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Perceived discrepancy between one’s ideal and actual partner
has been shown to predict velationship satisfaction. The goal of
two studies was to examine whether implicit theories of relation-
ships moderate this association. In Study 1, data from 177
undergraduates in romantic relationships showed that the per-
ception that one’s partner falls short of one’s ideal was generally
linked to lower satisfaction, except under cultivation (high
growth/low destiny). In Study 2, data from 61 couples showed
(a) viewing one’s partner favorably was associated with more
satisfaction but less so among those who were higher in growth
belief; and (b) cultivation predicted increased positivity, whereas
evaluation (high destiny/low growth) predicted increased hostil-
ity when discussing discrepancies in how they and their partner
view the relationship. Results are discussed in terms of the con-
troversy over idealization and authenticity in romantic
relationships.

To be without some of the things you want is an in-
dispensable part of happiness.
—Bertrand Russell

To want more from one’s romantic partner is often con-
sidered a bad sign. Perhaps it is a sign that the relation-
ship was not meant to be or that partners are not able to
satisfy each other’s needs. However, as the quotation
above suggests, wanting more in a romantic partner may
not be so detrimental after all. We would argue that the
consequences depend on a person’s beliefs about inti-
mate relationships. What individuals believe about rela-
tionships can have profound consequences for their
romantic lives (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982; Fletcher &
Kininmonth, 1992; Hendrick, Hendrick, & Adler, 1988;

Knee, 1996, 1998a, 1998b). For example, what people
believe can affect their goals in seeking a partner influ-
ence how they cope with challenges to the relationship
and predict whether they will tend to remain with or
leave a relatively unsatisfying partner (Knee, 1998a).

People seem to hold different mental models or
implicit theories about what makes for a good relation-
ship. These rarely discussed and poorly articulated
beliefs in part determine one’s goals and motivations in
relationships (Knee, 1998a), much as implicit theoriesin
other domains determine goals and motivations in other
contexts (see Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995, for review).
The present research, in two studies, examined whether
implicit theories of relationships (ITRs) distinguish
those who are concerned about having a less-than-ideal
partner from those who are not.

Drawing from a broad literature, Knee (1998a) distin-
guished between two implicit beliefs about relationships.
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A belief in destiny holds that potential relationship part-
ners are either meant for each other or they are not and
emphasizes initial impressions. In this way, this dimen-
sion captures the tendency to diagnose and evaluate
relationships. An independent belief in growth holds
that successful relationships are cultivated and devel-
oped by conquering obstacles and growing closer. Thus,
belief in growth addresses the tendency to maintain the
relationship and work through problems.

Those who believe in destiny place heavy emphasis on
evaluating whether a relationship is meant to be, and
once they believe this, their relationships last particu-
larly long. Initial research (Knee, 1998a) has demon-
strated that belief in destiny is associated with disengag-
ing from relationships when problems arise, shorter
relationships when initial satisfaction is low, and longer
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Figure 1  The independence of destiny and growth beliefs.

relationships when initial satisfaction is high. Whereas
these individuals attempt to diagnose, those who believe
in growth attempt to maintain. In this way, those who
believe in growth attempt to improve and strengthen the
relationship. Indeed, belief in growth is associated with
fewer one-night stands during the 1st month of college,
more time spent dating the same person, and more
attempts to maintain relationships when problems arise
(Knee, 1998a). They are concerned with developing the
relationship and believe that relationships grow not
despite obstacles but rather because of them.

An elaboration of this conceptual framework is pro-
vided in Figure 1. Although we do not recommend classi-
fying or grouping people based on continuous scales,
the figure provides a conceptual heuristic for under-
standing the independence of destiny and growth beliefs
and how they can be jointly useful in predicting relation-
ship cognition and behavior. Figure 1 shows that the
independent dimensions of destiny and growth can be
crossed to produce four cells. Individuals’ relative loca-
tion on these dimensions will influence their motiva-
tional and cognitive orientations toward their partner
and relationship events. Those with a higher growth
belief and lower destiny belief (cultivation orientation)
believe that relationships evolve through development,
confrontation, and efforts to maintain and improve the
relationship and are less interested in evaluating and
diagnosing relationships. When cultivating, one’s goal
becomes the development and maintenance of the rela-
tionship without diagnosing or inferring grand meaning
from otherwise minor incompatibilities. Those with a
higher destiny belief and a lower growth belief (evalua-
tion orientation) believe that relationships can be easily
diagnosed and evaluated and that they cannot be consid-
erably improved beyond that point. When evaluating,
one’s goal becomes the diagnosis of one’s partner and
relationship in an effort to determine whether the rela-
tionship would seem to have immediate promise.

The other two cells in Figure 1 represent helplessness
and optimization orientations in this framework. Those
who are low on both beliefs are helpless in that they do
not believe that relationships are destined or that rela-
tionships can be developed and improved. When help-
less, one feels pessimistic or uninterested in both the
diagnosis and maintenance of relationships, rejecting
the notions that relationships are uniquely determined
and that relationships can evolve and improve with
effort. Finally, optimization is based on a tendency to
diagnose the relationship and attempt to overcome
problems and difficulties. When optimizing, one may
hold an optimistic view of the relationship by believing
both that the relationship is meant to be and that over-
coming conflicts and challenges can further improve the
relationship. However, optimizing may also lead one to
search for potential problems to fix them and improve
the relationship.

AUTHENTICITY OR IDEALIZATION?

Many psychologists believe that lasting satisfaction
requires an understanding of the true strengths and
weaknesses of one's partner (e.g., Brickman, 1987;
Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994). Proponents of
this view argue that acceptance of one’s partner’s faults
and limitations is necessary for relationships to succeed
beyond the dating phase. In other words, lasting, satisfy-
ing relationships require an element of authenticity. A
strong foundation is built when intimates come to
understand and accept each other authentically, fully
aware of their limitations and weaknesses. Some
research has found strong support for the importance of
authenticity in marital relationships. In particular,
Swann et al. (1994) found that married partners were
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most intimate with spouses whose evaluations verified
their self-views. Thus, married persons seemed to want
their partners to see them as they saw themselves. How-
ever, this was not the case among dating partners, who
felt most intimate with partners who viewed them favor-
ably. Swann et al. interpreted these results in terms of a
“marriage shift” in which marriage precipitates a shift
from a desire for positive evaluations to a desire for
authentic or self-verifying evaluations.

On the other hand, there has also been considerable
evidence for the importance of viewing one’s partner
(and being viewed by one’s partner) favorably. Compel-
ling research has suggested that idealistic rather than
realistic perceptions of one’s partner are associated with
satisfaction in both dating and marital relationships, to
some degree bringing the marriage shift into question
(Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a). According to this lit-
erature, the allure of a partner’s virtues draws potential
partners together (Brehm, 1988; Brickman, 1987) and
fuels their hopes for the success of the relationship
(Holmes & Boon, 1990; Weiss, 1980). These idealized
perceptions of one’s partner are maintained as the rela-
tionship develops by embellishing the partner’s virtues
and mentally weaving negative events into a favorable
story (Murray & Holmes, 1994). Generally, the farther a
relationship partner is from one’s ideal image, the less
happy one will be (Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles,
1999). For some individuals, this realization may be all
thatis needed for them to abandon the relationship. For
others, this may be an opportunity to learn more about
their partner, become closer, and build the relationship.
How couples deal with the threatening reality that their
newfound partner is not perfect is central to the success
of the relationship (Holmes & Boon, 1990).

ITRs may play a role in the controversy over whether
idealization or authenticity is beneficialin romantic rela-
tionships and marriages. A cultivation orientation
eschews the notion of diagnosing and evaluating the
relationship yet embraces the notion of overcoming lim-
itations and problems as they arise and maintaining the
relationship. Thus, a cultivation orientation may make
one particularly likely to accept a partner’s faults and
weaknesses without using those attributes to diagnose
the potential of the relationship. In other words, satisfac-
tion should depend less on illusory views of one’s partner
when one is oriented toward cultivation.

Implicit theories of personality have recently been
linked to relationships in a manner similar to ITRs
(Kamins, Morris, & Dweck, 1996; Morris, 1996; Ruvolo &
Rotondo, 1998). For example, Ruvolo and Rotondo
(1998) found that implicit theories of personality mod-
erate the relation between views of one’s partner and
relationship well-being. Specifically, the relation
between views of the partner and well-being in the rela-

tionship was weaker among those higher in malleability
beliefs, for example, those who endorsed items such as
“My partner can change himself or herself to be more
like he or she wants to be.” In a different vein, Kamins et
al. (1996) found that believing that personality is fixed
(i.e., an entity theory) was associated with seeking part-
ners who made them look good and validated their
worth, whereas believing that personality is malleable
(i.e., an incremental theory) was associated with seeking
partners who helped them learn about themselves and
challenged them to grow. Thus, it is important in the
presentresearch to examine whether ITRs moderate the
effects of partner seeking more strongly than do implicit
theories of personality.

STUDY 1 HYPOTHESES

Hypothesis 1. Based on previous research (e.g.,
Fletcher et al., 1999; Ruvolo & Veroff, 1997; Sternberg &
Barnes, 1985), perceiving more discrepancy between
one’s ideal and actual partner would be associated with
less satisfaction in the relationship.

Hypothesis 2. This general tendency would be moder-
ated by ITRs. Those oriented toward cultivation would
be less affected by perceived discrepancy because they
believe both that the discrepancy can be addressed by
working through the problem and that the discrepancy
is not necessarily indicative of a fatal flaw in the relation-
ship.!

Hypothesis 3. The effects of implicit theories of rela-
tionships would remain controlling for Dweck et al.’s
(1995) implicit theories of personality, given that previ-
ous research has shown that implicit theories of person-
ality moderate the relation between partner perceptions
and quality (Ruvolo & Rotondo, 1998).

STUDY 1 METHOD
Participants

Participants were 177 undergraduates (112 women
and 65 men) from introductory psychology courses at
the University of Houston who were currently in a
romantic relationship and who participated for extra
credit. The sample was ethnically diverse: 21% Cauca-
sian, 36% Asian, 22% Hispanic, 15% African American,
and 6% other. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 40
years (M =20). Length of relationship varied from a few
days to 24 years (M=1.67 years, SD=2.4 years). Most par-
ticipants were single and not living with their romantic
partner (77%), with 10% who were single and living with
their partner, 5% who were married, and 9% who
reported other arrangements. Of participants, 48%
reported that they were exclusively dating, followed by
23% who were nearly engaged, 15% who were dating
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casually, 6% who were engaged, and 3% who were in the
breakup phase.

Procedure

Participants completed a battery of questionnaires in
small group sessions. Measures were administered
according to a Latin square design.

Measures

ITRs. A 15-item version of the ITR Scale (Knee,
1998a) was incorporated.” Same-factor loadings ranged
from .32 to .79 (M=.60), with cross-factor loadings rang-
ing from-.15to .14 (M=.02). In addition, we conducted
a confirmatory factor analysis specifying two uncorre-
lated factors with one factor consisting of seven growth
items and a second factor consisting of eight destiny
items. As expected, our a priori model fit the data rea-
sonably well (%%/ df=2.21, GF1=.87, AGFI = .83, RMSEA =
.08), and importantly, it fit the data better than a one-factor
model (x*/df=3.81,GFI1=.79, AGFI=.71, RMSEA = .13).

Internal reliabilities were .73 and .68 for destiny and
growth, respectively. Destiny and growth beliefs are not
significantly correlated with each other (r =—.08) or with
sex (rs = .13 and -.06 for destiny and growth, respec-
tively). People do, however, tend to endorse growth
belief (M= 5.39) more strongly than destiny belief (M=
4.06), F(1,176) = 169.59, p < .001.

Relationship quality. To measure satisfaction, the Qual-
ity of Relationship Index (QRI) was adapted from the
Quality of Marriage Index (Norton, 1983), which has
been shown to predict the similarity of partners’ atti-
tudes and their nonverbal behavior over time (Noller &
Feeney, 1994). The QRI consists of six Likert-type items
that assess the extent to which individuals are satisfied
and happy with their relationship (e.g., “My relationship
with my partner makes me happy”). Responses on the six
items were averaged. Internal reliability was .94 in this
study.

Discrepancy from ideal partner Both direct and indirect
measures of perceived discrepancy between one’s cur-
rent partner and one’s ideal partner were incorporated.
The direct measure asked the participant to consider all
of the qualities that are really important to him or her
and then complete the following sentence: “My current
partner is % of what I would ideally want in a part-
ner.” Scores were reversed so that higher percentages
reflected higher perceived discrepancy. Reversed scores
for perceived discrepancy between one’s current and
ideal partners ranged from 0% to 85% (SD = 20.4%).

In addition, two less direct measures of perceived dis-
crepancy assessed the extent to which one’s current part-
ner differed from one’s ideal partner on attributes
adapted from the five-factor model of personality

(McCrae & Costa, 1987). Participants were asked to
imagine what their ideal relationship partner would be
like and then to rate this ideal partner on 10 traits. Each
of the Big Five dimensions of personality was tapped by
one positive and one negative trait, on scales from 1 (not
at all characteristic) to 7 (very characteristic). Partners rated
their ideal partner and then their current partner on the
same traits.

The first indirect index of perceived discrepancy was
created by reversescoring responses to the negative
traits and summing the difference between responses for
one’s ideal and actual partners on each trait. Higher
scores reflected greater perceived discrepancy between
one’sactual and ideal partners. To better understand the
effects of the components of the discrepancy (Griffin,
Murray, & Gonzales, 1999), a second discrepancy index
was calculated that does not confound the current part-
ner and ideal partner components. This residual dis-
crepancy consisted of (a) averaging the ratings of one’s
ideal partner (after reverse-scoring negative items), (b) av-
eraging the ratings of one’s current partner (after
reverse scoring negative items), and (c) examining cur-
rent partner ratings controlling for ideal partner ratings,
thus resulting in a residualized variable that reflected
what one sees in one’s partner that is not part of one’s
ideal partner.

Implicit theories of personality. Implicit theories of per-
sonality were assessed by three items (Dweck et al,,
1995), for example, “Everyone is a certain kind of person
and there is not much that can be done to change that.”
Items were administered on 6-point Likert-type scales
from 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree). The score is
unidimensional, unlike ITRs, with entity theorists hav-
ing higher scores and incremental theorists having lower
scores. Internal reliability in this study was .84.

STUDY 1 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 provides zero-order correlations, means, and
standard deviations for the main variables of interest. As
shown, being satisfied in the relationship was generally
predicted by rating one’s partner more highly, perceiv-
ing less discrepancy between one’s current partner and
one’s ideal partner, and having a stronger growth belief.
Interestingly, having higher ideals for a romantic part-
ner went along with rating one'’s current partner more
highly, consistent with the notion that people generally
project their ideals onto their current partner (Murray
et al,, 1996a). Analogously, rating one's partner more
highly was related to perceiving less discrepancy from
one’s ideal partner. Direct and indirect measures of per-
ceived discrepancy from ideal were related, as expected.
Finally, although an entity theory of personality was asso-
ciated with greater belief in destiny and less belief in
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TABLE 1:  Zero-Order Correlations Among Primary Measures in Study 1

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M SD
1. Destiny — -.09 4% -.15% 01 .08 .10 02 22%%% 4,06 0.98
2. Growth — -.06 20%%* 03 07 —17%* .06 -17+ 539 0.85
3. Sex — .02 -.08 -.09 .10 01 .05 1.37 0.48
4, Satisfaction — AZ¥HEE 05 = TOHwkE g5k _ (6 5.54 1.33
5. Rating of partner — AbFEkk Bk _ F]kekk ()] 8.94 3.79
6. Rating of ideal — 08 20k 02 5.93 2.52
7. Direct discrepancy — Sk _ 05 20.22 17.65
8. Indirect discrepancy — .00 5.65 7.94
9. Implicit theories of personality — 4.00 1.32

NOTE: ns ranged from 166 to 177, depending on completeness of data. Sex was coded with women as 1 and men as 2. Higher scores on destiny,
growth, satisfaction, and direct and indirect discrepancy reflect more of each variable. Higher ratings of one’s partner and one's ideal reflect more
positive perceptions. Higher scores on implicit theories of personality reflect an entity theory.

*p< .10, **p< 05, ¥xkp < 01, ¥*xkp < 001

growth, the associations were small, suggesting that
implicit theories are relatively domain specific.

We begin with the direct measure of discrepancy in
which responses were a percentage of how far one’s cur-
rent partner was from one’s ideal. A hierarchical multi-
ple regression analysis was conducted with relationship
satisfaction as the criterion. The discrepancy index was
entered at Step 1, along with destiny and growth beliefs.
The two-way product terms were entered at Step 2, fol-
lowed by the three-way product term at Step 3. Consis-
tent with Hypothesis 1, perceiving more discrepancy was
associated with less satisfaction, F(1, 174) = 163.74, p <
.001, pr =-.70. More important, this relation was moder-
ated by ITRs, in support of Hypothesis 2. First, a Growth
x Discrepancy interaction revealed that the relation
between perceived discrepancy and satisfaction was
weaker with beliefin growth, F(1, 171)=6.24, p< .01, pr=
.19. Furthermore, a significant Discrepancy X Growth
x Destiny interaction revealed that the relation between
perceived discrepancy and satisfaction was weaker with a
cultivation orientation, F{1, 170) =5.38, p<.05, pr= —.18.

Table 2 provides correlations between perceived dis-
crepancy and relationship satisfaction as a function of
destiny and growth beliefs. As shown, the association
between the perception that one’s partner approaches
one’s ideal and satisfaction was strong except when ori-
ented toward cultivation. Fisher’s Ztests were conducted
to compare the correlation within each cell against that
of cultivation orientation and indicated that the correla-
tion between perceived discrepancy and satisfaction was
significantly weaker when cultivating, in every case (Zs >
2.53, ps <.05). Thus, when oriented toward cultivation,
satisfaction was less influenced by the perception of
whether one’s current partner fit one’s ideal.

Turning to the first indirect measure of discrepancy, a
hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted
in a similar manner. Again, consistent with Hypothesis 1,
perceiving more discrepancy between one’s current

TABLE 2:  Correlations Between Perceived Discrepancy From Ideal
and Relationship Satisfaction as a Function of Destiny
and Growth Beliefs

Growth
Destiny Low High
Directly perceived
discrepancy
Low ] S -29
High — B9 A —7FReRE
Indirectly perceived
discrepancy
Low — BTHIRE / GqRRdk -.03/.07
High —48Hrk / BRrkA —.38%* / 40%**

NOTE: Higher scores on the directly perceived discrepancy index
meant that one’s partner was farther from one’sideal (alarger discrep-
ancy). Higher scores on the first index of indirect discrepancy meant
that one’s partner was farther from one’s ideal (a larger discrepancy).
Numbers after the slash are for residualized discrepancy in which
higher scores reflected that one’s partner was viewed more favorably.
<05, ¥HEp < 01, ¥FF*p < 001,

partner and one’s ideal partner was associated with less
satisfaction, F(1, 164) = 48.03, p<.001, pr =—.48. In addi-
tion, belief in growth was associated with higher satisfac-
tion, F(1, 164) =9.11, p< .01, pr=.23. The Growth X Dis-
crepancy interaction was marginal but in the expected
direction, K(1, 161) = 3.37, p< .07, pr =.14. Table 2 pro-
vides correlations between perceived discrepancy and
relationship satisfaction as a function of destiny and
growth beliefs. As shown, the association between per-
ceived discrepancy and satisfaction was weaker with
belief in growth. Although the three-way interaction was
notsignificant, the same synergistic pattern was evident.
Specifically, Fisher’s Z tests indicated, as before, that the
correlation between perceived discrepancy and satisfac-
tion was weaker when oriented toward cultivation in
each case (Zs > 1.95, g5 < .05).

Finally, to better understand the components of
perceived discrepancy, we examined a second indirect
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measure—residual discrepancy. Finding a similar pat-
tern of results with an index that separates the current
partner and ideal partner components of the discrep-
ancy would enhance our confidence in the results (Grif-
fin et al., 1999). Results were largely consistent. First, rat-
ing one’s ideal partner more highly was associated with
being less satisfied in the relationship, F(1, 163) = 8.91,
p < .01, pr=-23. Once this was held constant, viewing
one's current partner more favorably was associated with
being more satisfied in the relationship, F(1, 163) =
56.81, p<.0001, pr = .51. The interaction between growth
belief and perceptions of current partner was not signifi-
cant. In addition, although the three-way interaction
between destiny, growth, and perceptions of one’s cur-
rent partner was not significant, the same pattern of cor-
relations emerged, as shown in Table 2. Fisher’s Z tests
comparing each correlation against that of those who
were oriented toward cultivation indicated that the rela-
tion between residualized discrepancy and satisfaction
was significantly weaker when oriented toward cultiva-
tion versus all other cells (Zs > 2.36, ps <.05) but mar-
ginal for optimization (Z=1.54, p=.06).%

Hypothesis 3 examined whether the moderating
effects of destiny and growth are unique to ITRs. Thus,
the key results in Hypothesis 2 were reanalyzed control-
ling for the parallel effects of Dweck et al.’s (1995)
implicit theories of personality by including this variable
as both a main effect and as a potential moderator of the
effect of perceived discrepancy on satisfaction. For each
measure of discrepancy, the eftects of destiny and growth
beliefs remained significant, whereas the parallel effects
of implicit theories of personality were not significant
(ps >.13).

It is possible that when cultivating, one merely per-
ceives less discrepancy in the first place and thus still
remains satisfied. Accordingly, we conducted a hierar-
chical multiple regression analysis on each measure of
discrepancy, with sex, destiny, and growth as predictors
at Step 1, their two-way products at Step 2, and the three-
way product at Step 3. The Destiny X Growth interaction
was not significant in any analysis, /5 < 1. However, when
tested directly, those oriented toward cultivation did per-
ceive less discrepancy than all others on the direct mea-
sure of discrepancy, F(1, 175) = 7.05, p < .01, pr=.20.
Thus, the weaker relation between perceived discrep-
ancy and satisfaction when cultivating can only partly be
explained by the fact that one perceives less discrepancy.
The direct measure of perceived discrepancy is more
highly correlated with satisfaction (r=-.71) than is the
indirect measure of perceived discrepancy (r = —.46).
Thus, when considering a less confounded measure of
discrepancy, those oriented toward cultivation do not
perceive less discrepancy; it seems they are merely less

influenced by it when considering how happy they are in
the relationship.*

Itis also possible that when cultivating, one perceives
one's partner’s qualities more positively or has generally
lower relationship ideals. To test this, a hierarchical mul-
tiple regression analysis was conducted with perceptions
of current partner as the criterion and destiny, growth
(Step 1), and their interaction (Step 2) as predictors.
The interaction was not significant, indicating that culti-
vators do not automatically view their partner more posi-
tively. A parallel analysis was conducted on ratings of
one’s ideal partner and revealed no significant inter-
action as well. Thus, it is also not the case that an orienta-
tion toward cultivation results in having lower ideals for
one’s partner. Instead, it seems that cultivation allows
one to acknowledge a partner’s flaws and limitations
while still remaining satisfied with one’s partner. It is
even possible that when oriented toward cultivation,
one’s satisfaction depends on one’s ability to accept a
partner warts and all, feeling that one understands,
accepts, and cares for him or her in part because of such
acknowledged limitations.

STUDY 2

In Study 2, we wanted to examine whether ITRs mod-
erate the relation between perceptions of one’s partner
and current satisfaction in the context of the Murray
etal. (1996a) positive illusions paradigm. One strength
of this paradigm is that positive illusions were defined as
seeing virtues in one’s partner that one’s partner does
not see in himself or herself. Thus, one’s partner’s self-
view becomes a reasonable baseline of reality with which
to define illusion. Second, we wanted to examine emo-
tions as a function of discussing discrepancies in how
partners view the relationship. Thus, we videotaped part-
ners in a series of semistructured interviews designed to
emphasize differences in how partners view the relation-
ship and measured their positive and negative emotion
before and after the interview.

Viewing one’s partner more positively than one’s part-
ner views himself or herself has been shown to predict
satisfaction in a series of recent investigations (Murray,
etal.,, 1996a; Murray & Holmes, 1997; Murray, Holmes, &
Griffin, 1996b). In the present research, we were primar-
ily interested in the projected illusions hypothesis
(Murray et al., 1996a), which has shown that individuals
are happier when they perceive their partnersin an even
more positive light than their partner’s self-perceptions
justify. This tendency has been observed over a variety of
samples, both married and dating, and longitudinally.
However, as argued earlier, overlooking or reinterpret-
ing one’s partner’s deficits may be more important to sat-
isfaction when operating under certain relationship
beliefs. Are people ever able to acknowledge their part-
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ner’s faults and weaknesses and still remain happy, or are
we always so consumed by the implications of a partner’s
warts that we reflexively reinterpret them as beauty
marks?

We set out to explore whether ITRs moderate the
important relation between idealizing one’s partner and
being satisfied with the relationship. In addition, we pre-
dicted that one reason that one’s happiness seems rela-
tively immune to one’s partner’s attributes when ori-
ented toward cultivation is because such limitations are
viewed as challenges to be overcome rather than threats
to the future of the relationship. For example, if John
sees qualities in Jane that are less than ideal, then he
might infer that the existence of these attributes reflects
afatal problem for the relationship and that there is little
hope forits future. On the other hand, if the implicit the-
ories John holds about relationships orient him toward
cultivation (higher growth and lower destiny beliefs),
then he might view Jane’s less-than-perfect qualities as
an opportunity to better understand and appreciate her,
thus attempting to maintain the relationship rather than
destroy it.

The process of idealization may be reflected not only
through the perception of one’s partner’s attributes but
also through partners’ differing perspectives of the rela-
tionship. For example, if John learns that his partner
Jane views the relationship very differently than he does,
then he might infer that their differing perspectives
reflect fundamental differences in how they relate and
thus that there is little hope for the future of their rela-
tionship. However, if John is oriented toward cultivation,
then he might view Jane’s different perspective as an
opportunity to develop the relationship further. In addi-
tion, one would expect that the cultivating John would
feel more happiness and generally positive feelings while
discussing differences in how he and Jane view the rela-
tionship, whereas the evaluating John would feel more
hostility and generally negative feelings.

Study 2 Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1. Perceiving one’s partner positively would
predict higher satisfaction with the relationship, control-
ling for perceptions of oneself, one’s perceptions of the
ideal partner, one’s partner’s perception of himself or
herself, and one’s partner’s perception of oneself. This
path is what Murray et al. (1996a) referred to as pro-
jectedillusionsin the sense that it taps whether one’sillu-
sions predict one’s satisfaction controlling for the reality
of the partners’ self-perceived attributes.

Hypothesis 2. The projected illusions path described in
Hypothesis 1 would be moderated by ITRs such that the
relation between viewing one’s partner favorably and
being satisfied would be weaker with a cultivation orien-
tation (higher growth and lower destiny beliefs).

Hypothesis 3. Cultivation would be associated with
more positive emotion as a function of discussing dis-
crepant views of the relationship with one’s partner. In
addition, evaluation would be associated with more neg-
ative emotion over time.

STUDY 2 METHOD
Participants

Participants were 61 heterosexual couples ranging in
age from 18 to 40 (M =21, SD=3.91). Partners had been
in the relationship between 14 days and 12 years (M =2
years, SD= 2.2 years). The sample was ethnically diverse,
with 46% Caucasian, 20% Asian, 16% Hispanic, 8% Afri-
can American, and 10% other. The average annual
household income was between $40,000 and $49,999,
and the majority of couples were single and not living
together (70%). Couples were paid a sum of $40 ($20
per partner) for participation.

Procedure

The 2-hour session was divided into two phases. In
Phase 1, partners completed a battery of questionnaires
in a Latin square design to measure their perceptions of
themselves and their partner, their ITRs, and their satis-
faction in the relationship. In Phase 2, participants were
videotaped during a sequence of semistructured inter-
views about their relationship. Each participant was first
videotaped individually for 5 minutes and then together
with his or her partner for 10 minutes. The interviews
were designed to emphasize discrepancies in how part-
ners view their relationship.

Measures

ITRs. An extended 22-item ITR Scale was included
and is available from the first author. Internal
reliabilities were .85 and .80 for destiny and growth
beliefs, respectively. As with the original scale, the beliefs
were not significantly correlated with each other or with
gender (ps > .40).

Perceptions of self and partner The Interpersonal Qual-
ities Scale (Murray et al., 1996a) consisted of 21 positive
and negative attributes that reflect virtues (e.g., under-
standing) and faults (e.g., critical and judgmental). Par-
ticipants rated how well each of the traits described
themselves, their current partner, and their ideal part-
ner on 9-point scales (1 = not at all characteristic, 9 = com-
pletely characteristic). The order of the attribute ratings for
the different targets was counterbalanced across partici-
pants to distribute potential order effects. Scores were
derived for the total index (reversing the negative
items). Reliabilities were .77, .79, and .77 for ratings of
self, ideal, and current partner, respectively.
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Relationship satisfaction. Satisfaction was measured
with the same instrument described in Study 1. Internal
reliability was .87 and .92 for men and women,
respectively.

Videotaped interview. After both partners had com-
pleted a battery of questionnaires, they began the inter-
view portion of the study. The interview proceeded in
two phases: two individual interviews and a couple inter-
view. The first phase involved a 5-minute videotaped
interview with each individual partner. One member of
the couple was escorted into the hallway to wait while the
other member was interviewed. For half of the couples,
the male partner was interviewed first. The purpose of
the individual interviews was to acquire information
about how each partner perceived the relationship. This
information was then used in preparing the questions
for Phase 2, the couple interview.

During the individual interview, each participant was
asked to respond to the same series of questions, for
example, “At what point in knowing your partner did
you consider yourself part of a couple?” and “How long
did you think the relationship would last when you first
started dating?” Participants were prompted for specific
answers where appropriate. After both partners had
completed the individual interview, they were reunited
for Phase 2, the couple interview.

The interviewer began by informing the couple that
there were discrepancies in the answers they had given
and that “we would like you to discuss these differences
and attempt to come to some agreement, if possible,
before your answers are recorded as final.” For each
question in which there was a discrepancy in the individ-
ual responses, the interviewer repeated the answers
given earlier and asked the couple to discuss their
answers with each other and attempt to resolve the dis-
crepancy. The couple interview lasted 10 minutes.

Postinterview measures. Upon completion of the couple
interview, participants completed a subset of the initial
questionnaire packet focusing on their current emo-
tions about their relationship. Current emotion was thus
measured both before and after the interview using a
brief version of the Multiple Affect Adjective Checklist
(MAACL) (Zuckerman & Lubin, 1965) with instructions
explicitly asking participants how they “feel about their
relationship at this very moment.” The shortened
MAACL consisted of 32 adjectives, with 8 adjectives tap-
ping each of four emotions: anxiety (e.g., fearful),
depression (e.g., lost), hostility (e.g., angry), and
positivity (e.g., happy). Reliabilities were .88, .93, .89,
and .92 for anxiety, depression, hostility, and positivity,
respectively, before the interview and .88, .92, .83, and
.87 after the interview. In addition, a series of questions

assessed the degree to which they felt comfortable dur-
ing the interview.’

STUDY 2 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A series of multilevel hierarchical multiple regres-
sions were conducted using the PROC MIXED routine
in SAS (Littell, Milliken, Stroup, & Wolfinger, 1996;
Singer, 1998). The advantages of multilevel modeling in
the analysis of couple data have been described else-
where (Gonzales & Griffin, 1999; Karney & Bradbury,
1997; Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998). The analyses con-
trolled for the nonindependence of romantic partners’
data by incorporating variance due to couple and
employed maximum likelihood estimation. The analysis
proceeded with satisfaction as the criterion. Destiny and
growth beliefs were entered at Step 1, along with view of
one’s current partner, view of one’s ideal partner, view of
oneself, and one's partner’s self-view. At Step 2, the prod-
ucts of Destiny X View of Partner, Growth X View of Part-
ner, and Destiny X Growth Belief were entered. The view
of Partner X Destiny X Growth product was entered at
Step 3.

In support of Hypothesis 1 and replicating Murray
etal’s (1996a) path 5 those who viewed their partner
more favorably were generally more satisfied in the rela-
tionship, F(1, 54) =18.67, p<.0001, pr =.51. However, in
support of Hypothesis 2, this path was moderated by
growth belief, F(1, 51) = 5.93, p = .01, pr=—.32. Figure 2
displays the predicted satisfaction scores as a function of
perceptions of one’s partner and growth belief, derived
from the parameter estimates at Step 2. As shown, the
relation between viewing one’s partner positively and
feeling satisfied in the relationship became weaker with
growth belief.®”

Hypothesis 3 was that cultivation would be associated
with increased positive emotion and that evaluation
would be associated with increased negative emotionas a
function of discussing discrepant views of the relation-
ship. Accordingly, a series of multilevel hierarchical mul-
tiple regression analyses of residual change in each emo-
tion index was conducted. As before, the analyses
controlled for the nonindependence of couple data and
employed maximum likelihood estimation. For a given
analysis, the particular postinterview emotion index
served as the criterion. The corresponding preinterview
emotion index was entered along with sex, destiny, and
growth beliefs, followed in Step 2 by the Destiny x
Growth product term.

Support for Hypothesis 3 was found on several emo-
tion indices. Not surprisingly, preinterview emotion was
strongly positively related to postinterview emotion for
positivity, F(1,57) =68.16, p<.0001, pr = .74; depression,
H(1, 57) = 22.29, p < .0001, pr=.53; hostility, F(1, 57) =
17.70, p<.0001, pr = .49; and anxiety, F(1,57) =61.22, p<
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Figure 2  Relationship satisfaction as a function of perceptions of

one’s partner and growth belief.
NOTE: Higher scores reflect higher satisfaction with the relationship.
The multilevel hierarchical regression analysis controlled for ratings of
oneself, ideal partner, partner’s ratings of oneself, and partner’s seif-
report in accord with Murray, Holmes, and Griffin (1996a).

.0001, pr = .72. More important, growth belief signifi-
cantly predicted increased positivity, F(1, 57) = 3.90, p=
.05, pr=.25, and decreased depression, F(1,57) =5.28,
p<.05, pr=-.29. Furthermore, the effect of growth belief
was moderated by destiny belief for both positivity, /(1,
56) =4.19, p<.05, pr =—.26, and hostility, F(1, 56) = 2.68,
p =.10, pr=-21. The left portion of Figure 3 provides
positivity scores as a function of destiny and growth
beliefs derived from the parameter estimates at Step 2.
As shown, a cultivation orientation (higher growth and
lower destiny) was associated with feeling relatively hap-
pier as a function of discussing discrepancies in how
partners view their relationships. Whereas cultivation
yielded positive feelings from the interview, evaluation
yielded hostile feelings from the interview. The right
portion of Figure 3 provides hostility scores as a function
of destiny and growth beliefs derived from the parame-
ter estimates at Step 3. As shown, an evaluation orienta-
tion was associated with feeling more hostile as a func-
tion of discussing discrepant views of the relationship
with one’s partner.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We found support in two studies that ITRs moderate
the relation between wanting more in one’s partner and
feeling satisfied in the relationship. Study 1 defined

wanting more in terms of perceiving a discrepancy
between what one wants in an ideal partner and what
one believes he or she has in a current partner. Further-
more, this discrepancy was measured in both direct and
less direct ways. Across several indices of this type of dis-
crepancy from an ideal, wanting more in one’s partner
was consistently and strongly related to feeling less
happy with the relationship. However, this relation was
moderated by destiny and growth beliefs such that want-
ing more was less strongly linked to one’s satisfaction
when one had a cultivation orientation (higher growth
and lower destiny beliefs). With a cultivation orienta-
tion, people were able to acknowledge their partner’s
less positive attributes while still remaining relatively
satisfied.

In Study 2, we examined whether ITRs moderate the
projected illusions hypothesis (Murray et al., 1996a). It
was found that viewing one’s partner more favorably
than one’s partner views himself or herself was generally
linked to feeling more satisfied with the relationship.
However, again the relation was moderated by ITRs such
that the relation between viewing one’s partner favor-
ably and feeling satisfied was weaker among those who
believe in growth. ITRs also predicted affective reactions
upon learning that one’s partner views the relationship
differently. Growth belief, by itself, predicted increased
happiness and less depression after discussing discrep-
ant views of the relationship. Thus, the value of believing
that relationship limitations can be overcome should not
be understated. However, the benefits of believing in
growth became even more impressive when considered
in combination with belief in destiny. Specifically, those
oriented toward cultivation felt increased positivity,
whereas those oriented toward evaluation felt increased
hostility from discussing discrepant views of the relation-
ship with their partner. When oriented toward cultiva-
tion, limitations and weaknesses become affordances for
closeness and understanding without diagnosis or blame
of the partner or the relationship. When oriented
toward evaluation, small differences can take on strong
meaning, possibly leading to stronger, more judgmental
inferences aboutone’s partner in combination with feel-
ings that the differences are insurmountable.

The moderating effects of destiny and growth beliefs
found here may reflect both cognitive and motivational
underlying mechanisms. The cognitive mechanism
stems from the fact that the cultivation orientation is
characterized by a belief in the potential of relationships
to improve without diagnosis; perhaps the partner’s neg-
ative qualities recede into the background or partners
come to authentically understand and appreciate each
other's faults and weaknesses. On the other hand, the
motivational mechanism underlying cultivation may
allow one to feel less threatened by conflict and discrep-
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Figure 3

Changes in positivity and hostility after discussing discrepant views of the relationship as a function of destiny and growth beliefs. The

multilevel hierarchical regression analysis examined postinterview emotion controlling for preinterview emotion. Higher scores re-

flect more of that emotion.

ant qualities between oneself and one’s partner, given
that they view such attributes as latent and emergent
rather than immediately evident. They may be motivated
to maintain and improve the relationship, and acknowl-
edging limitations and weaknesses would seem to be a
key asset in this process. Our data suggest that ITRs
reflect both cognitive and motivational processes (e.g.,
idealization and authenticity) that can influence one’s
relationship-relevant perceptions, emotions, and behav-
ior in meaningful ways.

Similar motives have been examined in the achieve-
ment and motivation literatures, albeit with regard to
different outcomes. For example, the literature on
approach versus avoidance goals suggests that focusing
on attainment of success promotes mastery and enjoy-
ment, whereas attempting to avoid failure promotes
helplessness (e.g., Elliot & Church, 1997). With regard
to ITRs, growth and maintenance seem relevant to
approaching a better relationship, whereas destiny and
diagnosis seem relevant to avoiding what one perceives
to be a challenging or impossible relationship. Also, a
motivational orientation toward growth and improve-
ment has been examined with regard to the self (Deci &
Ryan, 1987, 1991). In particular, such studies have linked
an orientation toward growth and improvement with
fewer self-enhancement strategies, including the self-
serving bias, self-handicapping, and defensive coping
(Knee & Zuckerman, 1996, 1998). Thus, with regard to
relationships, one might predict that cultivation would
be associated with acknowledging challenges to the rela-

tionship and attempting to deal with them openly and
directly rather than denying that they exist or giving up
and abandoning the relationship altogether (Hodgins &
Knee, in press).

The current results are also important in that they
suggest a potential resolution to the controversy over
whether strivings for idealization or strivings for authen-
ticity characterize romantic relationships. Here we
examined primarily dating relationships, and although
we found support for the importance of idealization pre-
dicting satisfaction, we also found that this was less so
when one endorsed a belief in growth. It would seem,
then, that an orientation toward the maintenance of the
relationship may have similar consequences as a more
general commitment to marriage in that it may augment
strivings for authenticity and buffer the otherwise threat-
ening implications of the negative features of one’s
partner.

This study is not without limitations. First, it is based
on college student samples in which romantic relation-
ships may be relatively transitory. This can be a strength
in the study of attraction processes and dating tenden-
cies but also limits the generalizability to more estab-
lished relationships and marriages. Whether ITRs oper-
ate in a similar manner in marriages is a question for
future research. The current samples were also rather
diverse in ethnicity. Although this is often a strength in
behavioral research, it also limits generalizability to only
populations of similar diversity. An important question
for future research is whether relationship beliefs differ
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with ethnicity and cultural values and whether the conse-
quences of ITRs vary by race and culture. The current
sample was not large enough to examine these hypothe-
sesin detail. Large-scale research in which couples of var-
ious ethnicities and cultural backgrounds are sampled
carefully would seem ideal in this respect. Finally, due to
our cross-sectional data, we cannot infer the direction of
causality between wanting more in one’s partner and
feeling satisfied. However, Murray and Holmes (1997)
have provided some evidence that positive illusions pre-
dictincreased relationship satisfaction over time but that
relationship satisfaction does not predict increased ide-
alization over time.

Despite these limitations, the current research is
unique in several respects. Previous research has
extended the theoretical framework of implicit theories
from the achievement and social cognition literatures
(see Dweck et al., 1995, for review) to the domain of rela-
tionships (Kamins et al.,, 1996; Knee, 1996, 1998a;
Ruvolo & Rotondo, 1998). The present framework on
destiny and growth beliefs assesses ITRs directly rather
than relying on measures originally designed for studies
on achievement. Thus, although the theoretical frame-
work of implicit theories is shared across domains, assess-
ing ITRs, specifically, broadens the nomological network
and, inevitably, the construct itself. Indeed, in Study 1,
implicit theories of personality were not able to account
for the results.

In addition, considerable research has argued that
satisfaction is often based on positive illusions, both
within and beyond the realm of romantic relationships
(Murray et al., 1996a, 1996b; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Van
Lange & Rusbult, 1995). Our results suggest that not
everyone's satisfaction in romantic relationships
requires the perception that one has found the ideal
partner. It depends on what one believes. When one
believes that relationships are based on growth and
understanding and that relationships are not destined
from the beginning, knowing that one’s partner falls
short of one’s ideal is largely irrelevant to one’s current
satisfaction. These individuals believe that relationships
are not based on landing the perfect partner but rather
on developing and strengthening a bond with someone.
They may be able to maintain a favorable impression of
their partner even after their partner’s limitations and
imperfections become apparent. When one views limita-
tions and discrepancies as opportunities for closeness
rather than portents of doom, these otherwise lethal
experiences may lose their venom.

NOTES

1. It also seems possible that those oriented toward evaluation
would yield the strongest link between perceived discrepancy and satis-
faction. However, given the strong general relation between percep-

tions of one’s partner and relationship satisfaction, it may be easier to
demonstrate when it is less likely to occur than when it is even more
likely to occur.

2. The Implicit Theories of Relationships Scale is available from the
first author.

3. To understand the components of the discrepancy even more thor-
oughly, we examined whether the Destiny X Growth x Perceptions of
Current Partner or the Destiny x Growth X Ratings of One’s Ideal Part-
ner interactions predicted satisfaction when analyzed separately. The
interaction with perceptions of current partner did not significanty
predict satisfaction, whereas the one with ratings of one’s ideal partner
was significant, F(1, 160) = 13.82, p<.001, pr=.28. However, examina-
tion of the predicted scores derived from the regression equation at
Step 3 indicated that the interaction was largely driven by those who
were low in both destiny and growth beliefs (helplessness orientation),
such that when oriented toward helplessness, one felt less satisfied
when one had higher ideals but considerably more satisfied when one
had lower ideals. Thus, it seems that ideals predict satisfaction primar-
ily for those lower in both destiny and growth beliefs.

4.Inall analyses, the Sex X Destiny x Growth interaction was signifi-
cant, F(1,170) =12.27, p<.001, pr=.26; F(1,160) = 4.89, p< .05, pr=
-.16, for direct and indirect measures of discrepancy, respectively.
Examination of discrepancy scores derived from the regression equa-
tion at Step 3 indicated that for both direct and indirect measures, men
oriented toward evaluation (high destiny/low growth) perceived more
discrepancy, whereas women with the same beliefs perceived less dis-
crepancy. First, this pattern suggests that those oriented toward cultiva-
tion do not perceive less discrepancy than others, However, it also sug-
gests the interesting possibility that men who are oriented toward
evaluation tend to compare their partner with alternatives, whereas
this same view leads women to perceive that they have met Mr. Right.
This question seems worthy of future research.

5. The interactions were also coded for positive and negative behav-
iors. However, no significant effects emerged as a function of implicit
theories of relationships, so those methods and data are not reported
here.

6. A series of analyses that included the Destiny x Sex, Growth x Sex,
and Destiny x Growth X Sex product terms yielded no significant
effects for these terms and thus no evidence of sex as a moderator.
Accordingly, these terms were dropped from the analyses reported
here to preserve power.

7. Relationship length was also examined as a potential confound-
ing variable. For example, perhaps people who have been in a relation-
ship longer but hold more negative views of their partner may be less
likely to believe in growth and may be less satisfied with the relation-
ship. However, this does not seem likely given that length of relation-
ship was not significantly associated with either destiny or growth or
their interaction.
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