

in particular, its significance regarding the

amount of time and effort expended in a rela-

tionship. It is not that greater satisfaction leads

to greater expenditures or vice versa. Disso-

nance theory suggests that partners would

rationalize and justify their efforts; thus, the

greater the number of behaviors, the greater

the relationship satisfaction. This was clearly

not the pattern of results found in these studies.

In Study 1, costs and relationship satisfaction

were uncorrelated, and in Study 2, in fact, they

were negatively correlated.

Apparently satisfied partners do not do

more, nor does doing more relate to greater

satisfaction. Rather, when appreciated, tasks

and chores are framed as desirable gains and

are associated with greater satisfaction; or

alternatively, greater satisfaction produces

greater felt appreciation, which is again asso-

ciated with gain rather than loss framing. In

either case, it is not costs per se but how costs

are framed that underlies their association with

satisfaction and accounts for the relationship

between amount expended and satisfaction.

The encouraging picture that emerges from

these findings is that satisfaction in relation-

ships is not specifically associated with doing

less—with giving up communal behaviors and

somewhat burdensome chores—but rather

with embedding them in a relationship context

that maximizes appreciation for such activi-

ties. Consistent with such a conclusion is

Hochschild’s (1989) finding that the happiest

couples are those who are good at appreciating

each others’ efforts, at saying thank you in one

way or another for the many tasks engaged in

for the family. Further, research by Hawkins et

al. (1995) and Blair and Johnson (1992) found

that women’s sense of fairness in their mar-

riages was best predicted by their feelings of

being appreciated.

Interestingly, a fairly consistent finding in

the literature on household labor is that women

do more of these family tasks than men, yet in

general are not more dissatisfied than men

with the division of labor (see Thompson,

1991, for a review). This seeming paradox

has often been explained in terms of women’s

social comparisons. Thus, women who com-

pare their household responsibilities with other

women (rather than with husbands) or with

their own previous marriages appear more sat-

isfied (e.g., Major, 1994; Pyke & Coltrane,

1996). Yet, the role of appreciation in framing

partners’ perceptions of household labor—as

losses or as investments—may provide an

additional avenue for understanding this para-

dox. As the findings of the above studies sug-

gest, if women feel that they are appreciated,

the greater the number of household tasks they

engage in, the more satisfied they are with

their relationships.

Clearly, a cynical view could be applied to

these findings regarding costs and relationship

satisfaction. If household labor is associated

with a valued outcome such as appreciation,

and is thereby interpreted as an investment,

women might be far more apt to happily

engage in such behaviors, thereby ‘‘excusing’’

an inequitable distribution of household labor.

This view cannot be readily dismissed, given

the current societal distribution of family chores.

The current findings certainly do not argue for

such inequities but may nevertheless provide

one means of understanding their perpetua-

tion. Of course, far more palatable would be

close relationships defined by shared house-

hold labor, with appreciation understood and

expressed by both partners.

This research extended Clark and Grote’s

(1998) important work on costs and relation-

ship satisfaction by testing the moderating

effects of appreciation and expanding the

range of communal behaviors from less oner-

ous partner favors to more burdensome family

chores. The findings are encouraging in dem-

onstrating the importance of felt appreciation

in the interpretation of costs, particularly for

tedious, effortful family chores, but the two

studies clearly have limitations. The Study 2

sample was not only a convenience sample but

was also all-female sample, and the Study 1

samplewaspredominantly female.Womencon-

tinue to bear the burdens of household tasks;

thus, it seemed important to first explore costs

and relationship satisfaction in this group.

Whether the findings will generalize to other

samples, and particularly to male samples,
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remains an open question for future research.

In addition to the need for replication, other

important questions for future research include

the role of perceived inputs by one’s partner

and whether there are limits to the positive

impact of felt appreciation; in other words,

do the benefits of construing costs as invest-

ments peak at some point? Additional studies

will hopefully provide answers that will allow

researchers to develop a more complex, com-

plete picture of the relationship between costs

and relationship satisfaction.

Although household tasks and social obli-

gations are an unavoidable part of close rela-

tionships, they need not be onerous. When

attached to positive value, such as partner’s

appreciation, they become the basis for satis-

faction in dating and long-term relationships.

Our knowledge of relationship satisfaction

would benefit not only from a closer look at

appreciation per se but also from efforts to

identify and to explore other possibilities for

attaching value to our costs and expenditures.

Future research on the nature of loss–gain

framing will no doubt provide a far more

complete picture of the cognitive and social

processes that enable costs to become

a basis for strong commitments and satisfying

relationships.
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